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THOMAS J. CORCORAN  

Chargé d'Affaires 

Phnom Penh (1952) 

 

Ambassador Thomas J. Corcoran was born in New York in 1920. He entered the 

Foreign Service in 1950 and served in Spain, Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, and 

Washington, DC, and was ambassador to Burundi. Ambassador Corcoran was 

interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy in 1988. 

 

Q: After you left Vientiane, you went to Phnom Penh. What were you doing there? 

 

CORCORAN: I was chargé. 

 

Q: Here you were an FSO-6, which is the equivalent in those days of a second lieutenant. 
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CORCORAN: It was entry level, yes. 

 

Q: You were representing the United States to one kingdom, and then you moved to Phnom Penh, 

which was also a kingdom. 

 

CORCORAN: But you must remember that the minister, as he was then, resident in Saigon, was 

accredited to the kings of both countries, and he would come up from time to time to visit. I, the 

charge, was assigned by the Secretary of State. When the minister, as he was then, arrived, he 

became the minister to Laos and Cambodia. 

 

Q: You were in Phnom Penh when? 

 

CORCORAN: I was there for a period of only about, I guess, eight months in 1952. This was 

some time after the French commissioner had been assassinated, and there was a French general 

there also acting as the civilian commissioner for a while. Then he left and was replaced by 

another French general, and they split it up again. 

 

The French forces in Cambodia at that time were pretty small. In Laos, there was very little 

fighting in those days, except in the south, and around some of the fringes of the very northern 

mountains. In Cambodia, there were two, as I recall, Cambodian movements, one Communist 

and one not Communist. Then the Viet Minh were also active. But it was still possible to drive 

from Phnom Penh to Saigon in those days. It took about four hours. You didn't want to stop 

everywhere en route, but you could drive back and forth in the daytime. They had watch towers. 

 

Q: What were your personal relations with the French military, both in Laos and in Cambodia? 

 

CORCORAN: Well, the personal relationships in Laos were very good. The French commander-

in-chief of Laos was a colonel who had previously been Delattre's operations officer in North 

Vietnam. Then there was the chief of the gendarmery mission, and I was on friendly terms with 

both of them. 

 

Q: They didn't resent American influence or intrusion into their area? 

 

CORCORAN: They didn't, because they realized they were dependent on the American support 

in the main fighting in those days, which was in Vietnam. But also, most of these people had 

been graduates of World War II, and the gendarmery commander, whom I knew up there, had 

been liberated from a prison camp by U.S. Army forces. There was also the French commander-

in-chief in Laos. He was a colonel, Redon. The commander-in-chief of the Lao National Army, 

as it was called in those days, was a French officer with the remarkable name of Stanislas 

D'Otton-Loyewski, obviously one of the Frenchmen of Polish ancestry. He, of course, wasn't 

very popular with the Lao, but he was the commandant of their Army. 

 

Q: Did you have any contact at all with any effort made by the Viet Minh or any of the forces 

opposed to try to gain some support from the United States? It's well known that certainly 

President Roosevelt was adamantly opposed to the reinsertion of the French into Vietnam, 
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before he died. 

 

CORCORAN: He was. But of course, as I've mentioned before, the least opposition to that was 

Lao opposition. But certainly you'd have some Lao who would complain about some of the 

French from time to time, but it was no great big thing in those days. You'd hear more of it in 

Cambodia, of course, where you had the Democrat Party, which was in opposition to the French 

and also in opposition to Sihanouk. The thing came to a head there, and Sihanouk dissolved the 

Huy Kanthoul government. This was something called the Partie Democrate, which was the 

party in power. 

 

Q: Would they be coming to you to try to get America on their side? 

 

CORCORAN: Not as plainly as that, but they would be giving me their views on things from 

time to time. As I say, I was there for just about four or five very crowded months. It was clear 

that the main struggle was between the Democrats and the French. The French were being pretty 

tough, because they had small forces there, and they were afraid that if they weakened, they'd be 

finished. The Democrat Party was composed of a lot of people who were very tough on their 

side. They weren't much interested in bargaining; they thought it wouldn't get them anywhere. 

But they would take a pretty strong position. They got into a deadlock with the then-King 

Sihanouk. One day, he dissolved the government, and French troops fanned out. 

 

Q: This is while you were there. 

 

CORCORAN: The French did send troops up there at the request of Sihanouk to protect the 

French civilians and Europeans. The net result was that most of the people who represented the 

Democrat Party in the streets were high school students, teen age students. They weren't 

anything like the Korean students, you know; they were just French high school students. They 

were not that much of a physical threat. Then the king set up a royal government. One of his 

relatives was the foreign minister, and he presided over things for a while. But then it must have 

been a year later, maybe in '53, that Sihanouk, in turn, split with the French. I think it must have 

been in the beginning of 1953, in the winter. He took off into the Angkor Wat area, which was 

then occupied by a dissident, a non-Communist, in protest against the French not giving him full 

authority. Actually, at one point he went over into Thailand as a self-invited guest of the Thai 

Government, which embarrassed them. They didn't do much for him. It was a publicity effort on 

his part to try to get the French to give him a little more leeway, so he would be better able to 

deal with the elements who had formerly supported the Democrats. Nothing much came of that. 

Then, of course, we drifted into the Geneva period. 

 

Q: Outside of meeting on a social occasion, no one was coming to you particularly through the 

side door and saying, "Give us some help," or "We want to get rid of these beastly French," or 

anything like that? 

 

CORCORAN: No. Actually, they were pretty quiet about it. There were some people who had 

been in the Democrat leadership, certainly after the boom was lowered on the Democrats by 

Sihanouk. They complained, but they lived through it. Some of the Democrat leaders blamed the 

French for it, but then again, after a period of time, they got diplomatic posts here and there. Huy 
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Kanthoul went as ambassador to the Soviet Union at one point. But he was sort of an amateur. I 

always felt that you had the Democrat Party, which had gotten control of the Parliament and 

didn't quite know what to do with it. But out in the bush, there were a couple of bandit groups 

and also people who later became the Khmer Rouge. Nobody quite had a hold on them. 

Sihanouk would talk about them. 

 

 

 

WILLIAM J. CUNNINGHAM  

Administrative Assistant 

Phnom Penh (1954-1955) 

 

William J. Cunningham was born in California in 1926 and educated at the 

University of New Mexico. He entered the Foreign Service in 1949. His career 

included posts in Prague, Paris, Seoul, Tokyo, Sapporo, Saigon, Phnom Penh and 

Taipei. He was interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy in 1997. 

 

CUNNINGHAM: The embassy in Cambodia on the first of July or the 30th of June, 1954 

consisted of a charg® dôaffaires, Joseph Montllor, a code clerk, another guy who was ostensibly 

an embassy staffer but was actually the CIA station chief though a very junior one, an AID 

representative, and a USIS officer. There were five Americans in the American country team in 

Cambodia at that time. All of this was going to change and a full embassy was going to be 

instituted there. 

 

Robert McClintock, who was deputy chief of mission in Saigon at this time, was designated to be 

the first resident American ambassador in Phnom Penh. He had become aware of my work in the 

general services section of the American embassy and he said, ñI know whom I want as my 

administrative officer. I want Bill Cunningham,ò who was at this time an FSS-11. I think I had 

lost the temporary ten and had fallen back to an 11. He asked me if I would like to do it and I 

said, ñSure.ò I felt confident that I could do it. 

 

Off I went at the beginning of July to Phnom Penh. We used to have the CIA airline, Civil Air 

Transport or CAT, as it was known, which operated throughout Asia and it had a regular flight 

twice a week up to Phnom Penh. What I used to do was catch a plane Monday morning and fly 

up to Phnom Penh, work there until Thursday at noon, and catch the afternoon flight back to 

Saigon. Because I had no replacement in Saigon and they couldnôt release me, I would work my 

job in Saigon Thursday evening, Friday, Saturday, and a good part of Sunday, then I would take 

off again on Monday morning to Phnom Penh to help them with their administrative work there. 

That was a real adventure. 

 

The American embassy up until the first of July 1954 had been located on the second floor of a 

little downtown building in Phnom Penh not far from the banks of the Tonle Sap, which flows 

into the Mekong a few miles farther south. The office was over the top of a pepper shop that was 

owned by a French colonial woman, and the building faced the broad, tree-lined mall, which ran 

from the front of the railway station a kilometer away right down to the Tonle Sap. . She had 

been there for a long time and her husband started a pepper plantation. He died and she was a 
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widow and she was selling pepper. She was a rather difficult person. There was no way that we 

could expand there and we had to find someplace else to put the embassy. 

 

There was a building under construction elsewhere in Phnom Penh being erected by a Sino-

Cambodian businessman. Montllor had thought of that building and said that would make a great 

building for our American diplomatic establishment that was going to be set up there. ñBut,ò he 

said, ñit is only a two story building. If we could get him to add two floors to the building it will 

work and we will have enough space.ò I got a hold of the architect who was a Frenchman. He 

had designed the building and I talked with him. He said, ñYes, this foundation is strong enough 

and we can put two more floors on top of the building.ò 

 

We then got in the midst of a very complicated deal to figure out how we were going to get these 

two floors added to this building and get it done in time to be able to accommodate the growing 

staff. People were already beginning to come up from Saigon and elsewhere to report in. We had 

to find some kind of office space for them because this space over the top of the pepper shop was 

not going to be adequate. 

 

There was a lot of AID counterpart money around at that point. I canôt remember all the 

particulars now but I became deeply involved with negotiations with the Sino-Cambodian 

businessman, the architect, and the AID comptroller to figure out some way whereby we could 

front money for the construction of the building and then credit that against the eventual lease 

payments that we would make to this businessman. We worked out a deal, and work began on 

the building with a total of four floors, configured to requirements of the Embassy. I managed to 

get this worked out about September or October. 

 

Meantime, the U.S. official establishment was growing and I had to find temporary office space, 

so I started looking around town. Somebody said there was an abandoned Masonic lodge in the 

other part of town that would make pretty good temporary quarters for us. I went and looked it 

over, and negotiated a lease on that. 

 

Now this Masonic lodge was a very substantial large two-story building and it was built in the 

colonial style, which is to say with 15 foot ceilings and very large windows that were closed by 

shutters. There were no glass windows in it, and there was no way of cutting off the outside air. 

You couldnôt air condition the building without installing glass windows. That would be too 

expensive of a job to do, particularly since it was temporary space. What I had to do was get 

ceiling fans installed in the building and somehow or other make it comfortable. McClintock was 

very good about this. 

 

The fortunate thing was that we moved in there in I think September of 1954 and about that time 

of the year the humidity begins to decline in Cambodia, and the weather becomes cooler. It 

becomes bearable, if you have a ceiling fan and dress informally. I had spent enough time up in 

Cambodia seeing friends over the previous two years that I knew that would work. My gambit 

was to get everybody into the old Masonic lodge over the cool months and get the four-story 

embassy building completed before the monsoon hit in April. In late March, early April, it really 

starts to heat up. By the middle of April you are just praying for the first rain in Cambodia to 

cool things off. 
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That year I worked harder than I think I have ever worked almost any other time in my life. I was 

working two jobs up until November. Finally a replacement for me in Saigon arrived in 

November and I was then able to move full time up to Cambodia and act as the administrative 

officer there. 

 

Q: You were in Cambodia from 1954 until when? 

 

CUNNINGHAM: I think I left on the 14th of July 1955. 

 

Q: What was Cambodia like? 

 

CUNNINGHAM: We used to call it the poor manôs Bangkok. I liked Cambodia very much in 

those days. It was a very peaceful country, peaceful people. There was a certain amount of 

guerilla activity going on up in the northwest but for the most part the rest of the country was 

very peaceful. It was very poor. Cambodian people are very generous and kind people, likeable 

people. They were then trying to recapture their sense of identity after about 70 years as a French 

protectorate. An International Control Commission was set up to monitor the truce in Cambodia. 

It was composed of military personnel from Canada, India, and Poland. The commanders of each 

national detachment lived in the Hotel Royale, the principal hotel in the city and the social center 

for the international and French colonial community there. Dinner hour in the Hotel Royale 

dining room suddenly became very cosmopolitan, with the staff of each of the three contingents 

seated at separate tables. Each had a retinue of diplomatic officers. Everyone was busy watching 

everyone else and warily making contact. 

 

Of course Phnom Penh at that point changed from the very sleepy little capital of a minor 

kingdom into a rather, not really cosmopolitan place, but there was sort of a bustle of diplomatic 

activity. A lot of the French who had done business in Saigon moved up to Phnom Penh and 

transferred their offices up there, so that brought a lot of people in. It brought some money in and 

shot up the price of housing. Of course the Americans contributed to that, too. 

 

As I say there were five official Americans in Phnom Penh on the first of July 1954. By the time 

I left one year later there were 90. We had a full-fledged embassy, USIS, AID mission, and a 

military advisory group there. I had to find office space, housing, and English speaking local 

Cambodian employees for practically all of them. That was a real adventure. 

 

Q: How did Robert McClintock run his embassy? 

 

CUNNINGHAM: Robert McClintock was a groupie. He liked to have people around him. He 

also had a certain dash and flair. He made a habit of dictating all of his telegrams in final form. 

He was very insistent upon having a secretary that could take good dictation and he would never 

redraft a telegram. He would have a diplomatic conversation someplace, and he would come 

back to the office and call his secretary in. He wouldnôt have made any notes, and he would 

dictate a cable report to the Department on the spot and sign what he had dictated. He made that 

known; he was very proud of that and thatôs the way he wanted his drafting officers to work. He 

was a pretty decisive guy. 
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He was approachable. He was not a high posture man although he was a strong, decisive leader. I 

always felt that I could go into him and say, ñMr. Ambassador this is a problem and this is what I 

think we ought to do.ò Heôs say, ñOkay, if you think so, you do it. Of course you realize that you 

are responsible for making sure itôs the right recommendation and that it works out if you do 

that.ò He was not bureaucratic. He was decisive and quick. He had a quick temper, but that was 

balanced by a good sense of humor. I was never aware that he carried even the slightest grudge 

against anyone. In general he was well liked by his staff. In the year that I was there I didnôt hear 

any carping or criticism of him as you often hear of senior ambassadors in other places. He also 

watched out for the staff. It was his first ambassadorship. 

 

Q: Did he have his poodles with him? 

 

CUNNINGHAM: No, I think he had Seamus, a big Irish setter, with him at that time. He liked to 

talk about his experiences in Lebanon. I guess Lebanon came after that. 

 

Q: Lebanon came later. 

 

CUNNINGHAM: His wife was Chilean. He had a good sense of humor. He liked to tell a joke. 

He enjoyed a good glass of champagne. He had the habit also of ending his telegrams with some 

kind of a fillip. For example, the only example that I can recall, but it is typical, is one in which 

he said he had gone to see the French resident general, or whatever the top French official was at 

this time with Cambodia being a fully independent country, and he talked with him about this 

and so forth. In typical fashion, McClintock came back to the Embassy promptly and dictated his 

reporting telegram. The closing line of the telegram was, ñand by the time we concluded our 

conversation the champagne was warm.ò 

 

Q: What was the attitude that you gathered from the rest of the embassy towards Sihanouk? 

 

CUNNINGHAM: They were suspicious of him. They found him temperamental, which he 

certainly was, and difficult to get along with. They were bothered by the influence of the queen 

mother, who was playing some kind of a political role at this time, had over Sihanouk. Of course 

you have to understand that I was not a political officer at this point. I was a politically interested 

administrative officer and an aspiring Foreign Service officer, but I had no responsibility for 

political analysis. My impressions of things up to this point are of that category. I didnôt have 

access to the diplomatic traffic that was going on, and so on. I did have instincts and feelings 

about politics in general and in respect to Asia in particular. These instincts had been formed by 

years of personal interest, reading, and university education, as a summer reporter and as a 

witness to political life in New Mexico. I was impressed by Sihanouk, and I still am. He is an 

extremely clever man. 

 

Q: I think he is still going. 

 

CUNNINGHAM: He is a political survivor. He is still going and everybody else is gone. 

Sihanoukôs goal was to gain full independence for his country. That should have been what we 

wanted also because it was the best guarantee against communist subversion, but he wanted to do 
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it his way, and we wanted him to do it a different way. Thatôs the best that I can characterize 

what I understood and gathered of the relationship with him at the time. We were frequently at 

loggerheads with Sihanouk or with his agents. As a result of that, we did not have good access to 

the Cambodian political establishment, whatever it was. 

 

The best example of this is when John Foster Dulles made his swing through Southeast Asia in 

the spring of 1955 to set up the SEATO organization. The treaty was concluded at a conference 

in Manila. Dulles visited Saigon, Vientiane, and Phnom Penh en route to Manila. Phnom Penh 

was the last stop before he went on to Manila. He went to the palace and had lunch with the king 

at that time, and I know very well because I had to host his secretary and a couple other members 

of the party to lunch at my house and that was very enjoyable. Off he flew, either that afternoon 

or the next morning, to Manila. Ambassador McClintock went with him to attend this conference 

in Manila. 

 

A day or two later at noontime during the siesta period ï there used to be siestas when everything 

was shut down in Indochina in those days from noon to three ï Sihanouk broadcast his message 

of abdication. The embassy was absolutely dumbstruck by this. Not only did we not know it was 

coming, we found out about it because one of the Embassyôs Cambodian chauffeurs happened to 

be listening to the radio that afternoon. He did not speak very good English and he did not speak 

French at all, so there was a great deal of hustling around the embassy that afternoon to try to 

find out exactly what it was the Sihanouk had said on the radio about leaving office and what the 

implications were. The poor chauffeur was being interrogated right and left through 

intermediaries who were trying to establish this communication. Eventually somebody got over 

to the foreign Ministry or wherever, and got an official statement. A frantic telegram went off to 

Manila report to the secretary of State, who had just seen the king two days previously, that he 

had abdicated. 

 

No one knew what this abdication meant. I said, ñWell it is obvious. He canôt play a political role 

if he is on the throne, and he wants to play a political role. He is not out of politics by any 

means.ò I donôt think that was the interpretation that the initial reports from the embassy put on it 

at the time. I could be mistaken but my impression is that there was some other exotic rationale 

or reasoning that went into it. It seemed to me to be pretty obvious what Sihanouk was trying to 

do. 

 

Q: He became known as Prince Sihanouk which I guess he still is kind of known as. 

 

CUNNINGHAM: Now he is king again. The situation has now changed enough that he can play 

a role and grant amnesty to various people, which he has done. I always felt that many of our 

problems in Cambodia came about because we couldnôt get on the good side of Sihanouk and I 

think it all originated from that early period in 1954 when we couldnôt persuade him to do things 

our way. 

 

Q: Yes, and then later he got very annoyed about too much of a CIA presence. I mean we came 

into all sorts of things and he just didnôt trust us, and with reason. 

 

CUNNINGHAM: Sihanouk is a real activist. He is somebody like Lyndon Johnson in a manner 
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of speaking. He was going to be his own man. He was going to run things. He was in charge of 

his country and he felt competent to do so. He wanted to have command and he didnôt want a 

bunch of other people telling him how to do it. He wanted their cooperation and their help. 

Anyway, so be it. There it is. 

 

Q: You left there in July 1955? 

 

CUNNINGHAM: Yes. There are two other things that I ought to tell you about so far as setting 

this embassy up is concerned. One is that I did manage to get that building completed in the 

middle of April and to get everybody in. The week after we moved in the real heat wave arrived. 

I made my deadline to get people under air conditioning by the time the monsoons began, and I 

count that as a great success. It was a real job to do it. 

 

The last problem was with the electrical company, which was still run by a French company at 

that time. I believe it was private, but very likely had a preferential status under the old, and by 

then defunct, colonial system. As I recall the situation, the electrical companies, by then at least, 

in each of the three former states of the Indochina union (now four with North Vietnam) was 

independent of the others, but all were owned by a holding company based in France. 

 

At the embassy, we wanted to have a backup generator in the embassy for emergency power. It 

had to be connected in a particular way to the municipal grid, still operated by the French 

company, so that the generator would kick on automatically as soon as the electricity from 

municipal grid was interrupted. The local manager, a very rigid colonial type, was not willing to 

allow us to install the automatic device between the municipal grid and the backup generator. We 

had the emergency generator in place. We had all the wiring in place, all the switching, all the 

circuitry. Everything was there except the link to the power grid of the French electrical 

company. The local manager would not give us permission to make that connection, and we 

couldnôt make the electrical system operational until he did. It was April. I knew the hot season 

was almost upon us. The old Masonic Temple would become unbearably hot any day. The new 

Chancery Building was in every other respect ready for us to move in. But I could not move 

anyone until I could assure reliable emergency power. Were I to do so, it would represent a 

capitulation to the manager of the power company whom I had all along been telling that the 

connection was absolutely essential ï a non-negotiable requirement. 

 

I made all kinds of demarches to the manager. He was unyielding. Meantime, the weather was 

getting warmer, and back at the temporary chancery in the Masonic Lodge, the Embassy staff 

was getting uncomfortable and restive. I had put myself between the rock and the hard place. 

 

Finally I got word that the general manager from Paris was going to be in town so I requested an 

appointment with him and I went to see him. I went to see him and it was interesting. He spoke 

excellent English. (The local manager did not.) I explained the problem to him and he turned to 

the manager and asked him in French ñwhatôs going on here?ò The local manager went into his 

routine about the incompatibility of our installation and the municipal grid and the technical 

impossibility of allowing the connection we requested. The general manager said, ñThatôs 

nonsense.ò He then turned to me and said, ñMr. Cunningham, that will be taken care of. Go back 

and tell the ambassador it is all set. We are very grateful for what you Americans have been 
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doing in this part of the world and we will always support you here. There is no technical 

problem; no reason why this shouldnôt be done.ò I immediately went back to Ambassador 

McClintock and said, ñYouôve got to send this guy a thank you note.ò He came through for us. 

That was a very good event for me. 

 

The other major problem was getting English speaking Cambodian employees. There werenôt 

any Cambodians in Phnom Penh who spoke English at that time. They had been under French 

occupation and acculturation for 70 years, and many spoke excellent French. We had to have 

English speaking local employees. Finally somebody said to me, ñYou know, during the war the 

two western provinces of Cambodia were ceded to the Thai and the Thai occupied them. When 

the war ended these provinces were returned to Cambodia. A lot of the Cambodians who were 

living there moved to Bangkok. English is the lingua franca of Thailand. There is a community 

of Cambodians living in Bangkok, and maybe now that the French are out some of them would 

be willing to come back.ò I donôt know who it was that told me this; it may have been the CIA 

guy in Phnom Penh. He said, ñMaybe you could recruit some of them. You go to Bangkok and 

see Jim Thompson who knows these people.ò 

 

Q: This was the silk guy. 

 

CUNNINGHAM: The old Jim Thompson from the Original Thai Silk Company. The legendary 

OSS operative who later disappeared mysteriously in Malaysia at Cameron Highlands. I got 

orders, went to Bangkok, and looked up Thompson at his Thai Silk shop one afternoon. I 

explained the situation to him and he said, ñOkay, Iôll help you. Come to my house tomorrow 

afternoon, at such and such a time", and he gave me the address. I went and I saw Jim 

Thompsonôs beautiful house in Bangkok, on a klong, filled with all kinds of magnificent oriental 

furniture and art. It was a virtual museum, and Iôve not seen the likes of it since. Thompson had 

there a leader of the Cambodian community in Bangkok who spoke very good English. I brought 

someone from the American embassy in Bangkok with me because if this were worked out we 

would have to have some kind of processing to go through this hiring arrangement. I explained 

the situation to the man Thompson had invited to meet me, and I had a long conversation with 

him. He said, ñAll right. Iôll find people for you.ò I told him that this representative of the 

embassy in Bangkok was the person whom should be contacted; Iôve forgotten now who that 

officer was. 

 

I went away and within a month somewhere on the order of ten to 12 English speaking 

Cambodian employees who were recruited in Bangkok had moved to Phnom Penh to join the 

staff of our embassy. It was very rough for them reintegrating into the community. Some of them 

were Sino-Cambodians I believe and it was a big change of lifestyle, living standards, and all the 

rest, but that worked out. Many times since everything collapsed in 1975 and Pol Pot came to 

power, I have wondered how many, some 20 years later, still were there and what suffering they 

might have endured. They did come to Cambodia of their own free will, but I was the agent of 

their decision. 

 

Q: ô74 wasnôt it? 

 

CUNNINGHAM: Yes, ô74. There was a period of course in between when we had no relations 
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with Cambodia at all. I wonder how life turned out for those people, but anyhow you canôt 

foresee all of these things. They took a chance. I just hope that they were dealt with fairly by the 

American government and taken care of because they did make a sacrifice to be there. I never 

retained any contact, with them, but my conscience wonôt let me forget them. They worked for 

the Embassy loyally, as did the Czech staff we were forced to let go in Prague in 1950. All are 

part of the family to whom our country is indebted, but who are mostly unknown to our people. 

May God give them all peace and rest. 

 

 

 

SAMUEL CLIFFORD ADAMS, JR.  

Education Officer, ICA  

Phnom Penh (1955-1957) 

 

Ambassador Samuel Clifford Adams, Jr. was born in Houston, Texas in 1920. He 

received his Bachelorôs Degree from Fisk University in 1945, his Masterôs in 

1947, and his PhD from the University of Chicago in 1952He served in the US 

Army from 1944 to 1946. His postings include Saigon, Phnom Penh, London, 

Lagos, Bamako, and Rabat, with an Ambassadorship to Niger. He was 

interviewed by William J. Cunningham on February 2, 2000. 

 

ADAMS: Sometimes, yes, but not all the time. For example, the first time I went to Angkor Wat, 

there wasnôt any curiosity at all even though I took six people. 

 

Q: You took six people from the mission? 

 

ADAMS: Yes. They were not persons way up there. They were all white but we sat on the steps 

of Angkor Wat, the first Americans who got to go through it. 

 

Q: Really. 

 

ADAMS: They didnôt know what Angkor Wat was about. You see what I am talking about? 

 

Q: Yes. It was just emerging from the jungles in those days. 

 

ADAMS: You also had the possibility of the Viet Minh attacking, or different things of that sort. 

 

Q: You had no fear of that at all? 

 

ADAMS: No. I had no fear. 

 

Q: What is your opinion of the U.S. policy toward Vietnam in the final days of the French empire 

there? 

 

ADAMS: The whole thing was a big tragedy. Have you talked with our friend here who was in 

Laos? 
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Q: I donôt know who that is. 

 

ADAMS: He is a member of the Houston Committee on Foreign Affairs. It is embarrassing that I 

canôt remember his name. 

 

Q: Thatôs all right. I canôt come up with names that I want to remember all the time either. 

 

ADAMS: He also taught over here at the university. 

 

Q: He taught at the University of Houston? 

 

ADAMS: No, thereôs another one. Thereôs a Catholic university. 

 

Q: Do you mean at Saint Thomas? 

 

ADAMS: Yes. His name was Cunningham. Do you know who Iôm talking about? 

 

Q: Yes. I do, right. 

 

ADAMS: The thing about it, I had a Jeep, which I could use to travel around different places on 

my own. I could get gas for it and things like that. Thatôs what life was about. 

 

Q: Now, of the people whom you helped to go on to advanced education at that time, have you 

any recollection or knowledge of what happened to them? Did they come back to Vietnam 

eventually and go into official positions or leadership positions of some kind, or have you ever 

been in touch with any of them subsequently? 

 

ADAMS: Thereôs a thing [for which] the King of Cambodia decorated me. 

 

Q: Oh, really! 

 

ADAMS: I was the first American to be so honored. What I did had the single most influence on 

Cambodian education. All of this was a different posture than most Americans experienced with 

the Cambodians at that time. 

 

Q: Yes, it was. 

 

ADAMS: I remember the first time that I was accompanied by fellow Americans. I was making 

a trip to Phnom Penh that was an entirely different experience. 

 

Q: Do you mean for the Cambodians? 

 

ADAMS: Yes, because one thing about it, the attitude of the Americans for the Cambodians, was 

not very respectful, you know. The Americans thought the Cambodians were doing things 

wrong. But, I got decorated by the Cambodians. I was the single most important influence on 
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Cambodian education and that kind of stuff. 

 

 

 

JOHN M. ANSPACHER 

Public Affairs Officer, USIS 

Phnom Penh (1956-1958) 

 

John M. Anspacher was born in New York in 1918. He received a bachelorôs 

degree in political science from Columbia University. He served in the U.S. Army 

during World War II. Mr. Anspacher joined USIS in 1953. His career included 

positions in Germany, Cambodia, Vietnam, Mali, Ethiopia, and Washington, DC. 

He was interviewed in 1988 by G. Lewis Schmidt. 

 

ANSPACHER: [...]My first offer was Laos. I said I had a family and the children were about to 

go to school. And they said, "Laos is out, try Cambodia." I agreed. And I looked around and, 

strangely enough, found one of the Embassy people in Bonn who had served in Cambodia. 

Heaven only knows when or where. Oh, I guess he'd served in the Saigon Embassy when 

Cambodia was still consulate.[...] 

 

I left Germany, at the behest of the Agency to go to Cambodia as Public Affairs Officer, which 

was my first PAO post. I had never been to Asia. My only real qualification for the job was my 

language, since French is the language -- the lingua franca -- in that part of Southeast Asia. This 

was a novel experience: crossing the Pacific for the first time in my life, going into an area that I 

knew nothing about, where I felt the only rationale for my being there was that I could get along 

and could find my way around. I also knew something about the information business and the 

propaganda business. I insist this is what we have been in all these years, despite the fact that a 

lot of people raise their eyebrows when we say "propaganda." I did wonder what I was letting 

my family in for; I had no idea. The American Ambassador to Cambodia at the time was Robert 

McClintock. You have to be a certain kind of person to get along with the late Rob McClintock. 

He and I had our problems. But I had more problems with members of his staff than I did with 

him, really. 

 

There we had another kind of effectiveness on a much lower scale of sophistication. We were 

back to the horse-and-buggy stage in many instances, for distribution of our product. Our entire 

films and publication distribution problem was solved by boat, for example. We'd go up the 

rivers and the canals to distribute the publications and show films that were done in French 

mostly, more than in Khmer, the native language of Cambodia, although eventually we had them 

translated into Khmer. We depended to a large degree on the Manila Reproduction Center for our 

magazines. At that time -- I think this is no longer true -- we had to depend entirely on 

calligraphy for preparing our magazines. They were all done by hand, letter by letter, phrase by 

phrase, which is how Khmer is written. Now there is a Khmer-language typewriter. 

 

Q: Was the level of literacy in Cambodia such that the magazine was reasonably effective do you 

think? 

 



 16 

ANSPACHER: Only to the upper level of individuals to whom we could have appealed in 

French. I don't think too many of the peasants, who made up the majority of the population, read 

even their own language. So going to the trouble of writing in calligraphy may have been a waste 

of time. But it was something I inherited. And since it was only a monthly magazine, we were 

under no time-pressure. We were not trying to do anything overnight with the Wireless File. We 

were doing features, in an attractive way, I do believe. 

 

We used to joke about this but it's perfectly true. The magazine was usual taken apart and used to 

paper the inside of the walls of the bamboo shacks in which the peasants lived which means they 

probably got only half of what we were trying to say, because the other half was up against the 

inside of the wall. If they looked at it long enough and were attracted by the pictures, they might 

try to figure out what the words meant. Effective? I don't know. How to you tell? I've always had 

a particular feeling about how to test effectiveness. We'll get to that later on if you're still 

interested. 

 

We had some effect in terms of impressing the people with who we were. We were not the 

French, because only a handful of us spoke enough French to get along and it wasn't French-

French. It was American French, with all due respect to those who spoke it. The Cambodians 

knew we were not Russian. They knew we were not French. we must have been something else. 

And we showed the flag and explained why we were there and what we were trying to do. And if 

they listened and understood, yes, we were effective. But how do you test it? You ask them, they 

say "sure." 

 

Q: Did they have any -- that you could measure -- did they have any visible attitude towards the 

Americans as opposed to other nationalities? Or couldn't you judge that either? 

 

ANSPACHER: No, I think this is generally true in Cambodia, Laos, Upper Burma, Upper 

Thailand. There is the word for the foreigner, the "farang." And anybody who's white and large-

nosed is a "farang." But it would have taken more intensive questioning on their part for them to 

realize that we weren't from another planet. They'd been cut off from everybody but the French. 

And if we weren't French we must have been something other. It could have been anything. They 

had no so-called "attitudes" towards the Americans. 

 

I think as the aid program progressed and we started to get those bags of wheat or whatever it 

was with the U.S. flag on them, the people began to make the connection between the "farang" 

who was talking about New York, Washington, President whatever, and then the flag. They kind 

of made a connection. But this was about as far as it went. I'm talking about the peasantry now. 

 

Dealing with the Cambodia "elite" is another matter. There we had a little bit of a problem 

because there had been some infiltration by French communists, one of whom was the editor of 

the local paper published by the Ministry of Information. About the only way we could get 

anything into the newspaper, except the most innocuous little feature article, was by writing a 

letter to the editor. 

 

And thereby hangs a rather sticky-wicket tale. You can edit this as you please. Our Political 

Officer, later an Ambassador, wrote quite fluent French. He and I had not got along for years. I 
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had known him during the war when we also had had our differences. Well, I started a series of 

letters to the editor which were reasonably effective in the sense that at least they got published. 

At one point, he decided to take issue with something I had said, so he wrote his own letter to the 

editor, taking issue with me, by name. I went to the Ambassador and said, "Let's get our ducks in 

a row. This really isn't the way to do business. One of us is going to speak for the Embassy. You 

want him to do it, let him do it and I'll stop. But as long as I'm doing it, if I'm going to get shot 

down I'd rather be shop down by a Cambodian or something else, but not by one of my own 

colleagues." 

 

My "colleague" had not signed his own name. So whether or not is was he who had written this 

letter attacking me and my proposition was unclear until we found the carbon of his letter in his 

desk drawer. That was the evidence that I took to the Ambassador, who by that time was no 

longer Rob McClintock, but Carl Strom. Do you know Carl Strom? 

 

Q: I met him when he was Ambassador to Korea. 

 

ANSPACHER: Yes, he was Ambassador to Korea before he had come to Cambodia. He was a 

very fine person. 

 

Q: A mathematician I believe. 

 

ANSPACHER: A mathematician, an astronomer, and an orchid grower. If these are 

qualifications for an Ambassador, fine. He did rather well, because he struck a most 

undiplomatic note with Sihanouk. They just liked each other. They would talk about orchids and 

astronomy. And, of course, astronomy is something that the Cambodians can talk about because 

they gear a lot of their culture to the way the moon rises and sets and the way stars and planets 

move and the cattle eat or don't eat, on certain festival days. So he and Sihanouk got along quite 

well despite the fact that Carl Strom spoke almost no French. Sihanouk spoke passable English. 

 

One of the things about Sihanouk that I remember, as long as we're just recollecting here, was 

that I heard him conduct a conversation with Carl Strom and our Military Attach in English, with 

a Cambodian aide to Sihanouk in Khmer, and with me in French, simultaneously. All three 

languages at once. I always had a great respect for Sihanouk. He was awfully hard to deal with. 

But I have felt for years that he probably is the only person who's ever going to get Cambodia 

out of the mess it's in now. How he's going to do it I'm not sure. And he was not the same kind of 

-- I'll use the phrase and you can edit it out if you want -- he's not the same kind of SOB, our 

SOB, as Ngo Dinh Diem was. Awfully hard guy to deal with, mercurial, unlike Diem who was 

diabolic. But Sihanouk was mercurial. You never knew which way he was going to go. But we 

got along quite well, Sihanouk and the American Embassy, generally speaking. We got along 

better under Carl Strom than we did under Rob McClintock because they were two different 

kinds of people. 

 

Let me see. We made several good friends in Cambodia. We tried hard to project not only 

American culture but other western cultures, too. For example, we once had a Christmas choral 

singing Handel's "Hallelujah Chorus." 
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Q: Was Sihanouk Catholic as many of those upper class were? 

 

ANSPACHER: No, he was not. He was Buddhist, deeply Buddhist. As I say, Carl Strom's wife 

had organized a "Hallelujah Chorus" for Christmas, in which guests from other western 

Embassies participated. Everybody invited several Cambodians, those who might understand 

what the "Hallelujah Chorus" was all about. I had invited the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, 

French-educated, a lovely person. We went to his house for dinner down the street. The dinner, I 

might say, was almost inedible but then most Cambodian meals were. You know, when you see 

the rice for dessert crawling along the plate, you begin to wonder. 

 

Q: Yes! 

 

ANSPACHER: On the way over to the Ambassador's home for the concert, I was trying to 

explain to the Chief Justice about Handel and the "Hallelujah Chorus." And I thought I had made 

my point until he turned to me and said, "That's all very interesting. Will Mr. Handel be there 

tonight?" 

 

At which point I was absolutely speechless. The last 15 minutes of conversation had absolutely 

gone over his head. He didn't have the foggiest notion of what I was talking about. I said I didn't 

think so; he was otherwise occupied. A lovely evening was enjoyed by all. 

 

Now, as to effectiveness, I have another anecdote. Towards the end of my career there we were 

at a Country Team meeting one morning when the Ambassador's secretary stepped in and spoke 

not only to the Ambassador but to the (CIA) Station Chief. It seems we had a Soviet defector in 

the front office. He wanted out of the Soviet embassy. After considerable maneuvering for a day 

and a half, he was sequestered in the Station Chief's home, which was down the street from 

mine. Eventually, a day or two later, he was spirited out of the country in the trunk of a car. He 

was driven to Saigon and flown to Rome and on tot he United States. I found out these details 

after I had come back tot he U.S. in conversations with aforementioned Station Chief, who by 

that time was also back in Washington. I asked how this had all come about and how it all had 

worked out. Well, he said it didn't work out as well as CIA would have liked. This guy finally 

wanted to go back because the Russians were holding his wife and daughter and they weren't 

going to let them go. CIA had got everything they wanted out of him and so they let him go 

back, I was told. 

 

I asked, "What did you get out of him?" He said, "Well, not an awful lot. You might be 

interested, however,, you personally might be interested, in his comments about USIS. This 

defector had said that, in the American Embassy in Phnom Penh the one agency or element of 

the American Embassy with which the Russians were most concerned, in terms of its 

effectiveness on the Cambodian elite, was USIS." I said, "I wish I could use that, but I'm not 

quite sure how." Is it good or bad that the Soviets think we're good? But I thought that was an 

interesting comment. If they thought we were effective we probably were because they were 

very sensitive to effectiveness. 

 

I rather liked the Cambodian people. They had a wonderful relaxed attitude about them. I've 

always felt that if you did it right in Cambodia you could wear a pair of shorts and sit by the side 
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of the river. If you waited long enough you could feed yourself. Sit under a palm tree to shade 

yourself from the sun and the rain. Coconuts would drop in your lap. Fish would jump into your 

lap. You'd scratch the earth and drop a kernel of rice and you could eat for the rest of your life. 

You really didn't have to do anything. And that's about the way the Cambodians operated. 

 

But they thought the westerners, the French particularly and I guess we too, kind of "nuts" for 

running around the way we did and getting all excited about things. They didn't get that excited 

about things. If they had grievances they went to see Sihanouk's father, the king, and told him. 

They'd all gather there once a month, a fantastic fascinating sight. They'd all line up to go into 

the palace one by one and do their obeisances and tell the king what was wrong. It could have 

been a land dispute or a man wife dispute or the children, anything. The King would sit there and 

listen and wave a wand or give an order and things would get fixed. And this seemed to be a 

pretty reasonable way to run a government. It might even work in our country. 

 

The Cambodian experience was my first introduction really to operating a whole program. We 

had little or no radio output. We showed films but we didn't make any. We had our monthly 

magazine, but nothing on a daily basis, because getting a newspaper or a new bulletin out on a 

daily basis would have been a waste of time. We didn't try to "compete" with daily new on any 

regular basis unless it was terribly important. If there was a matter at the United Nations or in the 

United States Congress that was particularly germane to Cambodian livelihood or the 

Cambodian future, we would put out a special release. Only on rare occasions would it be 

printed. But at least we put out enough copies so that we could distribute it to certain so-called 

"elite" individuals. 

 

Q: Were there any daily newspapers in Cambodia at all? 

 

ANSPACHER: No, there was a four-page weekly and that's about all. It looked very much like 

our high school newspapers used to look, maybe better written, but the typography was not much 

better. 

 

And there was almost no radio. Those few homes which had receivers listened to Cambodian 

broadcasts from Saigon radio. The government thought it had a radio broadcast capability, but it 

was so old and so badly equipped and so out of whack most of the time that they were off the air 

more than they were on. I suppose that if Sihanouk or the King had something to say, the station 

would somehow get up enough current and enough technical capabilities to put the Prince or his 

father on the air, a very practical way to program. The rest of the time neither the station nor the 

"audience" seemed to care much. 

 

Now, USIS of course, had a branch post in Battambang, up at the head of the Mekong River. 

 

Q: That wasn't Siem Reap was it? 

 

ANSPACHER: Yes, it was up near Siem Reap, near the sit of the ancient ruins of Angkor Wat. 

As a matter of fact, the PAO's wife was usually detailed to take whoever happened to be in town, 

from the Deputy Director of USIS to the Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs, up 

to Angkor Wat. So the PAO's wife got to know more about Angkor Wat than she really ever 
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wanted to. 

 

But we used to go to Siem Reap just so that we could say that we'd been there. I had to go to the 

branch post from time to time at Battambang. We had a nice little operation there, very low key. 

We had exhibits in the windows and this was about all we did. Our branch PAO talked to as 

many people as he could, provincial governors and so forth. 

 

We also had six English teachers, from the English teaching branch of USIS. 

 

They were out in the countryside. We have had some trouble with teachers who are on contract. 

They're never quite convinced that they "belong" to the American Embassy. The American 

Ambassador really does have the right and the authority to do with them as he pleases if they run 

afoul of his policies. So we had a little problem with them, but really not much. 

 

Anyway, we had these six English teachers, who were very helpful to our program. I found that 

if you could keep them on a reasonably straight and reasonably narrow path, so they didn't stray 

too far afield from what they were supposed to be doing, they were probably the best public 

opinion analysts we had in countries like this. 

 

Q: That's very interesting. 

 

ANSPACHER: I have always found that you could use these kinds of person-to-person contact 

people, without making it obvious that you were using them. It's what I call the "old envelope" 

technique of public opinion testing. For example: Don't carry a clip board and don't ask a series 

of questions. Get into conversations and as soon as you get back to where you are staying put he 

notes down on the back of an old envelope and send them to me. I don't care what form they're 

in. You can write them in Khmer if you want to. Just your impression of what this guy was 

saying when you talked with him. 

 

Q: I suppose it's because an English instructor finds that people who are taking their lessons are 

really interested. They will enter into a conversation voluntarily and by virtue of extended 

conversational exposures a camaraderie develops between people and then you can pick up 

things that you yourself might not expect you were going to pick up. But you get them in 

conversation. 

 

ANSPACHER: Yes, and they will ask questions. How do you say "communism" in English? 

You know, that kind. Why do you want to say it? Also the English teachers did not live in 

Phnom Penh proper. They lived out in the countryside, at some risk to their intestines I'm sure, if 

not their sanity. They lived with the people and they made friends and they talked with them -- 

about anything and everything. That's what I wanted to find out: what these people were thinking 

and/or saying. They would talk about their crops but they also talked about "government." They 

talked about the economy, albeit on a limited scale. To them the economy was how much does 

rice cost and how much can I get? 

 

I want to make this patently clear. This was not an intelligence-gathering operation. It was just 

public opinion testing, public opinion polling so to speak, albeit not in terms of statistics. I didn't 
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think that was important. What was important was what are people saying if you talk with them 

without the clipboard. 

 

Now, this is very much an aside. It has nothing to do with me. I am pretty well persuaded that if 

we had the capability of infiltrating -- I'm not sure this ought to be on the tape. Suppose we had 

somebody who could pass as a "contra" today live "fight" with the "contras" for a week and a 

half, I wonder what we would find out about the commitment of those guys to what we think 

they're fighting for. Do they consider themselves "freedom fighters?" Leaving aside the former 

Somoza guardsmen, are they in it for the cigarettes, the food, the wherewithal and the fun of 

firing weapons? I don't know. But I'm not at all convinced that they are absolutely persuaded of 

the rightness of Mr. Reagan's "freedom fighters" war. That's beside the point. Anyway, that kind 

of public opinion analysis or reporting I find more valuable than all the structured studies that we 

have perhaps carried out. 

 

Q: Certainly I think it is so far as that kind of people are concerned. 

 

ANSPACHER: Yes. I'll get to another experience of that nature in Ethiopia.* I frequently tried to 

persuade agronomists and cattle farmers and veterinarians and brick makers, teaching people 

how to do this and that. These are Americans who also sit around in the evening with nothing 

else to do and talk with the local populace. I said I'll give you all the old envelopes you want if 

you only use the back of them. Every week or ten days when you come back here for a fresh suit 

of clothes turn in the old envelopes. Let me see what these people are talking about. To some 

extent it worked, not always. AID people were frequently either un-understanding, or felt it was 

an intelligence-gathering operation with which they didn't want to get involved. I tried to explain 

the difference between that and intelligence; sometimes it worked and sometimes it didn't. 

 

Anyway, my experience in Cambodia came to an end largely because I appealed to the Agency 

after whatever two or two and a half years. We had adopted our little girl in Germany. She was 

still a citizen of Germany and I wanted to get her naturalized. I thought that I had better get her 

back to the United States before she got too much further away from the age at which I could do 

that without complications. She was still only four or five. So we came back for a tour with 

USIA as editor of the Far Eastern Press Service. 

 

Q: What were the years that you were in Cambodia? 

 

ANSPACHER: I've got to reconstruct that now. It must have been -- let's see. Eisenhower was in 

office in '52. So it must have been, say, '56 to '58. 

 

[...] Another such "memorandum of conversation" I wrote had been from Cambodia. We can 

back-track a little bit. I came in to our office one Monday morning in Phnom Penh to find 

waiting for me the pilot of our USIS power boat, which we used to take films and publications 

and whatever we had up the river to show the hoards of fascinated peasants who would gather on 

the shore -- just as they did in the day of the old Mississippi steamboat. 

 

The pilot came to me and said, "We've got to do something about this boat. The Ambassador 

ordered me and the boat out yesterday with 47 people aboard. That boat can't carry 47 people, 
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especially if they're smoking the way they were smoking. I've got a full 55-gallon drum of 

gasoline on that craft. These people were all over that boat. I couldn't see where I was going. 

They were lying all over the boat, obstructing my vision and the running lights and so forth. 

 

So I said, "We've got to do something about this." It just so happened that the Naval Attaché 

from the Embassy in Saigon was also responsible for Cambodia since Cambodia didn't have 

much of a Navy. What it did have he could deal with. He was due in town the next week or so. 

When he got in I asked him to take a look at this boat and rate it for passengers. And he 

stipulated, 23 or 24 passengers with life preserves and that's all. 

 

I went to the Ambassador as gently as I could, because talking with Rob McClintock this way 

was not the easiest thing in the world. I told him in words to this effect that something had to be 

done about this boat. It is rated for 24 people, I said, and that's all it can carry. "You really can't 

ask my pilot," I continued -- at this point he cut me off. He said, "I can ask your pilot to do 

anything I damn well please at any time of the day or night with that boat which belongs to me." 

Wait a minute. We've got real problems here. 

 

So my first "memorandum" to the Agency said, in effect: "Make up your mind whether this boat 

belongs to the Ambassador and he can do with it as he pleases, in which case you better absolve 

us of all responsibility, or it belongs to USIS, and you straighten this out back in Washington." 

Well, we did get that straightened out in favor of USIS. But it was touch and go for a few 

minutes. 

 

ANSPACHER: [...] Can I go back to Cambodia for a minute? One of our cultural events was the 

Benny Goodman band complete with Helen O'Connell and some of the great musicians of Benny 

Goodman's band. Prince Sihanouk considered himself a saxophonist, of course, which made the 

event really successful where it counted most. 

 

Q: I remember that. 

 

ANSPACHER: He wasn't in Goodman's class, of course, but he did consider himself a 

competent saxophonist. We put on a concert out in the palace grounds, with 25,000 steaming -- 

and I mean it was hot -- steaming Cambodians listening to Benny Goodman. Of course, their 

rhythms and our rhythms, as you know from your time in Asia, are wholly different. They have a 

different set of tonal values -- I don't know enough about music. 

 

Q: Five tonal. 

 

ANSPACHER: It's a five-tonal language and it's a five tonal music system. In Vietnamese as in 

Chinese you can say the same word five different ways in one sentence, make a sentence out of 

one word just by changing the tone. I don't think they understood a word or a note of Benny 

Goodman's band. Certainly not a word of Helen O'Connell. But they had a wonderful time. And 

I'm sure they're still talking about it. They don't pronounce his name right. They don't really 

whistle "Sing, Sing, Sing." But they had a great time. 

 

The prince asked to play something with the band. Goodman agreed, holding his ears. So they 
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played something which Prince Sihanouk called "a fast." So Benny Goodman played something 

fast. I guess Sihanouk came in about three beats too late. But that's all right. At any rate they all 

had a great time. 

 

 

 

MARSHALL GREEN  

Regional Planning Advisor for the Far East 

Washington, DC (1956-1960) 

 

Ambassador Marshall Green was born in Massachusetts in 1916. He entered the 

Foreign Service in 1945. He served in New Zealand, Sweden, Korea, Hong Kong, 

Washington, DC, and was ambassador to Indonesia, Australia, and the Republic 

of Nauru. Ambassador Green was interviewed about his work in Cambodia by 

Charles Stuart Kennedy in 1995. 

 

GREEN: Cambodia has not been a central part of my career, which has concentrated on 

Northeast Asia -- China, Japan, and Korea -- and also the Pacific Islands and Indonesia. 

However, as far as Indochina is concerned, I was drawn into events during three assignments: 1) 

as Regional Planning Advisor for the Far East (1956-60); as Deputy Assistant Secretary of State 

for the Far East (1963-65); 3) as Assistant Secretary of State for East Asia and the Pacific (1969-

73). Most of my comments will relate to (3) above, because of major differences between the 

White House and State Department over U.S. Cambodian policy, including President Nixon's 

decision to commit U.S. ground forces in the Cambodian incursion of 1970. I believe that my 

account of that period contains information that has not appeared in any publications to date. 

 

The first section, which is rather short, relates to two trips which I took to Cambodia when I was 

Regional Planning Adviser (in the Bureau of Far Eastern Affairs). 

 

Q: What period was this? 

 

GREEN: I held that position from 1956 to 1960. 

 

Q: This was during the Eisenhower presidency. 

 

GREEN: Yes, that's right. I was working for Walter Robertson (Assistant Secretary of State for 

Far Eastern Affairs), whose job was then taken over in 1959 by his deputy, Jeff Parsons. I made 

two trips to Cambodia during this period. In 1956 my wife and I took a trip through the whole 

area just after I was named Walter Robertson's Regional Planning Advisor. At that time 

Cambodia was pretty isolated, had bad relations with (the Republic of) Vietnam and Thailand, on 

two of its borders. It had no relations with Laos, which is a rather wild country and hard to 

understand. Cambodia had been a French colony (Protectorate) and the officials we met there 

spoke French. When we visited Cambodia in 1956, we stayed with Mac Godley who later 

became Ambassador to Laos after being Ambassador to the (former Belgian) Congo. The 

Ambassador to Cambodia at this time was Rob McClintock. 
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I'll mention a few things about Rob McClintock, because they tell you something of the problem 

we had with Cambodia. He was one of the brightest people in the Foreign Service, but he 

couldn't help parading his superior knowledge and intellect before others. In the case of 

Cambodia, this was a very serious drawback, because there was only one man in Cambodia who 

was supposed to excite any kind of veneration and respect -- or to be in the headlines. That was 

Prince Sihanouk. As the Prime Minister and the Prince, he was completely in charge of the 

country. The whole history of Cambodia during the last half century has revolved around Prince 

Sihanouk. 

 

During this first visit I heard that Rob McClintock conducted business in a way that grated on the 

nerves of many Cambodians, especially Sihanouk, whom he addressed without the deference 

which Sihanouk expected and which was his due. Rather, McClintock had a habit of carrying a 

field marshal's baton with him, which he used at the staff meeting I attended to emphasize his 

points. 

 

Q: Oh, my God, no! 

 

GREEN: We had problems with Sihanouk, on and off, all during the time that I was Regional 

Planning Advisor (in the Bureau of Far Eastern Affairs). As Regional Planning Advisor, my 

principal aim was to develop some kind of constructive relationships between all of the countries 

in the Asia-Pacific region with which we had strong commitments: military, economic 

development, or exchange student support. However, all of these countries were at each other's 

throats. So I spent four years trying to bring about a certain degree of reconciliation. 

 

As I think I've told you before, Stu, Washington at that time could best be described in its 

relationships with East Asian countries as being the hub of a wheel, with spokes going out to all 

of these different capitals: to Tokyo, Seoul, Manila, and so forth. But there were no relationships 

between the ends of those spokes: between Tokyo and Seoul, between Jakarta and Kuala 

Lumpur, between Phnom Penh and Saigon, between Phnom Penh and Bangkok, and so forth. 

And, of course, Burma had no relations with anybody. 

 

On my second trip to Cambodia in 1959, as assistant to J. Graham (Jeff) Parsons, Assistant 

Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs, I recall that we first visited Burma and then Bangkok. 

I left my wife there while Jeff and I flew up to Vientiane, Laos. From there we flew to the 

ancient Laotian capital, Luang Prabang, which is really out of this world. That's where the Prince 

Heritier (Crown Prince), who was really the King or the ruler of Laos, lived. But he had no 

control over eastern Laos, which was under Hanoi's control or over northernmost Laos which 

was under Chinese control. 

 

But my point about the visit to Laos was that Laos was so distant in time. Jeff and I had an 

audience with the Prince Heritier -- all three of us on separate divans. At a command from the 

Prince Heritier three servants came charging into the room and prostrated themselves on the 

floor, sliding the last five feet or so, holding up cigarette boxes. We each took out a cigarette. 

Then the Prince clapped his hands and three more servants came running in, holding up lighted 

brickets to light our cigarettes. This is the kind of service you can't get in Washington. 

(Laughter.) 
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As we left the palace, we were serenaded by what passed for a military band. It looked like 

something out of "Babar and the Elephants." If there had been monkeys and elephants playing 

instruments, I wouldn't have been the least bit surprised. 

 

Then we flew down to Saigon (where Lisa rejoined us) with the idea of our going on to 

Cambodia the next day. In Saigon we learned from Ambassador Trimble in Phnom Penh that 

Parsons would be seen, not by Sihanouk, who was in Paris, but by Son Sann, who was the Acting 

Prime Minister. This shows you how influential we were in East Asia at that time. 

 

Trimble mentioned that all the diplomatic corps was invited, including the Chinese Ambassador. 

This would have been Peking's Ambassador. Standing State Department instructions in those 

days prevented any American official from attending any party where the Chinese Ambassador 

was a fellow guest. So we immediately wired back to Bill Trimble asking whether the Chinese 

Ambassador was actually attending. At that point a tropical storm knocked out all 

communications and we had no way of getting our message through to Phnom Penh, not even 

through French rubber plantation owners, which was another possible channel of 

communications. However, all communications were out. 

 

Jeff thought this over and decided to send me alone the next day to do the honors on his behalf. 

 

So the next morning I set off on a special executive plane provided us by CINCPAC 

(Commander in Chief, Pacific). As we approached the Phnom Penh airport, to my horror, I could 

see what seemed like the whole cabinet and diplomatic corps lined up near the point of landing, 

plus a military guard of honor. A "march past" was obviously scheduled with the troops all 

dressed up with their pennants and other regalia. 

 

When we landed, and I stumbled out of the plane, there was the Cambodian Chief of Protocol. 

He asked, "Ou est M. Parsons?" (Where is Mr. Parsons?) I had to explain Mr. Parsons had a 

"crise d'estomac" (stomach ache) and could not travel on the plane "car il manque un w.c." (as it 

lacked a toilet). The Cambodian officials were crestfallen. They dismissed the band and all of the 

rest of the welcoming party. I went to the Embassy car waiting for me, and there was 

Ambassador Trimble. He was absolutely ashen-faced. He said, "Didn't you get my telegram?" I 

said, "No, what telegram?" He said, "I wired that the Chinese Ambassador wouldn't' dream of 

going to any party where an American official was going to be the guest of honor." I said, "Well, 

we never got it." He said, "What are we going to do? We've got to go ahead with this big party." 

I said, "Let's send the plane back." It wasn't very far -- the round trip would take about two hours. 

The next thing we knew, two or three hours later, Jeff Parsons arrived with my wife, with Jeff 

lamely explaining to the Chief of Protocol that he had been miraculously cured. 

 

There was a big ceremony out at the airport. Jeff went through all of the honors denied me, while 

the Cambodians acted as if nothing was amiss. That evening we attended a lavish dinner at the 

palace seated at the longest table and the finest napery I had ever seen, all under a row of 

massive chandeliers. Jeff Parsons had the seat of honor, next to the Acting Prime Minister. 

Everyone was served course after course of exotic foods -- all, that is, except Jeff. All he was 

given was a bowl of boiled rice, out of thoughtful consideration for his indisposition. That's the 
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way the Cambodians got back at him (Laughter), and it gives you a sampling of how we deal 

with Cambodia and how Cambodians deal with us. 

 

Q: Let me ask you. In 1956, where did Cambodia rank in Pacific or East Asian affairs? 

 

GREEN: I would say that it ranked rather low until we became more involved in the wars in 

Indochina after 1963. We were increasingly concerned over how North Vietnam was violating 

Cambodia's neutrality, largely in the form of its Ho Chi Minh Trail to South Vietnam which led 

through Cambodia. 

 

Q: But couldn't we prevail on those who had signed the Geneva Accords of 1954 to reaffirm 

support for Cambodia's neutrality? 

 

GREEN: Nothing effective could be done through diplomatic channels because of Hanoi's 

obduracy. Since both Moscow and Peking were competing for influence with Hanoi, they 

refused to take issue with Hanoi's position in this matter. 

 

Q: And I assume Cambodia lacked the military power to keep the north Vietnamese out. 

 

GREEN: Absolutely, and that's why Sihanouk felt so strongly that Cambodia's only hope for 

survival as a nation lay in trying to gain as much international support as possible for Cambodia's 

neutral status. With that I agreed, much as I disliked Sihanouk personally with his vanities, 

prickliness, squeaky voice, and long periodic absences from Cambodia to take "the cure" on the 

French Rivera. He was nevertheless revered by many Cambodians as "the soul" of his country. 

 

 

 

CURTIS C. CUTTER 

Vice Consul 

Phnom Penh (1957-1959) 

 

Curtis C. Cutter was born in California in 1928. He entered the Foreign Service 

in 1957. His career included positions in Cambodia, Peru, Brazil, Spain, and 

Washington, DC. Mr. Cutter was interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy in 1992. 

 

Q: Well, you were in Phnom Penh from 1957 to 1959. What was the situation there at that time 

in Cambodia? 

 

CUTTER: I felt that in many ways the U. S. position there was questionable. We had sent an 

ambassador named Carl Strom to Phnom Penh. He was a very fine, honorable gentleman, but he 

was an officer at the end of his career. He was a mathematician, a very precise sort of person. He 

had been mainly an administrative officer most of his career in the Foreign Service. He had 

absolutely zero rapport with Prince Sihanouk, who was, as you probably know, an entirely 

different kind of character, very open, outgoing, very spontaneous. Strom was almost the direct 

opposite. He was almost introverted and a very serious, point by point kind of person. There was 

very little personal relationship between the two men, at a time when Prince Sihanouk was 
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Cambodia. Strom, I think, was also somewhat intimidated by both the Department and our 

Vietnamese policies at the time. He seemed to feel that in some way what he was doing in 

Cambodia was meant to support what was happening in Vietnam. He felt he could not take a 

different line than was being taken there. 

 

Q: He was somewhat deferential? 

 

CUTTER: Deferential, yes. I can give you an example. Carl Strom and I played a lot of bridge 

together. We even won the worldwide bridge tournament. So as a junior officer he gave me a lot 

of access which I would not have had otherwise. Even though, after a year, I had moved to be the 

consular officer, he let me sit in on lots of meetings of one kind or another and all of his staff 

meetings. So I had an interesting view of what was happening at the post, although, of course, as 

a junior officer, I wasn't in any way able to have much influence on what was happening. But 

one incident occurred in, it must have been 1958. The Vietnamese were rather aggressively 

trying to realign the frontier between Cambodia and South Vietnam. There was an incident 

where they had moved some border posts five or six kilometers into Cambodia and then put them 

in again. Sihanouk wanted the missions in Phnom Penh to send representatives to see what had 

happened, because, obviously, the Vietnamese were encroaching on his territory. He wanted to 

document this for the international community. 

 

When this request came to our Embassy, the Ambassador met with his staff, especially the 

military attachés, to decide what should be done about it. There were some strong opinions -- 

mine amongst them -- that if this were true, then Sihanouk had a legitimate case, and that we 

ought to go there and take a look. If there were real evidence that this had happened, obviously, 

the position that the U. S. ought to take was that this was unacceptable, and we should talk to our 

Vietnamese friends about rectifying the situation. But after some correspondence back and forth 

between the Embassy in Saigon and the Embassy in Phnom Penh, it was decided that, in fact, it 

would be very bad if we went down, if we made our presence at this event. The Ambassador 

refused to send anybody along. A number of missions did send people, and it was fairly clearly 

established that the Vietnamese were moving these border posts. This was the kind of thing we 

did. Actions in favor of the Vietnamese, which began to alienate Sihanouk. 

 

Q: Well, you said that you felt rather strongly. Obviously, you were a junior officer and carried 

little weight. But did others at the Embassy feel that way, too? I mean, was this the sort of thing 

where maybe we should get out and be a little more active for "our" country, you might say? 

 

CUTTER: Well, at least it seemed that there was a question of equity involved here. There was a 

great possibility that the Cambodians, in fact, were the injured party. Of course, the whole 

pressure of U. S. policy at that time on Cambodia was to get them out of their neutral stance. The 

harder Sihanouk resisted that, which he did, the more pressure was exerted on him to do it, and 

the more entrenched our attitude became that Sihanouk's policy was really unacceptable. There 

were people in the Embassy who took a different line -- for example, the political officer, Bob 

Barrett, subsequently an ambassador in Africa. Bob was, I think, one of the people in favor of 

our taking at least a more neutral position on this and trying to see where the facts lay. But the 

military and Agency [CIA] representations there didn't feel that this was in the US interest. 
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Q: They were trying to keep the Vietnamese content, I suppose. 

 

CUTTER: That's right. And Durbrow [Elbridge Durbrow], who was our ambassador in Saigon at 

the time, was very strongly opposed to our doing anything that would upset his clients. 

 

Q: You hear of those cases called "clientitis." Sometimes a little "clientitis" helps. On the 

Cambodian side, we should have been a little bit more responsive, rather than just to the other 

side? 

 

CUTTER: Well, it seemed clear to me as a relative newcomer to this game that Sihanouk 

actually made a lot of sense. And that what he was trying to do: keep Cambodia uninvolved in 

the bigger battle that was going on in Indochina made a certain amount of sense from the 

Cambodian point of view and that if we were to look at it at all sympathetically, we would be 

trying to reinforce his position within Cambodia, rather than to weaken his position and allow 

other kinds of forces to move in. 

 

Q: Was there concern about the communist forces within Cambodia at that time? 

 

CUTTER: At that time they were not a serious problem. There were some small, guerrilla 

operations, but I did, in fact, drive everywhere in Cambodia in my own private vehicle. I visited 

all of the rubber plantations. I had a boat and took trips up the Mekong River almost up to the 

Laotian border. You never felt a great concern about your personal safety. There were some 

areas, that is, a few areas between Phnom Penh and the coast, in that little mountain range near 

the Gulf of Thailand, where there were still some active guerrilla activities. This is 1957-59. But 

in general the country was not in a state of unrest at that time. As a matter of fact, it was very 

prosperous. 

 

Q: Well, were you there when William Trimble came as ambassador? 

 

CUTTER: I was there. 

 

Q: Was this a change? 

 

CUTTER: Well, it was certainly a change in personality, to some extent. But, again, they sent an 

officer at the end of his career, a very distinguished officer, but one who had very little 

sympathy, I think, for Cambodia or its situation. And, once again, was not the sort of person who 

could have made any direct, personal connection to Sihanouk. 

 

Q: He was a soft-spoken, Baltimore gentleman? 

 

CUTTER: He was a soft-spoken, Baltimore gentleman but who believed in very strict, 

protocolary kinds of behavior and ran the post as though it were a post in Europe, actually, and 

was not a person who could have developed the personal rapport with the Prince that was 

absolutely the essence of foreign policy in Cambodia. You know, we would have been much 

better off having sent a young, 40-ish officer who wouldn't have minded partying until the wee 

hours of the night, occasionally. 
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Q: Well, then you left Cambodia. I take it there were no major incidents when you were in 

Cambodia? 

 

CUTTER: No. Well, there was the beginning of an incident because of a warlord, not a left wing, 

but a right wing warlord, Dap Chuon, who had his headquarters in Siem Reap, which is the town 

right near Angkor Wat. This was a favorite place to take high-ranking American visitors because 

he was so blatantly pro-American. I remember taking Senator Hickenlooper in to see him. Dap 

Chuon got a kind of dreamy look on his face. He said: "Senator, last night I dreamed a dream of 

a giant eagle which spread its wings over my country and came to rest down here in the jungles 

to protect us." He said, "You know, it's amazing. Here you are, here with me. You are another 

symbol of this protection that we're going to fall under." Of course, the Senator ate this up. Dap 

Chuon was very good at this kind of thing. He knew how to work on people. Eventually, of 

course, Sihanouk couldn't tolerate his independence and eventually he closed down his 

operations. He did close down his operation but found in the process that Dap Chuon was on the 

payroll of the Agency and had direct contacts with people in our Embassy who were then PNGed 

[declared persona non grata] from the country. So this was just one other element in developing a 

state of mind in Sihanouk which was very, very negative towards the United States. 

 

Q: You might add for the record that Sihanouk now, in 1992, is playing a limited role but is 

currently the Chief of State of Cambodia. 

 

CUTTER: And it'll be a very important role, at least as important as Juan Carlos' role was in 

Spain, because he has that ability to mobilize people that practically no other politician has. He 

was one of the most popular leaders I've ever encountered. I watched him campaigning in those 

days, watched him addressing the people. He was immensely popular -- and still is, I think. 

 

 

 

WILLIAM W. THOMAS, JR.  

Economic Officer 

Phnom Penh (1958-1961) 

 

William W. Thomas was born in 1925 in North Carolina. He joined the Foreign 

Service in 1952 after completing his studies in North Carolina and serving in 

World War II. His career has included posts primarily in Asia, including Laos, 

Taiwan, and China. Mr. Thomas was interviewed on May 31, 1994 by Charles 

Stuart Kennedy. 

 

Q: You left and went where? 

 

THOMAS: I went to Cambodia. 

 

Q: You were there from when to when? 

 

THOMAS: From the end of 1958 to the spring of 1961. 
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Q: What was the political situation in Cambodia when you arrived their in late 1958? 

 

THOMAS: Sihanouk had claimed that there had been an attempted coup with an American 

participating in it. Therefore, the situation for the embassy was quite bad at the time. 

 

Q: What was the embassy like when you arrived there? 

 

THOMAS: It was small with a small military mission, and an AID mission which was fairly 

active. But it was bigger than Bangkok was when I was in Bangkok, but by no means as big as 

Bangkok was at that time. There were a lot of French still in Cambodia, about 5,000 French there 

who came there because they had to get out of Algeria. They felt it was very receptive to 

Frenchmen. We had a few American businesses there...Standback. We occasionally had a ship 

coming in, but very occasionally. 

 

Q: Who was the ambassador at that time? 

 

THOMAS: Carl Strom, he died about ten years ago. 

 

Q: How did he run the embassy? 

 

THOMAS: It wasn't a very active embassy. He worried about Vietnam a lot. It was mainly a 

quiet embassy. I was one of two economic officers and also the embassy's Chinese language 

officer. 

 

Q: This was part of our pattern, wasn't it, to put Chinese language officers all around the 

periphery of China to keep an eye out. In that role, as a Chinese language officer, what were you 

doing? 

 

THOMAS: Ordinary political reporting on the Chinese community, which was quite large. There 

were in those days somewhere between 3 and 5 million people in Cambodia and Phnom Penh 

was maybe half Chinese. So there were about 4 or 5 hundred thousand Chinese in the country. 

 

Q: How were they looked upon? At that time there was some unpleasantness going on in 

Malaysia wasn't there? 

 

THOMAS: It was called the insurgency. 

 

Q: There was essentially a Chinese insurgency going on in Malaysia at this time. 

 

THOMAS: Yes, very active and the last Japanese doctor with the Chinese forces surrendered 

himself in 1990. 

 

Q: How did we view the Chinese community in Cambodia at that time? Did we see this as a fifth 

column from Communist China? 
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THOMAS: We were pretty well informed on who was who in the Chinese community. We had a 

lot of friends there. Taiwan had a bank there that closed the week I arrived, but it was a first class 

bank. There were Communists there. I took a trip with a Cambodian friend up to the northeast 

near what later became the Ho Chi Minh trail and walking the street I heard somebody say, 

"Long live Chairman Mao." In a minute the voice said, "The People's communes are good." It 

was a myna bird that somebody had taught to say these things in Chinese. 

 

Q: How did we view Sihanouk at that time? 

 

THOMAS: Sihanouk was a very complicated question and still is. According to the paper he has 

prostate cancer. Anyway, he was more complicated then than he is now because he had more to 

work with. He was still, for practical purposes, the king. There were people who were with him 

and would switch to the other side and back and forth. There was always somebody against him. 

 

Q: At this point we were reaching a real crisis that was coming up in Laos and everybody was 

getting very edgy about southeast Asia, weren't they? 

 

THOMAS: Well, yes, but as usual the things on the ground didn't seem as bad as they seemed 

2,000 miles away. We got very little press. The French press was about the only active press 

agency. Well, the Chinese had reporters in Cambodia, but they stayed away from us. 

 

Q: What was the view at the embassy of Sihanouk at that time? 

 

THOMAS: That he was somebody that we could work with and probably better than probable 

alternatives. Some people liked the alternatives, but that was up and down. The alternatives were 

not a very enlightened bunch. We were not all of the same view. 

 

Q: In that whole area, we were going through a phase that may continue on, but certainly in 

Laos...did you have the feeling that the CIA was a power unto itself there? 

 

THOMAS: Not in Cambodia at that time. 

 

Q: You didn't have that feeling that they were off running in their own little shows? 

 

THOMAS: They may very well have been, but they concealed it if they did. It was quite 

different than from Laos when I was there. 

 

Q: Yes, Laos was basically a CIA country. 

 

THOMAS: Well, there were a lot of conspicuous CIA people there in Laos. 

 

Q: Was there any pressure that you were feeling that was coming from Washington that you have 

to do this with Sihanouk or do that? 

 

THOMAS: There were temptations to be activist. Vietnam was very strong on being activist. In 

some cases they asked us to do things that I presume we didn't want to do. But as a general 
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economic officer I wasn't involved in that. 

 

Q: What were some of the economic/commercial things? 

 

THOMAS: Very minor. There were some American exports. Sihanouk liked to make movies and 

buy cameras and stuff. There were rubber, rice exports, which were beginning to compete with 

ours. We ran the petroleum which Cambodia needed. We suspected that some of it was going up 

out of sight into the mountains on the Vietnam border, but it was very difficult to pin anything 

down on that. 

 

Q: Was the Cambodian economy self sustaining? 

 

THOMAS: Oh, yes. Rice for export. They produced beer. Rubber for export. A few things like 

sapphires. It really wasn't a very active economy, compared to Thailand. 

 

Q: What about our relations with South Vietnam at that time? 

 

THOMAS: They had an embassy in Phnom Penh which was very active. They were also 

fingered by Sihanouk of having been involved in the same "attempted coup" he had accused us 

of be part of in 1958. We didn't see much of them. The city was full of Vietnamese and there 

were certainly areas in the countryside around the big lake in the middle of the country, where 

there were quite a few Vietnamese. Some of them were pro Viet Cong and some were not, there 

were lots of both. There were maybe 500,000 Vietnamese in the country at that time. 

 

Q: Did you feel a real dislike between the Vietnamese and Cambodians at that time? 

 

THOMAS: There was more than I thought there was. There was a massacre later on after I left 

where the Vietnamese cathedral was pretty much sacked by a local mob. I was amazed they 

didn't get along well. But then you don't always see things. We didn't have much to do with the 

Vietnamese except our Catholics who went to the same church. 

 

Q: How about events in Laos? Were you watching those at that time? 

 

THOMAS: No, we weren't paying much attention, we had our own things to do. We thought 

Cambodia was much more important than Laos. I changed my view later when I got assigned to 

Laos. 

 

Q: When did you leave? 

 

THOMAS: I left in 1961. 

 

Q: So now you had the Kennedy administration in. 

 

THOMAS: It came in while we were there. 

 

Q: Did you get any feeling while in Cambodia about the new administration coming in? 
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THOMAS: Harriman came and paid us a visit. He was Assistant Secretary for Far Eastern 

Affairs. 

 

Q: Did you get a feel of how the visit went? 

 

THOMAS: I think it went all right, as we had predicted in the embassy. Bill Sullivan came with 

him and Mike Forrestal. The three of them came on the trip. 

 

Q: Did they see Sihanouk? 

 

THOMAS: I presume they did, I don't remember. If they hadn't I guess I would have heard about 

it. I can't see Sihanouk missing the opportunity either. 

 

Q: You didn't feel that with the Kennedy administration coming on and being activist and all any 

sort of blow torch being put to our activities in Cambodia as compared to before? 

 

THOMAS: No, I think it was a successful visit and nobody got any mistaken ideas about it. I 

presume Harriman told them how important Vietnam was. 

 

Q: Well, then in 1961 you moved to the next place. 

 

 

 

ELDEN B. ERICKSON  

Cambodia Desk 

Washington, DC (1958-1962) 

 

Elden B. Erickson was born in Kansas in 1917. He entered the Foreign Service in 

1946. His career included positions in China, Algeria, France, Laos, Japan, 

Lebanon, the Netherlands, Canada, and Germany. He was interviewed by Charles 

Stuart Kennedy in 1992. 

 

Q: You left there [Laos] in 1958 and came back to Washington where you served from 1958-62. 

What were you doing? 

 

ERICKSON: In Southeast Asian Affairs, I was economic officer for Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam 

for the first two years. Then I was in charge of Cambodian affairs for the next two years. Again it 

was mainly working with AID programs and the Embassy as far as the economic side the first 

two years. 

 

Q: The first two years would still be within the Eisenhower administration. 

 

ERICKSON: It was very difficult to get any decisions even on the AID programs at that time. 

 

Q: What was the problem? 



 34 

 

ERICKSON: Every case had to be made in a half-page memo. Then Eisenhower would be on the 

golf course or something and you would wait, wait and wait. We couldn't even send instructions 

out because we couldn't get decisions. 

 

Q: Also the President had some heart attacks. But your impression was that... 

 

ERICKSON: Getting instructions out, as I recall, was difficult. However, getting them cleared 

through the State Department was probably just as difficult as getting them out of the White 

House at that point. 

 

Q: Was it that nobody had the feel or just administratively tied up? 

 

ERICKSON: I think it was administratively tied up. Certainly there was a lot of feeling, 

knowledge and care in the East Asian Bureau. Parsons came back to be Assistant Secretary of 

the Bureau and that is one of the reasons he asked me to come back and work on Laos. 

 

Q: What was your impression of the AID program from the Washington point of view? 

 

ERICKSON: It was just as bad or worse then from the local point of view in Vientiane. The 

paperwork, the administration, the decision making, everything that went into it....interminable 

meetings...to get anything done, any decision was very, very difficult. The hearings on the Hill 

were interminable in those days too on AID at least to Southeast Asia...I think everywhere. We 

were spending a lot of money at that period too. We had big programs. But everything was 

snafued. Maybe it still is. 

 

Q: You didn't have any feel that there was really any strong control on what we were going to 

do, etc. ? 

 

ERICKSON: No. For Southeast Asia it was just hold on to the real estate. So what if you waste 

money. At least it didn't go to the communists. That was the whole purpose. 

 

Q: Half way through...the Kennedy administration came in in 1961...by that time had you 

become the Cambodian, Laotian Desk officer? 

 

ERICKSON: Yes. That was in 1960. I wrote parts of Kennedy's speech on Laos which he gave 

in January 1961. 

 

Q: All of a sudden, Laos got on the front burner during this particular period. You had 

Harriman running around and doing some things. What was your impression when the Kennedy 

administration came in? 

 

ERICKSON: I recall not too long after he took over there was a big meeting in the White House 

and Ambassador Parsons came back almost white because a decision was made that it was 

infeasible to support any kind of military operation in Laos. Of course, having worked all these 

years and our policy being never to let Laos go down the drain....the military said they couldn't 
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support an operation there. So the decision was that we would not do so. That was the decision 

and traumatic from our little area view. 

 

Q: We are talking about support in operation...there had been talk about putting troops into 

Laos. One problem was that there was no air field. There was nothing to support them, so you 

couldn't. But this never was in our thinking was it? 

 

ERICKSON: It wasn't in our thinking except we kept repeating this determination not to let the 

Pathet Lao take over. The Lao couldn't keep them out even with our support. When we decided 

not to support them, it was like the writing on the wall, eventually they will take over. 

 

Q: But Kennedy was making speeches about the domino theory and there were meetings with the 

Soviets. Were you sort of backstopping these efforts? 

 

ERICKSON: I was really on Cambodia at that time rather then Laos. Chris Chapman was in 

charge of Lao affairs during this period. 

 

Q: Well, what was happening in Cambodia in those days? 

 

ERICKSON: We had the best relations we ever had when I was in charge of Cambodia. Prince 

Sihanouk had come to the United Nations and I was escort officer for him in 1961. He was in 

great form. The only time I ever saw Eisenhower in person was when we went to see him during 

Sihanouk's visit. Also Sihanouk had a big reception in the Waldorf Astoria Towers for 

Khrushchev. Every leader of the bloc countries was there including Khrushchev. Sihanouk got so 

annoyed because all of the press and his invitees clustered around the communists, particularly 

Khrushchev, and ignored him. I was at the UN when Khrushchev took his shoe off and pounded 

the desk. 

 

Sihanouk was totally in charge with virtually no opposition except isolated Khmer Rouge at that 

time. He was determined to keep it that way. But he wanted aid from both sides and that didn't sit 

well with the Department either. 

 

Q: What was our analysis of Sihanouk in those days? 

 

ERICKSON: That he was just a flighty type, interested in playing one side against the other. I 

didn't agree with that and was always arguing with my Vietnamese counterparts. 

 

Q: Your Vietnamese counterpart was the desk officer? 

 

ERICKSON: Yes, in the Southeast Asia Bureau. Ben Wood at the time. He was one of my best 

friends, but we argued all the time that Vietnam would run over Cambodia, and they finally did. 

 

I think Sihanouk was a dedicated patriot and has proved to be. But that was not the opinion in the 

Department at that time. 

 

Q: It still occurs, but particularly during the entire period of the cold war that we are talking 
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about, there was pretty much the feeling that if you are not completely with us you are against 

us. 

 

ERICKSON: It was that way. 

 

Q: And Sihanouk was trying to walk that tight rope. How did we view the Khmer Rouge at this 

time? 

 

ERICKSON: They were totally against us. They were the big threat. 

 

Q: Did we realize how virulent they were at that time? 

 

ERICKSON: I think so. They were considered just like the Pathet Lao in Laos. But Sihanouk 

was more able to control them then Souvanna Phouma. 

 

Q: Were we giving any aid to Sihanouk? 

 

ERICKSON: Oh yes. 

 

Q: What was your impression of how the aid was working? 

 

ERICKSON: Well, it was much better administered and well run program than the Laos 

program. We had some very good people at that time in Cambodia. 

 

Q: How about Harriman? He was Assistant Secretary for Asian Affairs for a while. Did you have 

to deal with him at all? 

 

ERICKSON: I don't remember dealing with him here in Washington. I remember only in Paris, 

during the peace talks in Paris when Bill Sullivan was with him. 

 

Q: This was later on? 

 

ERICKSON: This was later on. I was sent to Cambodia to see if we should renew diplomatic 

relations. That was in 1969. That was when I was in Personnel. That was my only contact with 

Harriman personally. But he was active in Cambodian affairs always. He was understanding and 

favorable to Sihanouk. 

 

Q: What was the impression of the staff of East Asian Affairs that you were getting? 

 

ERICKSON: As far as I know they all thought very highly of him. At least my Southeast Asian 

colleagues. 

 

Q: They felt he had good access to the President? 

 

ERICKSON: Yes. 
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Q: What about Dean Rusk? Did you get much of a feel about him or were you too much 

removed? 

 

ERICKSON: I really don't have a feel for him. Acheson was out. Acheson was also interested in 

Cambodia. He, occasionally, would come in to see me when I was in charge of Cambodia. We 

would talk about the situation just for his enlightenment. He wanted to know what was going on. 

 

Q: So he really was keeping up with things? 

 

ERICKSON: Well, he was invited again later to Cambodia. I remember he wanted to know if 

one of his wife's paintings would be an appropriate gift for Sihanouk. He was genuinely 

knowledgeable and interested in Cambodia. 

 

 

 

ARCHIE M. BOLSTER  

Disbursing Officer 

Phnom Penh (1959-1960) 

 

Archie M. Bolster was born in Iowa in 1933. He received his BA from the 

University of Virginia and served in the U.S. Navy from 1955 to 1958 as an 

overseas lieutenant. His foreign postings included Cambodia, Tabriz, Tehran, 

New Delhi and Antwerp. He was interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy on 

January 24, 1992. 

 

Q: What was your first assignment in the Foreign Service? 

 

BOLSTER: Well, strangely enough they needed volunteers to become disbursing officers. I had 

never done much of anything of this type but they said the advantage was for the two of us who 

volunteered for this out of my class, would be the first ones to go overseas and the others would 

be posted in Washington. So the two of us indeed did go overseas. George Clift went to Havana 

and I went to Phnom Penh, Cambodia. The rest of our colleagues stayed in Washington. I was 

already back from Cambodia and ready to go to Persian language training when a lot of my 

colleagues were still on their first tour in Washington. 

 

Q: What was the situation in Cambodia? You were there from 1959-60. This must have been a 

rather interesting time. 

 

BOLSTER: Well, it was and we were fortunate enough to be there at a time when there was a bit 

of a lull between various period of upheaval in Cambodia. We were able to travel around by car 

and things like that. There were a few incidents that started to occur about the time we left. Tire 

slashing and things like that that were clearly done to put some kind of pressure on the US. But 

we were able to live a fairly normal life there. 

Q: How did you feel about being a disbursing officer? Did you feel out in right field as far as the 

Embassy was concerned? 
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BOLSTER: Not really because it was an executive job like so many things are and you have a 

staff of people who are trained to do all the accounting, the writing of checks, etc. You are 

responsible for the conduct of the office and financially responsible for all the millions of dollars 

that you control in that job, but as long as you run it properly it is really quite a manageable job. 

 

After I got my feet on the ground and got fairly use to the job, I then began to ask for other types 

of work so that I could broaden out my career. So I was able to go up sort of half days to work in 

the political section helping with summaries of the press. They used to send in a weekly airgram. 

I don't know if anyone ever read it, but there was a weekly summary of the local press. It took a 

lot of reading. I couldn't read Cambodian, obviously, so there were translators who translated 

specific Cambodian language articles into French. So I read those translations and the French 

language press and summarized the main points. That was an interesting activity to get into and I 

was included in all of the normal types of receptions, work cocktail parties, etc. 

 

Q: Who was the ambassador at that time? 

 

BOLSTER: William Trimble. 

 

Q: What was his style of operating? 

 

BOLSTER: I found him a very organized and proper person who was not very easy to get to 

know at the beginning in an informal way. But he was a very caring and decent person. Very 

nice to deal with when you got to know him a little better. I always felt a little bit sorry for him 

because he had come into the Service under the Wriston program having risen fairly high in the 

Civil Service in Washington and then went to Bonn as DCM. From there he came to Cambodia 

as Ambassador. I always thought that was quite a cruel transition for someone to go from 

Germany to tropical Cambodia. Also dealing with Sihanouk was a real chore because he was so 

hard to get to analyze, it was hard to predict what he would do next. 

 

Q: He was erratic as least from our standpoint. 

 

BOLSTER: Very erratic from our point of view. From his point of view he was simply being 

flexible in dealing with situations as they arose. 

 

Q: I heard stories that everybody used to watch his weight because at a certain point he would 

start a diet and then he would get really erratic. 

 

BOLSTER: Well, I have also been to rallies where he spoke before tens of thousands of 

Cambodians...he would do these things fairly regularly and every once in a while when 

something was not going his way he would resign. He would tell everyone that he had done his 

best and tried his hardest and you still are not satisfied so he quits. Then, of course, there would 

be moanings and wailings and everyone would demand that he change his mind. Then he would 

agree to keep on. 
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He played the crowds. He was looked upon as almost a god by the people in rural Cambodia. I 

have heard stories of him going on trips and everyone just bowing down to the ground in front of 

him and believing that everything he said was not just word from their prince, but a god. 

 

Q: Despite all the convolutions Cambodia has gone through, he is still around. 

 

BOLSTER: Yes, it is really incredible. It was like turning the clock back seeing him go back to 

Cambodia last year. He is a real survivor, you have to say that for him. 

 

 

 

C. ROBERT MOORE 

Deputy Chief of Mission 

Phnom Penh (1959-1962) 

 

Ambassador C. Robert Moore was born in Illinois in 1915. He joined the Foreign 

Service in 1947. His career included positions in Turkey, France, Cambodia, and 

Syria, and ambassadorships to Mali, Cameroon, and Equatorial Guinea. 

Ambassador Moore was interviewed by Dayton Mak in 1988. 

 

MOORE: I suspect that Cambodia was the most colorful of the posts that we went to. Again, we 

always had an uncertain relationship with Prince Sihanouk. He was generally the head of 

government. He had abdicated as king, having been put on the throne by the French. He had 

abdicated in favor of his father, so that he could take a more active political role. He was, again, 

a strong nationalist, thinking almost exclusively in terms of what some course of action meant 

for Cambodia. I suppose we felt offended sometimes when some of the things that we may have 

proposed or suggested that he do were rejected, but I always felt convinced that he was thinking, 

as seems quite natural, of Cambodia and not of whether something would please the United 

States. 

 

I always remember attending a ceremony where he had invited the chiefs of mission. I was 

charg® dôaffaires at that particular time. We had the Russian there, and we had the French there, 

and we had the Vietnamese representatives there. Sihanouk made two statements, I remember, 

with his high-pitched giggle, saying in front of the French and Russian ambassadors, "Now when 

we send our students to Russia, they all come back non-communists, and when we send our 

students to Paris, they go to the Place Pigalle and they all become communists." He tittered and 

thought that was very funny. Then he told the Vietnamese representative in the assembled group 

that when the Vietnam war was over, if Vietnam should ever be united, that would be the end of 

Cambodia. Vietnam would simply devour Cambodia, as it had tried to do centuries in the past. 

So he, I think, had a good vision of the fate of his country, but what he really hoped to do was to 

maintain a Cambodian identity, even though he realized, I think, that Cambodia could never be 

completely independent and free from foreign influences. It was also a very colorful country. 

 

His father, the king, died while we were there, and the funeral ceremony was something that I 

suppose will never be seen again. It was held six months after his death. His body and bones 

were encased in an urn of mercury, which was placed on a wooden dragon, a huge 30- or 40-foot 
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dragon, preceded by elephants, and the ancient Cambodian costumes, as they paraded through 

the city, ending up at the funeral bier, where the fire was set, and the urn and the bones and the 

body consumed. USIS took film of this particular ceremony and the ceremony that proceeded the 

next morning when the royal family went to the site of the cremation, and then selected charred 

bones of the deceased king to be put in various smaller urns, one to be thrown in the Mekong 

River, another to be put in a stupa, a tomb, memorializing his life. I forget where the third was 

supposed to go, but it was amusing, because one of the princesses, as filmed, picked up one 

bone, looked at it, didn't like it, threw it back, and took another. All of this is preserved on the 

film. The unfortunate fact is that under congressional limitations, USIS is not permitted to show 

these films in the United States. It's a great pity, because these are ceremonies that will never be 

repeated. 

 

As I say, it was a colorful regime. Also, one had to get used to daily changes in the attitude of the 

Prince towards us, because he was convinced that there were two American policies. One was 

that of the embassy and the other was that of the CIA. He was quite paranoid on the subject and 

seemed convinced that we were out to destroy him. 

 

I remember one time in the embassy, we thought it would be a good idea to sit down and put on 

paper what we thought would happen if anything ever happened to Sihanouk - who would be the 

successor. I guess our political officers made a few inquiries around and produced some kind of 

a paper. But a few days later, the editorial in the leading newspaper said the United States was 

looking for a successor for Sihanouk. Sihanouk himself had written this editorial and, of course, 

felt that this was another evidence that we were out to displace him. 

 

The day I arrived in Cambodia, a member of the National Assembly had been executed for 

alleged complicity with the CIA. 

 

Several weeks before I arrived, another incident took place which had some influence on the 

general atmosphere. A big present had arrived for the Queen, bearing a card of the American 

contractor who had been building the new highway from Phnom Penh to Sihanoukville on the 

ocean. While the chief of protocol was opening the present, the Queen went to another room for 

a moment, and when she returned, the chief of protocol had been blown up. It was a bomb 

concealed in the package. Of course, while anything so obvious should not have suggested 

American complicity, nevertheless, there were many who felt that we might have been involved 

in that attempted assassination of the Queen. 

 

Then a few months after I arrived, the text of a letter in the alleged handwriting of the former 

foreign minister who had defected and was living abroad in exile and appeared in the Indian 

magazine "Blitz". The letter was allegedly written to my predecessor and implied a very close 

relationship between the two and complicity of the two in plotting the overthrow of Prince 

Sihanouk. The ex-minister asked him to thank the ambassador for his help, and wished him well. 

 

Our ambassador, Bill Trimble, heard that the letter was going to be reproduced in the Prince's 

newspaper the next day. He flew to Angkor Wat, where the Prince was staying at the moment, 

and confronted him with this report. The Prince acknowledged it was so. Finally, although he 

wouldn't agree not to publish it - indeed he did publish it the next day - he did permit a counter-
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argument to appear in the press. Well, we brought in a handwriting expert to show that this was a 

forgery, and while he was convinced that it was I don't think we ever really convinced the 

Cambodians because it was very, very well done. The only place where the fabricators of the 

letter failed was in knowing that my predecessor had left Cambodia. Obviously, if they had been 

the close friends that the letter suggested, the writer would have known that my predecessor had 

many weeks before left the country. 

 

So we lived in an uncertain atmosphere. But it was a beautiful country, and we used to enjoy the 

seashore. The Prince was extremely good in taking chiefs of mission or acting chiefs of mission 

around the country in his DC-3 as he inaugurated projects, and he had a great flair and a great 

sense of taste. If we inaugurated an American-financed school one day, we would have luncheon 

and would be flown out, and drink champagne, make speeches. Then the next day it would be 

balanced by a Soviet or a Chinese project in which flattering remarks would, of course, be 

voiced. 

 

So it gave us a chance to see quite a bit of the country, under really a very remarkable leader, 

whom I have always admired much more so, I think, than most of my contemporaries. As I say, I 

think I found Cambodia the most fascinating of the posts. 

 

 

 

WILLIAM C. TRIMBLE  

Ambassador 

Cambodia (1959-1962) 
 

Ambassador William C. Trimble was born in Maryland in 1907. He received a 

bachelorôs degree in history from Princeton University. He joined the Foreign 

Service in 1931. His career included positions in Spain, Argentina, Estonia, 

France, Mexico, Iceland, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, Brazil, and 

Germany, and an ambassadorship to Cambodia. Ambassador Trimble was 

interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy in 1990. 

 

Q: Well, now, coming to your next assignment, you were assigned as Ambassador to Cambodia. 

 

TRIMBLE: Yes. 

 

Q: I have you serving there from 1959 to '62. 

 

TRIMBLE: Yes. 

 

Q: How did that assignment come about? You've had these sudden switches from Europe to 

Latin America, but all of a sudden off to Cambodia. 

 

TRIMBLE: That was because I had reached the career minister class, and been deputy chief of 

mission in three posts, and had the experience of being Chargé for a year and a half at another 

one. 
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And Bob Murphy, who was in the Department told me, "You ought to have an embassy. You're 

nearly 51 now. It's about time you got an embassy." 

 

I said, "Yes, I'd like one." 

 

As there wasn't much open, Loy Henderson, who was in charge of administration and Under 

Secretary, had suggested I go to Laos, but David Bruce said, "No, it's not good enough for him." 

 

Then when they found out that Cambodia was coming vacant Loy said, "Well, we'll start you out 

there. It's a post that's opening and there's not any others at this time. Will you take it?" 

 

I said, "Sure, I'll take it." And I had French, which helped. And so I went to Cambodia, which 

was completely different from anything I've ever experienced before. 

 

Q: Could you tell what was the situation of Cambodia? You arrived there in 1959. Obviously, it 

was a fast-moving situation later on. But at that time, what was the situation? 

 

TRIMBLE: Well, Sihanouk had been King, Prince Sihanouk, Norodom Sihanouk, but then 

resigned in favor of his father and mother -- their picture is up there -- and became Head of State, 

which was something of an anomalous situation. His father was King. He was Head of State and 

Prime Minister. He really hated the Vietnamese and the Thais, although less so. 

 

Q: Was this his? Or was this endemic to Cambodians, too? 

 

TRIMBLE: Cambodians, too, I think. You see, Cambodia -- this is going into a little history -- 

had been a very large country, and at one time in about the 11th century, had owned much of 

what's today Vietnam, part of what's the Malaya Peninsula and Thailand, Laos, even probably 

Burma -- it's not very clear. It was a very big country at that time, and the Cambodian had great 

engineering skill. They built the great temples, irrigation canals and reservoirs and roads. They 

had quite a high culture. Unfortunately, most of the literature has been destroyed. 

 

There economy was based on slave labor, that is, of military prisoners taken in defeats of the 

Thais, Barbarians or Vietnamese. But then as it became weaker, the Thais and the Vietnamese 

started pushing, and they're more aggressive. Its military power had broken down and they had 

softened. The Thais and Vietnamese would take some land here and take some land there and 

that encroachment continued until the time the French came and established the protectorate of 

the Southeast Asia Empire, in the 2nd half of the 19th century. By then Cambodia was very 

much reduced in size and probably would have been taken over completely by the Vietnamese 

and Thais if the French had not maintained it as part of their Southeast Asia Empire. 

 

And the French did quite a lot. They built roads. They governed the country pretty well. They 

brought in their language, which all Cambodians who had any education spoke. They didn't do 

much in schooling. They started schools, mostly primary, but no university or anything like that. 

But they encouraged interest in the history of the past and especially archeology. The King was a 

puppet, really, after the French took over. And they built an administration, and they established 
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a forest and water service, which some of the leaders when I was there had studied under. It was 

one of the few schools of higher learning available to them. 

 

Then the Japanese occupied Cambodia, and after the Japanese went out, the North Vietnamese 

and the so-called predecessor, Khmer Rouge, the Viet Minh, they were called, came in and tried 

to take over and communize the whole country. They defeated the French. The French had to get 

out. But Sihanouk, I will say this for him, developed a national spirit, and got together a 

Cambodian army of sorts, that defeated and forced the Viet Minh out. His was a dictatorship, 

although having a parliamentary facade. A very interesting man. He spoke very good French. He 

had attended a lycée in Vietnam. That's the only secondary education he had. Very mercurial. 

Great love for his people; they loved him. He talked to them and he used to tell dirty stories to 

them and so forth, which I never could understand because he spoke in Cambodian, and he'd 

visit around the country. Temperamental, highly intelligent, but really not well educated. I 

remember going to one of his villas, where he had invited me for a weekend. I always like to 

look at people's libraries and see what's in them, Oui, La Vie Parisienne and a couple of things 

like that in it, but not much. He wasn't a reader. But he was Head of State. And I used to see him, 

oh, at least once a week. 

 

Q: He was the person you had to see, really, to get things done. 

 

TRIMBLE: He and the Foreign Minister, Son Sann, now one of the leaders in the resistance. I 

liked Sihanouk, and I think he liked me, but we often disagreed. 

 

Q: On what? 

 

TRIMBLE: He was playing the United States against China. He was scared of China. He was not 

scared of the United States. We had a large AID mission, much too big, and we were doing all 

sorts of things for them. The Russians built a hospital, the French built a port, and we built a 

road. I don't know how many million dollars we put in that country. Because we were very close 

to the Vietnamese, that is South Vietnam, he thought we were taking sides and didn't trust us. 

 

Also, he had a French advisor -- I've forgotten his name now -- who had been a member of the 

French Communist Party and very anti-American. Sihanouk used to edit a weekly newspaper, 

French and Cambodian, which often criticized the United States. Then he did not like my 

predecessor. 

 

Q: Who was this? 

 

TRIMBLE: Carl Strom. He didn't like him, and Carl was not suited for the job, because he didn't 

have any French to speak of. Now, to go back a little bit. There was a fellow named Rob 

McClintock. Have you ever heard of Rob McClintock? A brilliant officer who spoke excellent 

French. But he was a prima donna, and Cambodia wasn't a big enough country for two prima 

donnas, one the Head of State and the other the American Ambassador. 

 

So he was moved and replaced by Carl Strom who came from somewhere in the Middle West. 

He was an old-country, Scandinavian-American type, and completely different. I was sort of in 
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between. So I got along well with him, because I wasn't a prima donna, nor a somewhat stolid 

type. 

 

Q: Well, I understand. How effective was he? You had this balancing act. At that time, did you 

figure he knew what he was doing? Or how did his playing with the People's Republic of China 

and all -- we're talking about 1959 and 1960. 

 

TRIMBLE: Yes. He tried to play us against the Chinese all the time, getting aid from both. And 

he was scared, as I said before. He was scared of China. He wasn't scared of us. 

 

Q: Well, how did you feel about his dealing with China. What did you see as the Chinese threat 

to Cambodia at that time? 

 

TRIMBLE: About nine centuries ago, the Chinese had established a protectorate in what is 

Cambodia now. And he didn't want that to happen again. 

 

Q: That was way back. 

 

TRIMBLE: Way back before the French -- 

 

Q: Way back. 

 

TRIMBLE: Yes, it was nearly 1,000 years before. 

 

Q: The Vietnamese are basically the Chinese now. 

 

TRIMBLE: Yes. Yes, they are. Well, the Cambodians are more Indic which is a different race. 

They're somewhat like the Indians, although almost all are Buddhists. The Vietnamese are 

Buddhists and Roman Catholic. Also they are quicker and more intelligent than the Cambodians. 

The Cambodians were the hewers of wood during the Protectorate, drawers of water. The French 

used the Vietnamese in administrative positions, using Cambodians in the forest and water 

service. As I said, he disliked the Vietnamese and the Thais and was scared of both. But he didn't 

play too close to us because he thought the Chinese wouldn't like that. After all, we didn't get 

along with the Chinese at all then. 

 

Q: Because we had no relations. 

 

TRIMBLE: No, or even talk to them. 

 

Q: We've used them as a major menace. 

 

TRIMBLE: Yes, very much so. 

 

Q: What sort of instructions were you getting from Washington during this period? Because 

you're talking about a period -- you came in in '59 under the Eisenhower Administration, and 

you stayed on through a solid chunk of the Kennedy Administration. 
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TRIMBLE: I sent in my resignation, which is always done when a new president comes in. 

However, Mr. Kennedy wrote that he wanted me to stay on, which I did. And so I stayed another 

year under Kennedy. But, by this time, I'd been there almost three and a half years and living 

conditions, health conditions, were not very good. Our children were home in school, of course. 

 

I remember that the first year I was there, 30 members of the staff -- roughly 30, including wives 

and children -- had to be medically evacuated from the AID mission, which was very large; the 

Embassy, which was much smaller; USIA and military mission, for malaria, dysentery, all sorts 

of things. The second year, about 30 more people. And I thought in the third year, "My Lord! It's 

going to hit me next or, worse, my wife." So I asked to be transferred, and they finally did. 

 

Q: Well, let's go back to this. While you were there, though, Laos became a tremendous focal 

point because it was a period of Laos, of course, but it seemed like the Soviets and the United 

States and China all were coming together in Indochina, but particularly in Laos at that time. 

 

TRIMBLE: Particularly in Laos with China. 

 

Q: And how did that impact on you? 

 

TRIMBLE: Well, Laos, of course, is a much smaller country and less advanced than Cambodia. 

We tried to bring about some sort of a political settlement in Laos. Our Ambassador was 

working hard on it there, and we saw all his messages back and forth. Governor Harriman also 

went to see about it, and I worked with him when he came to Cambodia. We particularly wanted 

to diminish the Chinese influence in Laos, which we couldn't because they had a very strong 

Communist Party supported by the Chinese. But, remember, the Chinese and the Russians were 

not working together very well. 

 

Q: Well, I mean, did we see it at that time? 

 

TRIMBLE: Yes. 

 

Q: Did we see that there were those -- 

 

TRIMBLE: Friction between them? Yes. 

 

Q: For some time we looked upon this as being pretty much a monolithic block. 

 

TRIMBLE: We did look upon it as a monolithic block, but actually when you got down to a little 

place like that, you can see the differences between them. 

 

Q: Well, how did you see it? 

 

TRIMBLE: The Chinese are much more subtle in their dealings than the Soviets. Russia is a 

little heavy-handed, demanding. And we didn't have any real intelligence on either group, what's 

happening in their embassies. We tried to, but we didn't have much success. The Russians were 
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backing the Vietnamese, the Ho Chi Minh group, as also were the Chinese but not to the same 

extent, and they resented the greater Soviet role. There was a difference between them you see, 

on Vietnam, and that flowed over into Cambodia, too. 

 

But the direct question was Vietnam, and the Russians, particularly working to get South 

Vietnam away from us and establish a sphere of influence. We sensed some friction, but I never 

could pinpoint it exactly, because we didn't know enough about the relations between the two. 

 

Q: Well, speaking about the intelligence operations, later on that whole area became a hotbed of 

CIA activity. How was it at that time? This is an unclassified interview, but almost everything 

that's happened has been disclosed. But how did you view the CIA? 

 

TRIMBLE: I'll tell you, since you ask that question -- my voice is starting to go out on me -- 

while on home leave before going to Cambodia, I was in the Department for briefings and so 

forth. The CIA liaison officer for Southeast Asia called to see me on "a very important matter." 

On the assumption that Sihanouk was becoming pro-commie and particularly pro-Chinese -- 

which he wasn't -- the CIA Station Chief in Phnom Penh had been instructed to establish contact 

with Dap Chuon, the strongly anti-commie Governor and military commander in the northern 

Province of Siem Reap, and to provide him through a South Vietnam intermediary with a sum in 

gold. Well the central government, Sihanouk's government, got wind of Dap's disaffection and 

sent General Lon Nol, afterwards President of the country, up there and he defeated him. The 

gold was found as well as incriminating evidence that it had come through Vietnam and the 

name of the CIA contact. And all that had been done without the knowledge of my predecessor. 

He knew nothing about it until he was called into the Foreign Office and given hell, and shortly 

removed. 

 

As soon as I heard about this, I went over to see Alan Dulles and said, "Look, I'm not going to 

have any more of that! If I go there, I want to know exactly what your people are doing. If not, 

I'm not going to take the post. I'm not going to have someone doing things surreptitiously while 

I'm chief of mission." He gave me his word, and it stopped. 

 

Actually most of the work of the CIA in Cambodia was on China. Cambodian students would go 

into China and they'd get information from them and so forth. But it was not so much on -- 

 

Q: So it's more almost a debriefing operation. 

 

TRIMBLE: Yes, it was, but the Dap Chuon operation was stupid, very stupid. 

 

Q: This brings up something. I'm not sure if it was in this time or not, but we were having people 

like Harriman and, maybe, Bobby Kennedy, I don't know. But, I mean, we have all sorts of 

people who were coming out, particularly when the Kennedy -- 

 

TRIMBLE: The Kennedys didn't come out. 

 

Q: The Kennedy people were coming out. 
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TRIMBLE: Afterwards. Not in my time. 

 

Q: But Sihanouk, I mean, everybody was looking at these leaders and saying, "Do we have a 

charismatic person who's going to hold a certain line against communism?" Sihanouk, from 

what I gather, often does not make a very good impression. He sort of giggles, and he looks like 

a dilettante. 

 

TRIMBLE: He's smart. 

 

Q: He may be smart, but I mean, did you find yourself in the position of visitors coming to you, 

of having to say, "All right. This guy trots around with a poodle, and he talks, giggles and all 

that." I mean, was this a problem for you, the appearances? 

 

TRIMBLE: It was a problem for me that Time magazine called him a "tootling saxophone 

player" or something like that. He did play the saxophone, but that hurt him. And they called him 

-- what was the name they called Sihanouk? 

 

Q: Playboy Prince or something? 

 

TRIMBLE: Playboy Prince or something more -- "Snooky." "Snooks," rather. He hated all that. 

Very sensitive. 

 

Q: How about the impression he made? Were you getting some high-level visitors at the time? 

 

TRIMBLE: Yes. He had a great admiration for President Eisenhower, who had received him 

when he went over for the United Nations in 1958. He had sort of a "my grandfather" type of 

impression of him. He liked him very much. And I was with him when he saw Kennedy, and he 

also liked him very much. 

 

Q: How did that meeting go? 

 

TRIMBLE: Well, that was in the fall of '61 at the United Nations. When Sihanouk had been at 

the United Nations before he had been treated as a "small potato," and the press hadn't been very 

nice to him and so forth. As I was on home leave, I arranged for Governor Stevenson, then head 

of the U.S. Delegation to receive him, and give a dinner in his honor. The President also received 

him. I was there and he thought the President was perfectly wonderful. They got along very, very 

well together. Oh, it was just -- I couldn't have been more pleased because it was just the kind of 

high level treatment that Sihanouk delighted in and sincerely appreciated. 

 

Q: Well, how did the President feel about Sihanouk? 

 

TRIMBLE: I don't know. I think he probably had read some of my dispatches describing what 

Sihanouk was like. I discussed their meeting in the interview I gave for Harvard's oral history 

library some years ago. The President turned on great charm, which Jack Kennedy could, and 

Sihanouk was in seventh heaven. On his way back to Cambodia, he took a train to the West 

Coast for a stop in Hollywood. 



 48 

 

Q: Were you with him? 

 

TRIMBLE: No. I flew direct to Phnom Penh. Oh, I even got a bunch of reporters to interview 

him at the New York airport. Some of them weren't real reporters at all, but USIS types, but he 

thought they were. He just loved it. I had also arranged for a special convoy with police escort to 

drive him from the airport to his hotel against the traffic and all. I mean all beautifully worked 

out, and the President couldn't have been better nor could Stevenson. So everything was fine. 

 

Then he got to Hollywood. There had been a Buddhist convention in Cambodia, international 

convention that spring, and one of them, an American Buddhist, from Hollywood and a 

screwball, got a group of movie stars to give a dinner for Sihanouk, John Wayne and some 

others. Well, one of the guests, a woman, came up to him, "We don't know who you are, little 

man, or where you're from, but we love you." And John Wayne lectured him on communism. 

Oh! So all this good work President Kennedy has done and everything else was -- he got back 

perfectly furious with Americans and it took me months to get him back on track. That was the 

kind of thing which would enrage him. 

 

Q: This is the type of thing that we don't really understand the problems. But this, of course, is 

what an ambassador has to do to understand how these things impact and all. 

 

TRIMBLE: He came back through Japan. While in New York we had been working on him to 

make a conciliatory statement towards Thailand for he had liked the Thai Ambassador, and the 

Thai Ambassador had also been at that dinner given by Governor Stevenson. So he made a nice 

statement only to be informed by a Japanese reporter on arriving in Tokyo that the Thai Prime 

Minister had said, "Just like cold soup, it doesn't mean anything" That made Sihanouk furious 

and he got the Cambodians started building trenches in the streets of Phnom Penh for fear of a 

Thai attack or something. It was just one of those awful, awful -- all this work we had done, 

everything fine and then boom, the plug was pulled out. 

 

Q: You mentioned our aid program. What was your evaluation of what we were doing and the 

net effect after looking at it? 

 

TRIMBLE: Well, the counterpart funds of our AID program were used largely to support the 

Cambodian Army. Now, the French had a military mission there, and we had one. One of my 

jobs was to try to keep them from getting in each other's hair. The French was a training mission. 

Ours was to teach them how to use the equipment we supplied. And there was French resentment 

against the United States because we hadn't supported them in the Vietnam War. 

 

So soon after I got there, let me see, it was an Army Day celebration or something around -- I 

forget when it was -- May or June of 1959, the American Military Mission gave a big reception, 

and invited the French. I, as the Ambassador, made a speech, and gave it in French. I talked 

about how France had helped us in the Revolution and Lafayette and how as an undergraduate at 

college I'd been in the ROTC and worked French '75s. And the French loved it. Fortunately, I 

had a very good chief MAAG, and he got along well with the French, too. So that was 

straightened out. But it was a little sticky for a while. 
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Q: Were we giving any other type of aid there? 

 

TRIMBLE: Oh, Lord, yes! We built a big highway for them, and unfortunately it was a pretty 

poor one. It was built under contract with an American company, and they couldn't find enough 

stone for the foundation so they used what they called laterite, which is a very soft material. It 

looks like stone, but lacks the strength of stone. There was a stone quarry about 20 kilometers off 

the road, but they didn't work it. They used laterite instead. Of course, when the first rains came. 

 

Q: Just sort of sank? 

 

TRIMBLE: Oh, part of it washed away. Khmer-American Friendship Highway. So I insisted 

right away that they send over the Army Corps of Engineers to inspect the thing, and there was 

an investigation of the aid to the contractor. Congress also got into the act and some members 

came to see the road. It was pretty bad. Under another project a team of foresters was sent out to 

make a survey of the forest resources of Cambodia, hardwood, teak, and so forth. They did a 

good job of it, but the Cambodians didn't know what to do with the survey. Then we wanted to 

help them improve the quality of their local cattle, so we got some bulls over, flew them over to 

impregnate the cows. Something happened, because the semen didn't work. I don't know whether 

it was the air transport, but the bulls couldn't do their thing. Again we had an agricultural group 

from the University of Georgia -- I think they were some professors it wanted to get rid of 

anyhow -- to teach modern methods. But they didn't accomplish much. But we had a number of 

very good projects such as malaria eradication, and repair of a great, Khmer Period reservoir to 

store water for irrigation. The best thing we did was the establishment of a teachers' college and 

that was very well done. I don't remember how many dollars we spent, about $120 million a year 

or $130 million, something like that. 

 

The AID mission people, by and large, were very able, very nice people, very good people. But 

some of the things we did were useless. 

 

Q: Ill -conceived is the -- 

 

TRIMBLE: Yes. And that's true of any AID mission. The idealists and one or two others have 

their own little thing to push for. It was too bad, because I think AID did a very good job, by and 

large, certainly in the Marshall Plan. Anyhow, I was very pleased to get home. 

 

 

 

JAMES R. LILLEY  

CIA Officer  

Phnom Penh (1961-1964) 

 

Ambassador James R. Lilley was born in China in 1928. After serving in the US 

Army from 1946-1947 he received his bachelorôs degree from Yale University in 

1951. From 1951-1958 he worked as an analyst for the US Army. His career 

includes positions in China, Japan, Thailand, Cambodia, Philippines, Laos, and 
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ambassadorships to South Korea and China. Ambassador Lilley was interviewed 

by Charles Stuart Kennedy in May 1998. 

 

LILLEY: I had been thinking about this. After the "Bay of Pigs" disaster [abortive CIA-led 

attempt in 1961 to overthrow Fidel Castro in Cuba], I became really rather disillusioned. This 

occurred when I was on home leave in 1961. Then the CIA personnel people said: "Look, there's 

this job in Cambodia which is just 'made for you.' You have access to China. For the first time in 

your career you will be working against a Chinese Communist Embassy there. There are a lot of 

good people you can work with. Come back." 

 

Q: This was at a time when you had the President of the United States studying maps of Laos 

and giving lectures to various people. 

 

LILLE Y: He called this country "Lay-os." That is true. I remember that vividly. I remember that 

friends of mine were up in Laos then. We had a paramilitary operation going on. It was just 

developing. That was when we all thought that, "America can do it." We were working with 

Montagnards, minorities who lived in the mountains, who would fight the Vietnamese 

communists and actually kill them. We thought that we could do it with six "Case Officers." This 

was conceptually very attractive, and we were just getting into that. We had radios all over Laos. 

We had people working with us who wanted to fight the Vietnamese. They hated them. The 

Montagnards weren't like the lowland Laos. These hill people were tough. They were led by 

Vang Pao and company. We then had a very modest effort. 

 

At that time I went to Cambodia, Prince Sihanouk was turning hostile to the U.S. He was an 

arrogant, difficult, shrewd, cunning leader. He was the head of what the western press called the 

"peaceful paradox." He sat there in Cambodia and played the Vietnamese off against the 

Chinese, the Americans against the Chinese, and the Russians against the Vietnamese. He played 

games like this and was pretty good at it. He maintained the fragile neutrality of his country. 

 

So we went to Cambodia. Again, I was in the Embassy. We got into some really interesting 

operations running up into communist China, at the beginning of the collapse of the "Great Leap 

Forward" [in the late 1960s]. We knew that we could talk, often directly, to the people that we 

sent into Southeast China. We were able to read letters from relatives inside China which the 

Chinese in Cambodia received from them. We began to put out reports about the real disasters of 

the "Great Leap Forward," including starvation and organization. We reported these events from 

Cambodia. We were outstripping Hong Kong in terms of intelligence collection. In fact, we were 

outstripping almost everybody, because we had a nucleus of agents who worked against China. 

 

Then, of course, Sihanouk turned very hostile to the United States. He caught CIA in an 

attempted coup d'etat against him. This was set up by a Japanese-American guy attached to our 

Station there. This was the so-called "Dap Chhuon" plot centered in Siem Reap. The Cambodian 

authorities exposed the operation. In this operation we were working with the South Vietnamese. 

Then, when Liu Shao Qi [Chinese Communist leader] came through Cambodia in the spring of 

1963, the Cambodian authorities rounded up all of the members of the Chinese community who 

were not pro-communist and temporarily put them in concentration camps. The Chinese 

communists went to the Cambodians and said: "These guys worked for the Americans. Deport 
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them to China." The Cambodians did that to some of them. 

 

That really hurt our operation. We went over to the "stay behind" mode [reduced level of 

activity]. Then I was moved to Thailand. 

 

Q: Didn't Sihanouk sever diplomatic relations with the United States at one point because of the 

CIA activities? 

 

LILLEY: That came later. That wasn't so much because of the CIA. The CIA involvement in 

Cambodia started back in about 1959, with this "Dap Chhuon Affair" in Siem Reap. A Japanese-

American, was the Case Officer for this operation. His name became the word for "spy" in 

Cambodian. When the uproar over this incident died down, Sihanouk turned also against the 

DCM in the U.S. Embassy. 

 

Q: Who was this? 

 

LILLEY: I don't recall his name. He was a big, tall guy who used to row for Harvard and had a 

big, gaunt face. He scared the hell out of the Cambodians, so they "picked on him." They 

publicly attacked him but couldn't do anything to him. Then Phillip Sprouse came to Cambodia 

as Ambassador. He was an "old China hand." He spoke excellent French and was a bachelor. In 

Washington they said: "This is the man to deal with Sihanouk. He is European trained and a 

'China hand.' Sihanouk is pro-Chinese." Sprouse was hit by one of the exposed CIA operations. 

As a result, he virtually shut down the CIA Station in the Embassy, but some of us were able to 

stay on and continued to work. 

 

Sihanouk was becoming steadily more hostile to the United States. In fact, he had turned hostile 

to the U.S. in 1961. This was related to the "Dap Chuuon Affair," but it was more the result of 

the fact that he had made his decision to turn to the Chinese communists to stave off the South 

Vietnamese. The MAAG [U.S. Military Assistance and Advisory Group] was still in Cambodia. 

The Chinese communists let him know that if he wanted to work more closely with them, he had 

to cut back on relations with the United States, because the Chinese communists, of course, were 

hostile to the U.S. 

 

Q: For you, as an officer in the CIA Station in Cambodia, had Sihanouk become more or less 

"the enemy?ò 

 

LILLEY: Well, I don't really think so. He was a formidable opponent when he chose to strike out 

at us. We had to protect ourselves and the people who worked with us. However, I think that 

there was always a kind of "charm" about Sihanouk. 

 

Q: This was especially the case in the past, and he's still doing things in Cambodia today. 

 

LILLEY: I saw him when I was in Beijing as American Ambassador in the 1989-1991. I used to 

see him regularly. In the 1960s, he was just a "very strange guy." He was caught in this "vortex." 

He knew that he was struggling and that his country had been occupied by the Thai and the 

Vietnamese at one time or another. He felt that his control over the country was slipping away 
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from him. In his view the Thai and the South Vietnamese were his enemies. It's a long story, but 

at that time, when he was there in Cambodia, he was turning against the South Vietnamese, the 

Thai, and the Americans. He was leaning increasingly toward Russia, communist China, and 

North Vietnam. 

 

China was then his first love, because the communist Chinese, and particularly Zhou En-lai, Mao 

Tse-tung, and others, handled him beautifully. He was "entranced" with Zhou En-lai. In effect, 

Sihanouk became "their boy." They set up an aid program for him, including a plywood factory, 

built a railroad for him, and built a textile factory for him in Cambodia. 

 

We were hostile to the Chinese communists then. However, we were getting a real insight into 

what was happening in communist China. We "survived" the arrests that resulted from Liu Shao-

Qiôs visit and the deportation of a couple of our agents from Cambodia. We "survived" this and 

kept most of our network of agents virtually intact. 

 

Then some time in 1962 Ambassador Sprouse left Cambodia, and was scheduled to be replaced 

by Ambassador Randolph Kidder. Ambassador Kidder was given his "agrement" by the 

Cambodian Government and presented his credentials to the Cambodian Foreign Minister. 

However, he was never allowed to present his credentials to Sihanouk. Sihanouk became very 

unpleasant. He kicked out the MAAG, and you could just see him closing in on the Embassy. 

This wasn't so much attributable to the CIA. It was a result of the Vietnam War. By 1965 or so 

Sihanouk had become very hostile to the U.S. 

 

Q: When did you leave Cambodia? 

 

LILLEY: In 1964. 

 

 

 

RICHARD C. HOWLAND  

Rotation Officer 

Phnom Penh (1961-1963) 

 

Mr. Howland was born and raised in New York and educated at Adelphi College 

and George Washington University. After service in the US Army, he joined the 

Foreign Service in 1960, serving several tours at the State Department in 

Washington, DC and abroad in Phnom Penh, Djakarta, Vientiane and Surabaya. 

In his Washington assignments, Mr. Howland dealt primarily with personnel and 

East Asia matters. He was interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy in 1999. 

 

HOWLAND: As I emerged from Customs there was a Cambodian man in a white tunic standing 

next to me. He turned out to be an Embassy driver, so I wasnôt alone any more. The Embassy 

had been told I was coming and had sent him to meet me. Actually, one of the first things I saw 

driving in to the city on the ceremonial airport highway was a huge apartment building for the 

large U.S. Aid Mission staff, known as USAID. Cambodia had been a French colony only eight 

years before, but now but there were a lot of Americans in Phnom Penh. Most Americans were 
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U.S. officials or contractors ï we were building a road from the capital to the Gulf of Siam - who 

lived mostly in villas and in several residential compounds. That realization took some of the 

edge off my excitement at being in an exotic land, the seat of the ancient Khmer empire. I knew I 

would be housed in a compound like the USAID apartments since I was too junior for a villa. I 

dreaded the thought. 

 

It was late and the driver took me directly to the Hotel Monorum, a tourist hotel. After checking 

into the hotel I walked out into the side streets nearby. It was getting dark and the city was filled 

with noise and confusion and strange smells, the streets jammed with bicycle-rickshaws jousting 

with old trucks and wagons. In one street was a Buddhist temple. Many older people were going 

in and out of the temple amid the rhythmic sound of chanting. Men with shaved heads wandered 

along the streets, some of them smoking and browsing in shops. Later I found they were monks, 

who had taken off their orange robes for a little incognito fun in the late afternoon. Although the 

shops had shut down at mid-day in the heat, now with evening they bustled again, little stalls set 

up everywhere with candles and kerosene lamps. It was a classic scene from an old photograph, 

yes, the real and exotic Southeast Asia. Of course it was a scene that was utterly destroyed in the 

years that followed, the years of the Khmer Rouge and the Vietnamese takeover. No one arriving 

in Cambodia in March 1961 could have conceived what would happen later to that pleasant little 

country, my first post. 

 

The next day when I got to the Embassy it appeared that no one was ready for me except the 

driver who picked me up again at the hotel. I had an office, but it seemed to have been used as a 

closet between the brief period between the departure of my predecessor and my arrival. There 

was junk everywhere. Also there was no housing ready so I stayed the first few nights at the 

Hotel Monorum until the Embassy General Services Officer, Marty Ryerson, could figure out 

where to put me permanently. Then I was stashed for a while in an Embassy apartment 

compound located several miles from the Embassy in a staid residential area. It was low-rise 

family housing garden apartments and could have been in Arlington, Virginia. Luckily I was first 

assigned to the Political Section in my rotational tour and knew I needed to have a place in town 

where I could entertain and make some contacts. No Cambodians would come to the U.S. 

apartment complex. I used this argument to lobby right away for a place in town. In fact, I also 

wanted to escape from the prying eyes and gossip at the golden ghetto, as it was called. The other 

residents, all married, couldnôt understand that; they saw their little fortress as a safe haven. I 

saw it as a prison ï plus it was distant from the Embassy and I did not have a privately owned 

vehicle coming from the U.S. Luckily there was a shuttle, and of course later I bought a car. 

 

The Embassy had recently moved into an old French office building on a corner of Vithei 

(Street) Hassakan, one block from Boulevard Norodom, the main street of Phnom Penh, close to 

the commercial quarter. The USAID was there also. It was a huge operation in a massive 

building across one street from the Embassy. The U.S. Information Service (USIS) was on the 

third corner of the intersection. USAID had many more employees, of course, than the Embassy 

or USIS. In the Embassy there was a rickety old European-style elevator just past the Marine 

Guard desk. On Vithei Hassakan in the Embassy building were the Consular Section and the 

Medical Unit, with doors opening to the street. On the first two floors were the Administrative 

and Economic Sections, on the third was the Front Office, the Military Attaches and the Political 

Section, and on the fourth the station, some storage rooms, and the French and Cambodian 
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language programs. There was also a military aid mission, the Joint U. S. Military Aid and 

Advisory Group (JUSMAAG), to the south on the outskirts of town. 

 

So in March 1961, I replaced an officer named John Monjo as the junior political officer at the 

Embassy in Phnom Penh. At that time, the Ambassador was William Catlett Trimble and his 

wife was named Nancy. The DCM was Bob Moore (C. Robert Moore) who later served as 

Ambassador to Mali and Syria. Dan Arzac, a Marine Corps veteran of Guadalcanal, was Chief of 

the Political Section. 

 

The other officer in the section was Bill Thomas (William Waite Thomas). His wife was named 

Sarah. They were both delightful and Bill was competent, irreverent, and funny. He loved to 

espouse unpopular positions and play devilôs advocate. Besides being a good reporting officer, 

he had a fey sense of humor and great insights into Asia and Asians. He saw language skills as 

the key to everything, and of course he was right. Bill was a southerner and one of those people 

with an innate gift for languages. He knew several dialects of Chinese, spoke good Khmer and 

had picked up spoken Vietnamese in six months. Then he taught himself to read Vietnamese 

because he wanted to read Ho Chi Minh in the original. And yet at times his southern English 

was difficult for me to follow, my being a New Yorker. Perhaps that is why he had trouble 

learning French, which he called the worldôs most difficult language. 

 

Nevertheless, Bill quickly persuaded me that the most important thing to do at the outset was to 

work on my French language capability. For almost a century, Cambodia had been a French 

protectorate, part of French Indochina. Now it was independent. For two decades the central 

figure in Cambodia had been Norodom Sihanouk, first as a god-king and puppet ruler under the 

French, then a capricious little dictator on his own. He, like most of the political elite, was a 

Francophile. Plus there were more French in Cambodia ï teachers, advisers and the like ï than 

before independence. And of course, since I had not achieved the S-3 fluency level in French 

after my courses at the FSI, I was told I could not be promoted and might be selected-out from 

the Service in the next three years. Whether this was true was uncertain, but I did know that I 

could not be promoted to the next highest rank, FSO-07, without escaping from what was called 

language probation. It was best to be tested at the S-3 level while in Cambodia, where I could 

practice French every day. So I worked hard on French with a woman instructor, the French 

spouse of an aid officer. She had grown up in Hanoi. 

 

My instructor was an inexhaustible source of wisdom on Indochina and its history. She also 

introduced me to a few of the arcane aspects of French culture in a former colony. As it 

happened, I passed the French test within a few months when a regional linguist from FSI passed 

through Phnom Penh. In fact I got an S-3+/R-4 rating, slightly better than fluent. It certainly 

helped that my French instructor administered the test, while the linguist ï who apparently spoke 

little French ï listened intermittently. 

 

So I then concentrated on learning some Khmer to get about in the countryside. And of course, 

learning about my job, about becoming a good political officer. All that meant to me at the outset 

was that I wasnôt a consular, economic or administrative officer ï yet. At the start I didnôt have a 

clue as to any of those functions, although as a junior officer I was eventually to rotate through 

them. The Embassy Khmer language instructor was named Chea Son. He worked hard teaching 
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me and I learned enough to be able to get around and get help when I needed it in the 

countryside. As it turned out he - along with many other intellectuals - was murdered by the 

Khmer Rouge, in the 1970s. 

 

How did I learn this, after all I only knew the man for a few months? Well, much later, when I 

was Country Director for Thailand and was visiting the Embassy in Bangkok in 1982, I heard 

from a refugee counselor at the post that a woman purporting to be the wife of a U.S. embassy 

teacher had been refused a visa to the U.S. An INS officer declined to believe that she, an 

uneducated woman, had been married to a so-called U.S. embassy teacher. He had turned her 

down; the INS was responsible for visas for Indochina refugees. So I sought out the State 

Refugee Coordinator at the embassy in Bangkok. I drew a plan of the 1960s Embassy Phnom 

Penh building, exactly where the Marine Guards stood, the elevator to the fourth floor, etc. I told 

the Refugee Coordinator that I remembered a woman who brought lunch in one of those typical 

SEA tiffin carriers to Chea Son at the Embassy every day. I hoped that my plan could be used to 

confirm the womanôs bona fides. The refugee coordinator took my drawing to the INS examiner 

and resubmitted the request for the visa. From memory the woman was able to describe the 

layout of the Embassy, and it correlated exactly with my plan. Thus it was clear she had not lied 

about her marriage to a language instructor, who had been murdered by the Khmer Rouge; INS 

issued the visa. The woman otherwise would presumably have been sent back to a Thai refugee 

camp. 

 

This of course was the old Foreign Service, when political officers were born, not made. There 

had been virtually no job-related training for political officers at FSI before I came to Cambodia. 

Nevertheless, I was expected to know exactly what to do, and to do it brilliantly. Well, in fact, I 

neither knew much nor did very well. But no one ever commented on that to your face in those 

days - no supervisor that is. It was also the era of the confidential performance report. The 

section chief could tell me about the current situation in Cambodia and give spot reporting 

instructions but he set no formalized work requirements that I had to meet. One just sort of 

osmosed things and tried to appear hard working and bright. And after a few days in Phnom 

Penh, all I had been able to do was to find Monjoôs desk in the corner office of the third floor 

political section. Being on the corner, the embassy flagpole extended from my window and I was 

told to make sure the Marines put the flag up and took it in every day. Of course no one had to 

tell the Marines to do that, so perhaps someone was joshing the new boy. 

 

It seemed that the Foreign Service on-the-job training system was a little like the scene in 

Streetcar where Stanley asks Blanche Dubois how she expected to survive without money, and 

she replies, ñI have always relied on the kindness of strangers.ò And, before long, Bill Thomas, 

the other officer in the political section became my kind stranger, my friend, and mentor. He 

took it upon himself to make me useful to the embassy, smiling and counseling in his amused 

and terribly good natured way. He decided that as long as I had been assigned as a political 

officer in Cambodia, I should become one. No one told him to do this, but perhaps another 

officer had done the same for him early in his career. Happily, the political section also had an 

excellent secretary named Ruth Thomas ï no relation to Bill but also a southerner. Along with 

Bill she coached me on what I was supposed to do. Arzac was somewhat non-committal and 

seemed mostly involved with the DCM and Ambassador. I never got much from him on any 

subject that I recall. He spoke excellent French and had many Cambodian contacts, which he 
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kept to himself. 

 

So there I was, one-third of the embassy political section with workable French and no contacts, 

needing something to write about to get some visibility as the new kid on the block. For a start, 

there was press reporting ï analyzing the significance of various stories and items in the local 

press. But apart from the government bulletin, Agence Khmere de Presse (AKP), there were only 

a few French language newspapers in Phnom Penh. The most prominent was La Depeche de 

Phnom Penh. It was a four-page leftist screed edited by a French adviser to Prince Norodom 

Sihanouk, the Chief of State, named Charles Meyer, and published by his Cambodian henchman 

Chau Seng, who was Prince Sihanoukôs chef de cabinet. Everyone in the embassy seemed to be 

breathlessly studying, analyzing, speculating and reporting on the views and articles in La 

Depeche, all four pages of it, even the spooks and the Defense Attaché. Presumably, it was 

supposed to reflect Sihanoukôs views, especially on foreign policy. The stuff in La Depeche 

usually appeared first or was replayed in AKP, also controlled by Chau Seng. Then, there was 

the weekly tabloid journal of Sihanoukôs ruling party, the Sangkum. This was in Khmer and 

titled the Sangkum Reastr Niyum. Chea Son, my language teacher, translated key articles for the 

embassy. So I started out with press reporting. With no contacts and no access or knowledge of 

Palace politics, there was no other game in town for a new junior officer. But I didnôt like it 

much, and I was making endless mistakes translating French, which Arzac always caught. 

 

So Bill Thomas came to my rescue. With Billôs help in a few weeks I was writing what were 

then called Foreign Service Despatches. He took me on a few field trips and steered me to a few 

contacts. I spent a lot of time with Bill and Sarah. Bill was a wildlife enthusiast and especially a 

weekend bird-watcher. I wasnôt in Phnom Penh more than a few days before we were off in his 

Volkswagen beetle on the American highway, built by USAID. It ran toward the jungles that 

stretched between the central plains and the Gulf of Siam, and then through them and down to 

Kompong Som ï later called Sihanoukville, Cambodiaôs main port. In the jungle we would hike 

down some muddy trail to a waterhole and wait for elephants or other game while Bill looked for 

birds heôd never seen. In the process, we would stop at villages and talk to people, then write it 

up. 

 

That was the way Bill and I would drive around Cambodia. It made a big impression on me. I 

loved being in the countryside and wanted to do reporting on it. But in those years the 

concentration was on politics in the capital. Only later, when the Khmer Rouge emerged did the 

Department see the importance of having officers out in the countryside. 

 

One of the first things I learned about the job was that we were also there to collect intelligence 

as well as report on Cambodian politics. At that time we were entering the early throes of our 

massive involvement in South Vietnam ï helping the Diem government combat what was then 

known as the Viet Minh insurgency, directed and supported by the Democratic Republic of 

Vietnam in the north. There was great interest in anything to do with North Vietnam and its 

capital, Hanoi. Now it developed that Bill Thomasôs interest in Vietnamese literature had 

produced a minor intelligence coup. His visits to a Vietnamese bookstore in search of works on 

Ho Chi Minh had turned up various Vietnamese publications. The bookstores were all pro-Hanoi 

of course. The proprietors thought Bill was a Russian Embassy officer, since few Americans or 

French in Phnom Penh spoke and read Vietnamese. So they began offering him other books ï 



 57 

some of which had updated maps of Hanoi and other towns in North Vietnam. One work was a 

folio of planning documents for renovating the city and the port, which had maps and plans in 

detail of all government installations. This was obviously an intelligence find in case we ever 

launched air operations in the north. 

 

Bill went on collecting various books of this sort until unfortunately some other American 

greeted him in English as he was emerging from a bookstore. He knew they had heard that inside 

and afterwards he couldnôt go back ï his cover was blown. So it was clear to me at the outset 

how the responsibilities of an FSO in that era were intertwined with intelligence as well as the 

customary diplomacy of demarches and representation. Of course this could not be mentioned in 

efficiency reports ï any hint of connection with intelligence gathering would have ended a 

political officerôs career. 

 

About a week after I arrived, the personnel officer from what was then called the Bureau of Far 

Eastern Affairs, an officer named Ericsson, came out to visit. In those days each of the various 

geographic bureaus in the department had its own personnel system. Central Personnel, supposed 

to look after the overall needs of the Service, was even weaker than it is now. There was no real 

system of bidding for assignments; the form to do so was called the April foolôs sheet. It 

appeared that Ericsson was the key person in determining onward assignments in the Bureauôs 

jurisdiction. So Bill suggested that, ñwe ought to take Ericsson out and show him what 

Cambodia is like and what we do. Then he will know what kind of officers to send here.ò 

Perhaps he was thinking State Department personnel made a mistake sending me to Cambodia, 

because I was so inexperienced. 

 

Now at this time there was a great and typical furor in the Khmer government and press about 

Khmer Krom refugees. The Khmer Krom or Lower Khmers were ethnic Cambodians living in 

what was now South Vietnam. Originally this area had been part of the ancient Khmer empire. 

Over the years the Vietnamese had moved down from the north and taken it away. This process 

was made permanent when the French drew the colonial border between Cambodia and what 

was then called Cochin China - modern day South Vietnam. Subsequently, under the French, 

hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese had even moved into Cambodia proper. So it was a very 

sensitive topic in Phnom Penh. 

 

In 1961, there were some 500,000 Khmer Krom still living in South Vietnam. They hated the 

Vietnamese. During the first Indochina War, they had been, not surprisingly, pro-French. Some 

Khmer Krom units had reputedly been the best fighters in the delta, according to Bernard Fall, a 

French writer on Indochina whom I came to know later. Relations between the Khmer Krom and 

all Vietnamese were typically dicey no matter what their politics. Just about the time I arrived, in 

March 1961, the leftist Khmer press in Phnom Penh alleged that 500 or so ethnic Khmer Krom 

refugees, men and women and children, had fled from physical abuse by the Diem fascist clique, 

as it was known in Cambodiaôs leftist press. Some were reportedly castrated and hamstrung, and 

all were driven from their homes to cross the unpatrolled border into an area of Cambodia named 

Srok Phnom Den. A Srok is a district, and Phnom Den is a small mountain in southeastern 

Cambodia. I believe it is geographically part of South Vietnamôs Seven Mountain Region, later 

notorious as a Vietcong stronghold. These are limestone pinnacles, very picturesque, just inland 

from the Vietnamese port of Ha Tien and bordering a strategic canal. Offshore is the big island 
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of Phu Quoc, also a Vietminh-controlled area at that time. The canal was an ideal supply route 

for the Vietminh from the sea. Bill thought that the Vietminh were clearing the area of Khmer 

Krom and other people to set up a redoubt in the Seven Mountains. 

 

On March 27, 1961, ten days after my arrival, Bill Thomas and Mr. Ericsson and I drove down to 

Phnom Den in Billôs Volkswagen to see if we could talk to the refugees and find out what had 

really happened. At that time, we had a major USAID public safety program, which provided a 

lot of equipment and advice to the Khmer police. So we were accompanied by a Khmer police 

contingent that USAID had arranged. Some of the refugees spoke French, which was lucky 

because their Khmer was difficult for Bill to understand. But others spoke Vietnamese so he 

could handle that. The Cambodian government officials were actually quite helpful. 

 

We learned right away that indeed the Vietminh, not the Saigon Government had mistreated and 

driven the refugees across the border. Later, of course, we found the Saigon Government had 

done its part in brutalizing the Khmer Krom in other contexts. But, this incident was the work of 

the Vietminh. The Cambodian police offered to take us to the border a few kilometers away 

where they said we could see the Vietminh flag flying over the formerly Khmer Krom village a 

few hundred meters away on the South Vietnamese side. Needless to say, we declined that offer 

and went on talking to the refugees. I asked one who spoke French, ñDid you try to get help from 

the government forces?ò meaning the ARVN, the Army of the Republic of Vietnam. He looked 

at me and said, ñOh Monsieur, les Francais sont partis il y a longtemps,ò meaning, ñoh sir, the 

French left a long time ago.ò I continued, ñWhat about the government in Saigon, the 

government of Ngo Dinh Diem?ò And he replied, ñI know nothing of that. When the French left 

we buried our weapons. Then the Vietminh found them and punished us. We had to leave the 

country. There is no government now in Vietnam.ò 

 

Well, we both took notes on this while the Cambodian police kept pressing to take us to the 

border. Finally, Bill suggested that we drive further on the road to the top of Phnom Den and 

look for the Vietminh flags from there. It would be cooler there and we could have lunch under 

the trees. But in fact, we almost died under the trees. We got into a Cambodian police jeep, Bill 

and Ericsson in the back, myself in the front, and a police officer driving. Off we went careening 

up the dirt road toward the mountaintop. Soon we came to a clearing at the end of the road. At 

the side of the clearing was a steep path leading further upwards to an old Khmer brick temple on 

the summit. Still driving fast, the police officer swerved the jeep and tried to get up the narrow 

path. Of course it could not make it, so it stalled and started rolling backwards. There were no 

brakes and the jeep rolled backwards across the small clearing and started down the steep slope 

at the other side. I felt what was happening and being in the front seat, was able to jump out just 

as the vehicle lurched over the side. Bill and Ericsson were trapped in the back. Through blind 

luck, the jeep hurtled downwards and slammed into the only big tree on the hillside, about ten 

feet down, and stopped. No one was hurt; it hadnôt picked up any momentum yet. Ericsson was 

quite shaken but Bill and the policeman thought it was funny. 

 

Finally, we climbed up the path, actually the remnants of an ancient brick stairway to what was 

an eighth century Khmer temple, more than a thousand years old. There it still stood, now a 

hollowed shell of old bricks wreathed in vegetation with a badly eroded lintel and a stone statue 

of a seated Buddha, minus head, on an altar. It could have been an old brick kiln except for the 
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lintel and the Buddha. Since the temple must have been originally Shaivite, the Buddha was out 

of place, but probably some peasant had dug it up in his rice field and brought it here to what 

was considered a holy place. Perhaps someone else had lopped off the head to sell. 

 

It was not really much of a temple but it was my first! Actually this pile of bricks was featured in 

a wonderful book entitled ñThe Ancient Khmer Empireò by Larry Briggs, a retired FSO who 

visited virtually all the temple sites in the late 1940s. Phnom Den had some great significance for 

the early development of Khmer history, which began with the early kingdom the Chinese 

chronicles called ñfu-nanò, probably the Chinese pronunciation of the Cambodian word ñphnomò 

which means mountain. Cambodia was strewn with ancient temples and statuary, just lying 

around. If any of it was Buddhist, the penalty for stealing it was death. Harming a monk, 

damaging or stealing from a Buddhist wat, these were the most serious crimes in Cambodia. The 

most serious punishment was not death, but exile. For a Khmer, that meant you could never get 

off the wheel of existence and suffering. It meant endless rebirth, the worst fate. So in those days 

the Khmer would take nothing, in fact would bring objects to the old temples to venerate them. 

But the foreigners stole what they could grab when no one was around. Non-Buddhist sites were 

fair game. 

 

For the police we made a show of looking for Vietminh flags with binoculars but I donôt recall 

seeing any. Then when we returned to Phnom Penh from this trip Bill suggested that I write the 

report on what we learned. He was trying to teach me my job. So I wrote a ñForeign Service 

Despatch,ò my first ever, only a few days after arriving at the post. In that Despatch I had noted 

our conversation with the refugee who had claimed there was no government in South Vietnam 

since the French left. None of them had ever seen a government soldier, they said. Of course they 

could have been put up to this but their wounds were fresh and convincing. This seemed to be a 

key point. The Despatch was reviewed and approved by Dan Arzac, DCM Bob Moore, and 

Ambassador Trimble. Nobody changed a word. Then it was sent to the Department and other 

addressees including the Embassy in Saigon. 

 

Three weeks later Ambassador Trimble walked into my office. He was, I think, a European 

specialist at heart, but an excellent though very traditional officer. Upon my arrival a few weeks 

earlier he had invited me into his office for tea and a chat. He looked aghast when I mentioned I 

had been a CW (Morse code AM radio communications) operator in the Army and had even 

made Corporal! Perhaps he couldnôt imagine how an enlisted man had gotten into the Foreign 

Service. At least that was my impression of him. I emphasize that he was a very decent and 

capable man, just a bit straight-laced and perhaps from a certain social class, or so I thought. He 

radiated dignity, but always in a pleasant way. 

 

Obviously Ambassador Trimble was now concerned ï in fact he said he was very disappointed 

in me. I said: ñSir?ò as I leaped to my feet. He spoke in a measured but concerned way, never 

raising his voice. ñYou wrote this Despatch on your visit to the Cambodian border. I must admit 

I didnôt focus on it very closely, when I saw the report in draft. Well, Ambassador Durbrow in 

Saigon is furious about it.ò Elbridge Durbrow was Ambassador in Saigon at that time, soon to 

leave. He had obviously called Trimble to complain that we had reported to the Department that 

the Government of the Republic of Vietnam was not in control of all its territory; indeed had 

little interest in controlling it. I hadnôt said that directly, of course, but the inference could be 
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drawn. 

 

Ambassador Trimble continued: ñNow, I donôt want you to write anything more about other 

countries. In the Foreign Service we donôt do that. The Embassy in Saigon is responsible for 

reporting on South Vietnam.ò After he left DCM Bob Moore called me in. Bob was a very nice 

man but like many Deputy Chiefs of Mission, his mind was on a hundred things at once and 

sometimes he could be a bit vague. He said something like: ñDick, you wrote something about 

Vietnam. I didnôt really focus on it but it was a telegram or something, maybe a Despatch. 

Ambassador Trimble is upset so please donôt do it again.ò 

 

I was surprised at the critique of my report, which I thought had been a useful contribution. In 

fact my first reaction was to become very skeptical about the effort in Vietnam. But In point of 

fact they were both right of course. The Despatch should have been cleared with Saigon but I 

knew nothing of the sacred ritual of clearances at the time. But if it had been sent to Saigon it 

never would have made it to Washington. 

 

Bill Thomas thought the whole thing was funny and told me to go on reporting like that. But for 

a while I fretted about my own fate and the premature end of my career. But Arzac never 

mentioned it and indeed later recommended me for promotion ï the following year I became an 

FSO-7 and a tenured officer. A little later Ambassador Trimble suggested that I become note-

taker at Country Team Meetings. Since I had to clear the notes with everyone present, I learned 

about clearances to a fare-thee-well. Ambassador Trimble probably thought of it as a learning 

experience for me. Actually he was a nice man ï- just a bit too dignified and not in touch with 

the real Cambodia. I am sure he was doing the best job possible, given the difficulty in dealing 

with Sihanouk, who liked him personally. 

 

Besides learning about Cambodia and my job, my job as note-taker at Country Team Meetings 

provided useful insights into Embassy management. For example, there were the personnel 

implications of our cold war relationship with the Soviets. The Soviet Embassyôs staff in Phnom 

Penh seemed to consist of two types: party hacks (one had steel caps on his teeth) who bullied 

you at parties, and smoother guys who endlessly pressed for biographic information. So the 

climate was one of extreme hostility. Whenever you saw one of these guys at a party, you knew 

he was going to start either ranting about imperialism or interrogating you for biographic 

information, and you shied away. I am sure their underlying job was to recruit one of us as an 

agent, just as our intelligence people were trying to do with them. No one saw this as anything 

but normal cold war practice. 

 

Settling in to New Quarters 

 

After about six weeks I was moved from the ñgolden ghettoò to an apartment on the top floor of 

a local building. It was called the ñHassakan Apartments,ò located about a block from the 

Embassy and in the heart of downtown. It was leased by the Embassy and open to the street. 

Across the hall on my floor lived another junior officer, David Chandler, who subsequently left 

the Service and is now a prominent Cambodia scholar. He has written many excellent works on 

Cambodian history. Downstairs lived a third junior officer, Peter Poole, an FSO who also later 

turned to scholarship and eventually became a senior government official. 
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My street, Vithei Hassakan, was lined with huge beautiful trees. From my little balcony if you 

looked straight down through the trees you could see all the vigorous life of the street, the Asian 

crowd. Across the street was the leading girlsô school in the city, the Lycee Norodom. The 

daughters of the elite went there. Beyond the girls' school were Chinese shops and restaurants 

and then a large movie theater on a corner. The buildings were only a few stories high and 

looking from my balcony across the roofs I could see almost to the river. Vithei Hassakan ran 

straight to the river through the heart of the Chinese section of the city. Farther north was the 

French residential section and many government buildings; to the south was the Palace. Beyond 

the Palace were more residences, then a broad avenue from the independence monument to the 

river. South of that avenue the city rapidly became squatterôs shacks and Cambodian huts, called 

paillotes. 

 

I spent some time nearly every evening out on the balcony, enjoying the cooler air and watching 

the street. From my balcony through the trees I could watch the schoolgirls bathe ï in their 

sarongs of course ï in the fading golden light as the dusk came on. A Cambodian girl could take 

an entire dipper bath modestly wrapped in her sarong. Like Thai and Lao, they bathed all the 

time. It was a pretty scene, very Asian. Once I watched someone wandering along snapping off 

the radio antennas on each of the American cars parked in front of the commissary, which was in 

the basement of our building. Cars with non-diplomatic plates were left alone, but perhaps they 

didnôt have radios. It was unclear whether this was vandalism, theft, political protest, or all of the 

above. That too was Asian, but less pretty. 

 

So Chandler and Poole and I - the three junior officers - lived in this big old Asian apartment 

building with bright red windows and wrought iron grills on the balconies. Next to the building 

was the residence of the Governor of Phnom Penh, so we seldom lost our electric power even 

when the rest of the city was out. Each bedroom had an air conditioner that worked 

intermittently. It was usually quite hot at midday but there were French doors with screens along 

the balcony. The breeze from the river cooled the whole place in the evening. 

 

That was a good thing, because outside it was very hot. As I mentioned I had arrived in 

Cambodia in March, at the absolute height of the hot season. Only six weeks earlier it had been 

cooler, especially at night. Now the heat was stultifying while everyone waited for the clouds to 

build up and bring the southwest monsoon. Every afternoon from my balcony I watched the 

Chinese businessmen mount to the flat roof of a nearby building to bet on the rain. There was a 

funnel and a clock; when the first drop fell out of the funnel and hit a pan, the clock would stop. 

Whoever bet on that moment would win. Occasionally a few drops would fall - the so-called 

ñcrachinsò named after the anomalous February rainfall in Hanoi. But the full rains hadnôt come 

yet, so it was hot. 

 

Besides getting used to the heat, it was necessary to get used to servants. Yes, everyone had 

servants of course ï you couldnôt work all day and do shopping and housework at night. In fact, 

part of the job was attending social functions in the evenings. The servants in the building were 

all Vietnamese and lived in shacks on the roof. Too quickly, I hired a woman called a ñboyesse,ò 

a Vietnamese cook/servant who (like most Vietnamese servants) seemed to be named Thi Hai. 

She showed up with illegible ñreferences,ò yet I hired her. She could not have weighed more 
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than 75 pounds but worked hard, and stole as hard as she worked. Again right away I made my 

first mistake: loaning her money ostensibly to put her daughter through school. Her real purpose, 

of course, was to guarantee her job security when I discovered how much she was stealing. She 

knew I was unlikely to fire her until the loan was repaid. Of course it never was repaid. 

 

Learning About Cambodia 

 

In College I had studied a lot of American Government and history but no diplomatic history. So 

I felt rather at a loss when I started in Phnom Penh, and knew I had to make up the gap. My boss, 

the political counselor Dan Arzac, provided very little help. As I mentioned earlier, Bill Thomas, 

bless his heart, rescued me with a few contacts and trip reports. Then I would read the daily 

traffic, and my predecessor John Monjo's chronological reporting file. Monjo seemed to know 

everything and that gave me some ideas. I began to realize how one had to build a database from 

experience on policies, people, and events while standing aside and trying to analyze it all as a 

whole. Dave Chandler and Peter Poole had also been in Cambodia for some time. They were a 

big help along with Bill Thomas. The station chief and several of his staff had wide area 

knowledge, and it was an amicable Embassy where one could chat with the agency staff at 

various times. And I took notes at the country team meetings, and listened to what was going on 

there. 

 

But the fact was, as a junior political officer I was basically collecting information, or rather 

intelligence, and reporting it to Washington. I wasnôt being a diplomat. I didnôt know enough to 

put this intelligence together and analyze it except in a rudimentary way. I certainly didnôt draw 

conclusions for U.S. policy. In fact very few people at the Embassy were writing about policy, 

although everyone talked about it. Even the Ambassador had very little impact on policy, which 

was geared to South Vietnam and to a lesser extent, Thailand and Laos. There was no training 

for reporting officers, except for the tips from Bill Thomas. At basic officerôs training at the 

Foreign Service Institute, before assignment, speakers from the Department had talked about 

what issues they handled in their jobs, not what a reporting officer should do in the field. 

Nevertheless a Foreign Service officer was expected to hit the ground running, to be a ñquick 

study.ò Actually, most did, even I. Gradually a picture of what was going on in Cambodia 

emerged in my mind, and what our goals were. Of course just when I started to feel I understood 

the political situation, I was transferred to the consular section as part of my junior officer 

rotation. More about that later. 

 

David Chandler, Peter Poole and of course Bill Thomas had a big impact on my views. They 

were really scholars at heart. Chandler in fact later became a renowned Southeast Asia historian. 

Another big plus was the large contingent of private scholars in the country. Roger Smith, from 

Cornell, was doing research for a book on Sihanoukôs foreign policy. Mike Vickery, an art 

historian, was studying on a Fulbright grant at Siem Reap, near the archaeological park of 

Angkor. I went up there and asked him about the Ancient Khmer Empire. Milton Osborne, an 

Australian FSO, had been stationed in Cambodia and later left the Australian service to become a 

scholar. He became one of the great experts on Sihanouk. The famous French writer on wartime 

Indochina (ñStreet without Joy ñ ï ñHell in a Very Small Placeò )Bernard Fall showed up a few 

months after the beginning of my tour. 
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Others came and went, circling around the ñsalonò maintained by Bud Overton, Director of the 

ñAsia Foundationò in Cambodia. Leonard ñBudò Overton had been in Cambodia eight years, 

knew everyone, and was quite friendly with Sihanouk. He had come after Sihanouk abdicated in 

1953 and stayed through the early years of independence. Bud had a huge library of old and new 

French books on Indochina, which inspired all of us to write away to obscure Paris booksellers to 

get some for ourselves. A local bookbinder would do up the paper-backed versions in 

Cambodian leather and silk. 

 

Bud focused me on the history; he was a teacher at heart. His wife, a Korean lady named Lily, 

was a gourmet cook and they entertained beautifully. An evening started with drinks in his 

library, four walls of bookshelves, floor to ceiling. Then came a delicious Asian meal and 

conversation ranging from the eighth century to last weekôs Cabinet meeting or Sihanoukôs latest 

mistress. All the history was there, not only ancient Angkor but also the French colonial period. 

To understand the problems with Thailand Bud had me read the account of the French team that 

drew the borders between Indochina and Siam in 1906. So it was very easy to glide into the 

historical context in that environment, to see the linkages with the past and speculate on the 

linkages to the future. Cambodia made historians of us all. 

 

Conversations with Bernard Fall 

 

Another great scholar, writer Bernard Fall, spent ten months in Phnom Penh when I was there 

and I got to know him pretty well. He was a French citizen but spent much of his life in America. 

He married an American citizen and was one of the better-known reporters during the early days 

of the American phase of the Vietnam War. His e books on Vietnam, including the well-known 

ñStreet without Joyò on Colonial Route 1, which the French-forces had tried but failed to keep 

open during the first Indochina war, were highly regarded. Bernard arrived in Phnom Penh soon 

after I did, on a ten-month sabbatical from Syracuse University, where he was teaching. He had 

met his wife, Dorothy, at Syracuse. The Defense Department had also provided some sort of 

grant because he consulted and taught courses at the Pentagon. In fact he was an icon there for 

the Special Forces types of that era because of his detailed notebooks on the French phase of the 

war. Bernard was studying what had happened on the ground in Cambodia from 1950 until the 

1954 Geneva Conference. He was adding data to his notebooks, his incredible store of 

information on the war. 

 

Fall was born in Alsace-Lorraine and in his early twenties served as an interpreter at the 

Nuremberg Trials. He learned ñAmericanò English there and was fascinated by it. He had 

notebooks with hundreds of the English usages, one of the many hobbies that preoccupied his 

restless and iconoclastic mind. I remember that once he mused that the same countervailing force 

ï Spanish Catholicism, first in Spain and then in the Philippines - had halted the spread of Islam 

both to the east and to the west from its birthplace in Saudi Arabia. Why was that? He didnôt 

know, but liked to poser des questions. I 

 

Because of the DOD connection, Bernard occupied a USAID apartment, and I think Dorothy 

may have been working there as well. But he didnôt have a car, and couldnôt really get to the 

temples he wanted to see on the weekends. So I drove him around on the weekends. I think he 

was also teaching at the Lycee Descartes in town. Soon after Fall arrived, Tom Hirschfeld and 
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his wife Hana arrived at the Embassy, replacing Bill and Sarah Thomas. Tom had been a Marine 

Corps officer and led a platoon on the march back from the Changjin reservoir in Korea in 1950. 

He was a cracker-jack political officer, spoke perfect French and German, but was not entranced 

with Cambodia. He gravitated quite naturally toward the French because of his European outlook 

and language skills, and the new couple became quite close with Bernard and Dorothy Fall. Tom 

subsequently also left the Foreign Service and became a senior arms control negotiator. 

 

We all listened endlessly to Bernard Fallôs philosophizing and his views on the French defeat in 

Indochina, particularly the fall of the garrison at Dien Bien Phu, about which he had writer ñHell 

in a Very Small Place.ò. Although sometimes he came across as a bit of a French know-it-all 

deigning to enlighten us, we didnôt resent it. For one thing, he had the data to back up what he 

said. For another, he was always right. In his notebooks were all of the strategy, tactics, tricks, 

gadgets and whatever the French tried to wield in their struggle with the Vietminh. 

 

For example, in the early 1960s we had the ñstrategic hamletò program to safeguard villages in 

South Vietnam. It was modeled after British practices in the Malaysian insurgency. At some 

hamlets AID officials were teaching the inhabitants to plant thorn bushes and string barbed wire 

around the site. When we mentioned this ñnewò tactic, Bernard looked through his notebooks 

and said, ñah yes, here it is. The French tried it in 1953 in the north. Hereôs how the Vietminh got 

over it. They got double woven sleeping mats and threw them over the thorn bushes. The first 

Vietminh attacker threw himself on the mat and the others ran over his body and into the village. 

The strategic hamlets wonôt work.ò And indeed he was right. 

 

Another point he made was that although the best local troops the French had were mountain 

tribesmen, the ñmontagnards,ò and their Vietnamese opponents were from the plains, the French 

had lost their war in the mountains, at Dien Bien Phu. Why was that? Again he didnôt know, but 

liked to ask questions. After Cambodia, Bernard went back to Vietnam and, on a patrol with a 

US unit, stepped on a mine and was killed. It was the last outing he wanted to make before 

leaving Vietnam. His widow lives in Bethesda today, and recently has written his biography, a 

very moving book. 

 

The French Presence 

 

There were many other French scholars but we didnôt see them much because of the language 

problem and their opposition ï indeed rage ï vis-a-vis our presence in Indochina. Basically they 

wanted us to fail as they had. Nevertheless through Bernard Fall and Mike Vickery I met the 

doyen of French savants in Cambodia, Bernard-Philippe Groslier, Conservateur of the Angkor 

complex. He was seconded from the ñEcole Francaise dôExtreme Orientò to run what had 

become a Cambodian national park. His father, George Groslier, had been a French colonial 

administrator in the 1920-30s. He had written a lyric book on his travels, ñUn Journal de route 

sur le Mekong Cambodgien.ò I must have read it a dozen times. Bernard-Philippe had grown up 

in the shadow of Angkor during the era of Paul Mus and Georges Coedes, two commending 

figures in French archaeology. It was the time of many major excavations and restorations of 

ancient Khmer temples. Groslier's goal was not scholarship but to protect the stone temples and 

statuary from the ravages of modern pollution. Already many of the bas-reliefs and statues were 

crumbling in places from the poisons in the air. 
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So many French were still there. But the French were a world apart, the world of Angkor and the 

rubber plantations and the banks and the import-export business. They held the commanding 

heights of the economy, the Chinese did everything else, and the Vietnamese ran the little shops 

and fixed the cars. Then there were former legionnaires who had taken up with local women and 

stayed on after 1954. And of course Sihanoukôs French advisers ï Charles Meyer, Jean Barre ï 

were anathema to us and never spoke to us anyway. 

 

There were rumored to be an astonishing 6,000 French in Cambodia ï more than at any time 

during the colonial period. Most were French advisers at all levels in the ministries, plus aid 

workers and lots of schoolteachers and students. French businessmen were still prominent. 

French businessmen were still prominent. They all sat around the pool at the Cercle Sportif and 

gossiped among themselves about what was going on at the Palace, in the Cabinet and National 

Assembly. There was a strict hierarchy among them, with the ñsavantsò at the top along with 

some French Embassy officers who had been colonial officials only a few years before. Virtually 

all of them had utter contempt for the Americans. We each kept to ourselves, we seldom met or 

spoke to them. We were each in our own circles, even at the Cercle Sportif ï ñcircles within a 

cercle.ò We could join the Cercle Sportif but we werenôt a part of it. Americans sat on one side 

of the pool, French at the other; it was the same at the bars. A lot had to do with the language 

problem. Few Americans spoke decent French, and no French person would speak English. We 

and the French and the Khmers and the Vietnamese and the Chinese each existed in our own 

concentric circles; sometimes they touched but ï whatôs the word ï you could say they touched 

but did not intersect. Someone has said that before and itôs a good description. 

 

Although we didnôt see the French that much, occasionally we ran into some we knew at Angkor 

Wat. Actually I didnôt get up there as much as I wanted. It was a long drive and I didnôt have a 

very good car. I wanted desperately to travel in the countryside and a few weeks after my arrival 

I bought a used Citroen ñDeux Chevauxò from a departing American. It cost $750, looked like a 

little French delivery truck, and was a French engineering disaster. Peter Poole had an old jeep, 

which was endlessly breaking down. It had come to Indochina as part of U.S. military aid to the 

French at the time of Dien Bien Phu, i.e.1954. But my Deux Chevaux always started. The front-

wheel drive would get me out of almost any marsh or sand dune. To put under the wheels in dire 

straits, someone gave me four strips of corrugated metal from the runway of a WW II Japanese 

airfield. 

 

Most important, Cambodia was replete with old Deux Chevaux. In any Cambodian village 

someone could be found to fix one. I myself learned to carry a piece of fine sandpaper in my 

wallet to get corrosion or dirt off the distributor parts. That seemed to happen all the time. The 

spare tire was tied on with a liana vine, and you could cool white wine if you placed it in a wet 

towel in the engine compartment near the fan. For me that car was part of the mystique of being 

in Indochina. I even wore the usual French scholarsô field uniform when traveling ï white short 

and shorts, black sandals, straw hat. No one listening to my accent could have mistaken me for 

French, but it was good to feel like part of the landscape. 

 

The ñOasis of Peaceò 
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Indeed, in many ways traveling in Cambodia was unique in Indochina, with the other two ï or 

rather three ï countries at war, and too dangerous for travel. Prince Sihanouk called his kingdom 

an ñoasis of peace. ò Yes, the countryside was at peace and it was easy to travel, especially in the 

dry season. You could drive anywhere; distances were not great and you could make good time 

on the roads. In fact the French had built excellent roads in Indochina, as Bernard Fall always 

pointed out. In the nineteenth century they had planted trees along the sides of the roads to 

conceal troop movements in the European fashion. Now the shade from the trees protected the 

asphalt and travelers from the intense sunlight. The French military engineers took the time to 

calculate the requirements for drainage and raised the roads above the plain, unlike the 

American-built road to Sihanoukville. Even in 1961 the old French roads were shady and still in 

reasonably good repair. Traffic was light except on the way to the seaside resort of Kep in the 

south and on the road to Saigon. Elsewhere one shared the road with perhaps the occasional bus, 

truck or ox-cart. That was all. 

 

So, driving along, driving to some old temple ï perhaps with Bernard Fall - you might stop for a 

moment in the shade on the road and look out at the countryside. You would see the Cambodian 

peasants moving on the landscape in their black field clothes and checkered scarves, sometimes 

worn like turbans against the sun. If they saw you, they stopped working and smiled. ñLahn, 

lahn!ò they called ï it meant ñvehicle.ò They were the same race, the same Khmer who had built 

the old temples. The faces were the same on the bas-reliefs. So then you drove on to an old 

Khmer temple on a hilltop and stopped to climb an ancient stone staircase leading to it. As you 

climbed higher and looked out you began to get an impression of space, vast space ï a strange 

feeling in a small country. 

 

Indeed, Cambodia was a small country. Once, it had been an empire; now it was much smaller 

than Vietnam, which was on its way to inherit the French empire of Indochina. But from the 

hilltop the rice fields seemed to stretch out forever. Here and there small conical hills poked up 

like the tops of ancient volcanoes drowned in a great sea ïa sea of mud from the Mekong. 

Beyond the plain were low blue mountains stretched out like sleeping beasts on the horizon. If 

the day was clear in the dry season you could look out from that temple and see a great distance. 

You could see the flood plain divided into rice fields, the pattern of the rice field dikes, the sugar 

palms on the dikes, the watercourses that were dry and empty now with kids playing in them. 

You could almost sense the curvature of the earth as the landscape seemed to round away toward 

the mountains. On that temple hill you could hear cowbells from miles away and see the dust 

rising as carts moved along the ancestral tracks. And so it did feel sacred there, as it must have a 

thousand years ago. Except for the colonial road it might have looked almost the same. There 

was a thrill in that, you know, it was eerie. Today as I write I find it difficult to believe I was 

ever really there looking out at the countryside in that far-off land. 

 

A few months after I arrived the rains came early and that countryside turned green overnight 

while the Mekong rose 20 meters in front of the Palace. The Tonle Sap River, which normally 

emptied the Great Lake, turned to flow backwards channeling the rainy-season Mekong flooding 

to refill the Lake. On that rhythm, on the fluctuations of that lake, a great civilization had lasted 

more than six hundred years. Without the lake as a flood reservoir much of Cambodia and South 

Vietnam would be under a lot of deep muddy water. Even with this natural reservoir the 

countryside looked like a vast swamp when the rains started, with standing water everywhere. 
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Then the rice cycle began. And as they started to plow the fields the Khmer peasants would find 

artifacts from the past ï Angkorian bronzes, Chinese porcelain, old fragments of stone statuary. 

Almost anywhere you looked or dug, there was history. I wanted to learn all I could about 

Cambodia and to see everything, especially Angkor. 

 

Getting to know the Khmer was not easy, and the secret was speaking the language more than 

the few phrases I could handle. The Khmer were polite but not effusively friendly like the Thai, 

or at least the Bangkok Thai I had met in my one-day stopover. Instead they were usually 

respectful and quiet with foreigners. Perhaps that was the result of the French, who seemed 

rather intimidating. Khmers were farmers and monks and government officials ï it was as simple 

as that. The rice fields belonged to the Khmer small-scale farmers; the rivers and the lake 

belonged to Vietnamese. They ï the Vietnamese - were fishermen, workmen, artisans, boatmen, 

truck-drivers, mechanics, butchers, and the technical people who make a society function. They 

were brought in by the French to do the jobs the Khmers were loathe to undertake ï killing 

animals, for example or anything to do with commerce. The Chinese and the Khmer of Chinese 

or Vietnamese descent operated the economy, except for the big French banks and import-export 

companies. The Thai had moved in over the years, first as mercenaries in Angkorian times, then 

as overlords till the French came. But they were scattered in the western provinces and along the 

shores of the Gulf. The Government had tried to resettle Khmers from the plains to the coast but 

it hadnôt worked. 

 

The Khmers were a study in contrasts. Some were stolid, others were quite rambunctious. Let me 

mention a few examples. One weekend I was driving to Angkor Wat, which was about six hours 

from Phnom Penh to the northwest. As I waited to board the ferry across the Tonle Sap River 

north of Phnom Penh, a Cambodian girl walked by and stooped to pick something from the front 

grill of my Deux Chevaux. She brought it to my window, a big struggling green grasshopper. 

With sign language she asked if I wished to eat it. I said no, and she carried it to the edge of the 

road and set it free. As the grasshopper buzzed away she joined her hands in a 'wai', the Buddhist 

sign of worship. She had made merit by preserving life - but being a polite Khmer girl, had 

checked with me first in case I was hungry. 

 

Later on the same trip two of my tires blew out in the town of Stoung, west of Kompong Thom. 

Kids had strewn nails on the road so they could get paid for taking your flats to the local 

mechanic. I got into Siem Reap at midnight, and only got a hotel room because a member of the 

royal family happened to arrive at the same time. He ordered them to put me up, otherwise I 

would have had to sleep in the car. The next day coming back from the temple of Banteai Srei 

my Deux Chevaux stalled in a jungle village and dogs chased me up a tree. Kids drove them off 

and the village headman, the ñme phum,ò hitched up his oxcart to pull my car to the highway 

where I could get repairs. He had white handlebar mustaches and the dignity of a great chieftain. 

When I offered him money, he refused. Thatôs what it was like, what the people were like, 

traveling in Cambodia before everything fell apart in South Vietnam, as Bernard Fall had 

predicted it would ï except in fact it fell apart in Cambodia first. . 

 

Norodom Sihanouk, Chief of State 

 

At that moment, of course, everything in Cambodia orbited around Norodom Sihanouk. From 
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1961-63 his power was at its height ï his people worshipped him, the foreign powers fawned on 

him, and his internal security apparatus kept any internal threat subdued or non-existent. Below 

him in the RKG everyone maneuvered for spoils and influence, both of which depended on him. 

The Cambodian political system in 1961-63 consisted of Sihanouk and a coterie of people 

around him, vying for his favor. The system was comprised of his cronies, and the second-level 

officials who were all required to belong to the ruling party, the Sangkum. A little known aspect 

was the hatreds and maneuvering within the royal family, the Norodoms and Sisowaths and all 

the subsidiary princelings. No one understood that, it was complex and steeped in the past. Then 

there were the vast and adoring masses of the people. Finally there was the fringe of leftists. 

Sihanouk was a Francophile and liked lots of French interlocutors around. He listened to them, 

but he did what he wanted. That was pretty much it. 

 

Sihanoukôs strong point was his appeal to the Khmer masses. The villagers visibly adored him. 

You could see the devotion in their big brown eyes, perhaps it is still there today although much 

of responsibility for the horror that later befell them can be laid at Sihanoukôs door. Partly this 

devotion came from his years in the sacred position of monarch but also because he worked at 

generating it. He had a great touch with ordinary people. They loved to have him come to their 

village and play volleyball. He boasted that he had the complete support ï indeed the devotion ï 

of the peasants who comprised 80 percent of the population. That of course was as true as it was 

politically irrelevant. Though they loved him, they werenôt going to march to Phnom Penh to 

save him. And in reality he mocked and derided the peasants out of their hearing. While he did 

institute projects and reforms designed to help the peasantry, the real purpose was to glorify 

himself, like the Angkorian monarchs who built the great monuments. The intellectuals despised 

him for those things. 

 

One trick was particularly effective. At the beginning of the wet monsoon there were always 

some places where the rains came late because of the Cardamom Mountains, particularly towns 

in the rain shadow of Phnom Kulen, which was almost 6,000 feet high. The Chief of the Air 

Force, General Ngo Hou, was the Princeôs helicopter pilot. He studied the clouds every morning 

to see where it might rain. Then he and the Prince were off in the chopper to some village with 

the government traipsing along behind by land. The Prince would get out and say: ñhere I am. 

Bring me the rain.ò At least half the time it would rain in a few hours, sometimes right away. So 

the whole next issue of the Sangkum Reastr Niyum would be about this ômiracle.ô He would be 

compared to the great rulers of the past, who in legend would bring the rain through their sexual 

exploits. The peasants ate it up while, of course, the leftist intellectuals sneered. 

 

From his viewpoint, I think he was consistent in two long-range efforts: first, he was trying to 

preserve his country from the Thai and Vietnamese. Indeed, they would have swallowed it up in 

the 19
th
 century if the French had not intervened. And second, he was trying to preserve his own 

power over everything in Cambodia, down to the least detail. Obviously Sihanouk saw these 

interests clearly. But unfortunately he didnôt come up with consistent policies to preserve either 

of them. And he did not pursue such policies with any particular determination, common sense 

or strength of character. In the evening he would overrule a policy he had made in the morning. 

And he was a terrible bully. At one of his stage-managed ñnational congresses,ò he exhorted the 

mob to beat a political adversary, one of the Pracheachon Party members, almost to death. 
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Meetings with Sihanouk 

 

It was odd the way I met Prince Norodom Sihanouk, the Chief of State ï I got to play volleyball 

with him. This came about because the JUSMAAG had a volleyball team for physical training. 

Such exercise was required in the military, of course. After arriving in Phnom Penh I made a 

courtesy call on the JUSMAAG Chief, Brigadier General Edward ôPonyô Scherrer. 

ñJUSMAAGò stood for ñJoint U.S. Military Assistance and Advisory Groupò which 

administered the sizable U.S. military aid program to Cambodia. The General noticed that I was 

tall and asked if I played volleyball or basketball. I mentioned that I had played volleyball for my 

A-100 class against a Russian Embassy team in Washington. So he invited me to try out for the 

JUSMAAG team. They played against a few other Embassies and also against the ñFARK,ò the 

Force Armee Royale Khmere, and the Cambodian Armed Forces. He wanted to make the 

JUSMAAG team a multi-agency group. Scherrer was a very broad-gauge person, a true General 

Officer. Everyone liked him. 

 

Sihanouk sometimes took the Cambodian military team plus a few ringers out to the countryside, 

and he played alongside them. Actually, he had to be the star. His purpose was basically to 

entertain the villagers, a spectacle for them to watch after the ranting speeches they couldnôt 

possibly understand. Of course they loved it and cheered him, and he loved that. He was also 

trying to push the Sangkum development program, which had a youth and sports component. 

There was even a minister charged with making Cambodia a big sports power in SEA. His dream 

was to beat the Thai and Vietnamese in the Asian games. 

 

Spotting a way to become friendly with the Prince, General Scherrer had begun providing some 

sports equipment to the FARK under the military assistance program. When General Scherrer 

called on the Prince they talked about sports, and he suggested a weekly game between the 

MAAG and the Palace team. This was great diplomacy on Scherrerôs part, and Sihanouk liked 

the idea. It turned out that the volleyball games were great fun. Of course you had to play by 

ñPalace rules.ò That meant whenever the Prince hit the ball over the net, you missed it and he 

won the point. I understand that in basketball games it was the same; if the Prince had the ball, 

everyone waited until he scored a basket. But after a few sets of volleyball the Prince would 

wave his hand and cold drinks would arrive and he would go around talking with everyone. It 

was hard not to like him except for his ego. Unfortunately his ego got in the way of his 

patriotism and his common sense. 

 

I think at that time his anti-Americanism was not a conviction, it was a crutch ï to strengthen 

him against Thai and the Vietnamese. Nevertheless I remember him as charming, very courteous, 

polite, a wonderful host, interested in what you had to say. Although I was of course nervous 

speaking to him, I remember him warmly. Despite his anti-American rhetoric he had excellent 

personal relations with Trimble and Scherrer and Charlie Mann, the AID Director. Partly this 

was because they had aid goodies to give him. But it was more than that, I think he really liked 

them. He liked people and wanted people to like him. And, for instance, he worshipped the 

Kennedys. However, in his political mode, he came across like a petty tyrant out of control. 

Sometimes he treated those closest to him like dirt. 

 

In contrast, every year he would give a big dinner party for all the personnel in the JUSMAAG, 
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and the top people in the FARK. I was able to attend one year because I played on the 

JUSMAAG volleyball team. It was a gala evening out on the grounds of the Palace with an 

excellent buffet dinner and then a Cambodian dance performance. During this event Sihanouk 

made a point of stopping at every table and chatting with the guests. Later there was Western 

music and he went up to play the saxophone. He invited people to the microphone to sing and 

went about doing the Cambodian version of the Thai ñRam-Wongò dance with the Palace 

dancers. These included his daughter, Bopha Devi, the apple of his eye, and a son who today, 

even now I believe still runs the Palace Corps de Ballet in Phnom Penh. 

 

Bopha Devi was very beautiful and a wonderful dancer but a bit oversexed. Nevertheless she was 

the favorite of Queen Kossamak, Sihanoukôs mother, who was the patron of the Corps de Ballet 

at the Palace. The Prince had her lined up to marry some relative from the nobility; a Sisowath 

several times removed. Everyone was invited from all over Southeast Asia. But the night before 

the wedding she ran off with the Chief of the Palace Guards. They fled to France and Sihanouk 

formally disowned her, she had humiliated him so badly. Well. a year or so later she came back 

to Cambodia, short of money. Sihanouk refused to see her and even Kossamak could not 

reconcile them. So she announced she was going to work as a bargirl at the Mekong Bar, which 

was on a boat in the river. With that, Sihanouk agreed to let her back into the Palace. But she 

knew she had him then. She stayed at the bar until one night he went there and asked her 

personally to come back. Within a few weeks she was back in the Corps de Ballet as if nothing 

had happened. That is the real Cambodia, you know? The all-powerful Prince knuckling under to 

the daughter who had humiliated him. I canôt remember if the Khmer Rouge killed her along 

with many of Sihanoukôs other children. Sihanouk lost five children and 14 grandchildren to the 

murder apparatus of the Khmer Rouge. Nevertheless when it suited his purposes he collaborated 

with them in the 1970s. He was really a strange duck. 

 

He seemed to have only contempt for the FARK, the Royal Khmer Armed Forces. You might 

think that because Sihanouk feared and mistrusted the US he would have been nervous about the 

JUSMAAGôs excellent relations with the FARK. After all the Khmer military had the guns and 

was potentially the decisive political force in the kingdom. But Sihanouk apparently did not 

worry about them. He had the National Police as a counterweight and thought the FARK 

Commander Lon Nol was an apolitical crackpot. When Sihanouk had to crack down, he used the 

police, not the Army. And he thought the troops were also ñle petit peuple,ò the same little 

people from the countryside who worshipped him. So Sihanouk was quite comfortable with 

Scherrerôs relations with the FARK as he was with the USAID Director Charlie Mannôs relations 

with the economic side of the Royal Khmer Government, the RKG. Only the Embassy made him 

nervous because he saw it as the seat of the CIA. That was odd because in real terms the 

Embassy seemed less of a player in Cambodia than JUSMAAG or USAID. 

 

Despite his courting of Communist China, Sihanoukôs most demonstrated fear was of the 

French-trained leftist intellectuals, who were basically Maoists and hated Vietnam as much as he 

did. Of course he was wrong in this concern because in the end Lon Nol and the FARK and the 

right-wing intellectuals overthrew him, not the CIA or the leftist students. Again the problem 

was his ego. 

 

For example, once Bernard Fall, Tom Hirschfeld (he had replaced Bill Thomas in the Political 
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Section) and a few others were invited down to lunch at Prince Sihanoukôs villa at Pech Nil. 

Apparently the invitation stemmed from Sihanoukôs perpetual annoyance at how the foreign 

press treated him, his image. He read the international press intently and didnôt like being called 

ñmercurial,ò a ôpopinjay,ô the ôlittle brown Prince,ô etc. Of course the main offenders were 

American newsmen. Sihanouk had raised this with Bernard Fall because of Fallôs experiences in 

the U.S., bridging two cultures, so to speak. Fall suggested in turn inviting a few young 

American Embassy officers to discuss this and other questions. Sihanouk, in his curious way, 

was delighted. 

 

Pech Nil was a mountain pass in the Cardamom jungle where the American highway left the 

central plains and headed downhill toward the sea. On a ridge overlooking the highway Sihanouk 

had built a ñsummer palaceò because it was several thousand feet high and there was a cool 

breeze even at noontime. The Prince went there quite often and sometimes invited diplomats. 

 

Unfortunately the villa also overlooked the worst deteriorating part of the ñKhmer-American 

Friendship Highwayò a USAID project that had never been properly finished. The USAID 

contractors had not calculated the drainage properly or perhaps had tried to cut the mounting cost 

by using inadequate culverts. As a result one whole side of the highway at Pech Nil Pass was 

sliding down a slope into the forest and only constant maintenance kept the road open. Some 

miles further down the road USAID had a big construction camp but the patch-up effort was 

hopeless; the whole section would have to be rebuilt. That meant big bucks and with Sihanoukôs 

anti-American tirades, no one wanted to commit the money. The entrance to the villa was 

beyond the point where the road started to go bad. So every time the Prince went to Pech Nil he 

bumped along and saw the road washing away. It was quite symbolic, actually. La Depeche said 

that the road was deteriorating au fur et a mesure de (at the same rate as) Khmer-American 

relations. 

 

So after a few hours drive, one day the Americans wound up having a delicious lunch with 

Monseigneur, as he liked to be called, at Pech Nil. There they sat looking out at the jungled 

mountains and listening to the noise of USAID construction vehicles trying desperately to keep 

the road open between the port at Kompong Som ï then called Sihanoukville ï and Phnom Penh. 

And they sat there listening to the Chief of State whining about his ñimage in the American 

press.ò 

 

The person Sihanouk admired more than anyone on earth was General De Gaulle. So basically 

they were brainstorming to come up with ways to make the Princeôs image more like that of 

General De Gaulle. It was a strange feeling knowing that the next day Sihanouk might launch 

into an anti-American tirade about something else, but for now they were brainstorming together, 

casting about. It was truly unreal. Then finally Tom Hirschfeld noticed a Khmer-language book 

on the coffee table with Sihanoukôs picture on the cover. That gave him an idea. I forget his 

exact words but it was something like this: ñone has noticed, Monseigneur, that like yourself 

General De Gaulle is a great statesman, a great leader of his people, and of course a great soldier. 

But he is also a great scholar. . .ò ï at this point Tom picked up the book ï ñand has written 

several very serious books, about military affairs and other things. He reads and writes 

constantly. General De Gaulle is considered a scholar as well as a soldier and statesman. So 

Monseigneur, one thought would be your own association with books and scholarship, perhaps 
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getting that better established in the public mind?ò The Prince liked the idea immediately. He 

began elaborating on it, making it his own idea. He went on about books, books, and books. That 

was fine with them and especially with Bernard Fall. They had come up with an idea, which was 

what they were down there for. Prince Sihanouk patted them on the back and gave them baskets 

of fruit and sent them on their way. 

 

As I mentioned earlier the information environment in Cambodia at the time was not exactly 

flourishing. There was the leftist four-page rag ñLa Depeche du Cambodgeò, and the 

government gazette, and a Cambodian language tabloid issued weekly by Sihanoukôs ruling 

national party, called the ñSangkum Reastr Niyum.ò This paper largely consisted of photographs 

of the Prince playing basketball, inaugurating projects, working on the railroad with cabinet 

officials, etc. ï all propaganda no news. Well, in the very next edition of the Sangkum, every 

picture of Sihanouk showed him in some way connected with books. He was holding a book, 

reading a book, his desk was piled with books, he was giving away books to some monks ï every 

picture, Sihanouk had a book. It didnôt take long before the elite and the diplomats of Phnom 

Penh were aware of the luncheon at Pech Nil that had sparked Sihanoukôs new scholarly image. 

Unfortunately his ego and his minions had made a good idea backfire. 

 

So it was obvious that the Prince was terribly inconsistent and troublesome to deal with in terms 

of day-to-day diplomacy. He had a short attention span. He tended to get terribly overwrought 

about things when he should have stayed calm. It was difficult to predict his reactions. Of course, 

he took any positive American remark about Bangkok or Saigon as a personal affront and 

sometimes went into a tirade about it. For example in May 1961 Vice President Lyndon Johnson 

breezed through SEA, stopping in Saigon and Bangkok but not Phnom Penh. While in Saigon 

LBJ referred to Ngo Dinh Diem in a speech as ñthe Winston Churchill of Southeast Asia,ò of all 

things. The press of course played it up. Well, Sihanouk was livid and called in Ambassador 

Trimble for a tirade. 

 

Given this personality, it was very difficult for us to develop a positive, forward-looking 

government approach to deal with his country. The highest priority had to be trying to prevent 

Sihanouk from impinging on our other interests in the area - Thailand, Laos and South Vietnam. 

This we didnôt always do well. 

 

Sihanouk and the Leftist Intellectuals 

 

At the Embassy, we knew a few leftists but only in a very casual sense. Unfortunately, no one 

seriously cultivated them. Two of them I knew, Hu Nim and So Nem, were deputies in the 

assembly. It later turned out they were secret and founding members of the Khmer Rouge of that 

day. Much later they were caught up in the factional purges of the Khmer Rouge and both 

liquidated. Another was Khieu Samphan, who was Under-Secretary of State for Commerce in 

one of the Penn Nouth Governments. Heôs still around of course, recently on trial in Phnom Penh 

after all those years. Sihanouk had manipulated them into government positions to try to corrupt 

these young leftists who had been ñseducedò by the French Communist Party during their 

studies. His hope was that Khieu Samphan would be corrupted by all the bribes he would be 

offered by the Chinese businessmen. Well, it didnôt work. 
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I think that the same analysis applied to many of the Cambodian students who were sent off to 

study in France, including Saloth Sar, who later became known as Pol Pot, So Nem, Hu Nim, 

Khieu Samphan, leng Sary, and all of those guys. Not Ta Mok, who was always just a cruel 

peasant "butcher." I'm referring to the Cambodian intellectuals. Starting in the early 1950s, they 

were sent off to France on French or Cambodian Government scholarships. When they got to 

Paris, they were simply "dumped" on the street. The Cambodian Embassy took no care of them 

whatsoever. In fact, the Cambodian Embassy stole their scholarship money. These "kids," who 

were just bright young Cambodians, 17, 18, and 19 years old, were picked up, largely by the 

Communist Party of France [PCF]. The party found them lodgings, gave them food, bought them 

books, and found them women to sleep with in many cases. The PCF took them to party 

meetings and slowly made good Stalinists out of them. Itôs kind of ironic because of which 

Sihanouk was most keen on education of all the one development programs, and in fact a better 

education for the average Cambodian was the only real achievement of his regime. In the end it 

was the educated intellectuals who destroyed the country by trying to take it back to an 

uneducated slave state as it was in Angkorian times. How about that for unanticipated outcomes? 

 

Later the Chinese Cultural Revolution influenced them, especially Maoôs so-called ñGreat Leap 

Forward.ò They were trying to do the same thing in Cambodia in their warped way ï create 

Cambodians with new mindsets to populate a utopia. But these ideas began when the Communist 

Party of France cleverly pick these Cambodians up and converted them to the Communist ñfaithò 

and then sent them back to radicalize Cambodia as a result of their studies. You can see that 

because, when the Khmers Rouge took power, some of them were married to Frenchwomen who 

were communists. When they returned to Cambodia, the Khmer Rouge treated these 

Frenchwomen in a humiliating way. They were forced to clean latrines. They were treated like 

dirt, because they were not regarded as ideologically "sound", and they were ñobjectivelyò 

intellectuals even though they were married to senior Khmer Rouge leaders. Eventually most of 

the students too were murdered in the purges because they were considered ñintellectuals,ò not 

objectively ñof the people.ò Read Jacqueline Picqôs book, ñAu Dela du Ciel.ò She was there at 

the time, the wife of a Khmer Rouge cadre. She escaped, but in the end the rest were all killed. 

 

Iôve always felt that the period which the Khmers Rouges spent in the jungle was also influential 

in forming their operational outlook, how to go about making Cambodia a communist utopia. 

They were in the jungles of southwest and northeast Cambodia, two of the areas I had visited. 

You can say that the jungle is beautiful. However, during the dry season, there is nothing to eat 

in the jungle. There is nothing there. During the rainy season, everything grows, but that is 

monsoon Cambodia. The dry season lasts from November till March, when the rains start. In 

fact, in the winter the jungle is like a desert. It is dry, the leaves on the trees are dead, and 

nothing grows. The Khmers Rouge had to survive down there, somehow. There are rumors that 

there were cases of cannibalism, and they had to steal chickens from villages. They lived like 

animals. We're talking about the period from 1958 to 1970. I think that period hardened and 

embittered these former students, Paris-trained intellectuals. They learned to survive through the 

teachings and lifestyles of the hill-people, the ñKhmer Loeu.ò 

 

Meanwhile, even in the jungle they could listen to the radio and hear Prince Sihanouk give his 

speeches. They could remember Phnom Penh, and hated the life there. They resolved to wipe it 

out and make Cambodia a mythical agrarian utopia. It was madness. 
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In addition to the leftist intellectuals who had returned to Cambodia in the late 1950s after 

education in France, we knew that hundreds, perhaps a thousand, Khmer communists who fought 

with the Vietminh in Cambodia during the French War had been evacuated to Hanoi after the 

1954 agreements. We had the feeling that some of them might still be out in the ñmaquis,ò the 

Cambodian forest. 

 

Dale Purtle, the Southeast Asia regional linguist for FSI, was stationed in Cambodia at the time 

and had brought a magnificent Land Rover with him. Once I went with him on a trip to Pailin, in 

the far southwest near the border with Thailand. In the 1970s this became a Khmer Rouge 

sanctuary after the Vietnamese expelled Pol Pot and his comrades from Phnom Penh. But this 

was 1962. We talked to the people in Pailin, the market people. The town was a center for rubies 

and sapphires and many Burmese had emigrated to that town to work the mines. Purtle could 

speak some Burmese and he could sense a vague discomfort among them. The people he spoke 

to said there were primitive strangers in the forest and with them were others ñwho had come 

from Phnom Penh.ò The market people didnôt know who they were or what they were doing. My 

guess they were some leftists who were later part of the Khmer Rouge. They must have been 

subjected to terrible privations in those mountains. And also the people there influenced them. 

 

You see, in those days there were still very primitive peoples in the mountains. These were 

called the ñKhmer Loeu,ò or ñhighland Cambodians.ò They were people of the forest, practicing 

slash-and-burn agriculture augmented by hunting and gathering forest products. Many of them 

were indeed Khmer-speaking peoples, but virtually all the mountain tribes hated the Khmers, just 

as the montagnards in Vietnam hated the Vietnamese. In the southwest the Khmer Loeu were all 

ethnic Khmer. The Negrito tribes called the ñPearò or ñPorò that once populated that area had 

died out from disease. The forest Cambodians there gathered and traded a valuable spice called 

Cardamom, which came from a root that grew in the Cardamom Mountains, or phnom kravanh 

in Khmer. They bartered these and other forest products with villages on the plain, where they 

were derided and mistreated. 

 

There was some rice cultivation in the forests of the southwest, but not much. So their 

relationship with the Khmer of the plains was symbiotic but not sympathetic. I felt their 

animosity once myself. Traveling on the slopes of Phnom Kulen, the huge mountain in southwest 

Cambodia, I rolled into a Khmer Loeu village as I was running out of gas. I saw a gasoline drum 

next to a hut and stopped. Standing next to the drum was a man with a native musket from the 

early French period and a bayonet fixed to it. I asked in Khmer: ñmien sang, eh?ò which means 

ñdo you have any gasoline?ò He replied: ñot mien,ò which means ñnoò and started toward me 

with the bayonet poised. I ran back to my Deux Chevaux and got out of there fast. Luckily I was 

able to coast back downhill till I reached another small town where I could buy gas. 

 

Sihanouk tried to pre-empt, undercut, subvert and crush the leftists all at the same time. While I 

was there, most of the leftists were either in Phnom Penh or in Hanoi. Some in Phnom Penh were 

publicly associated with Sihanoukôs Sangkum ruling party and he was trying to buy them off 

with government positions that could provide them with graft. That was his tactic but it didnôt 

work. Others were on the outs, living in constant danger. These people had come back from 

France as hard-core communists. Sihanouk hoped he could wean the leftists away from 
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communism and anti-monarchical sentiments but he botched this effort badly. He vacillated 

between trying to corrupt them and vilifying them unmercifully, especially at the ñNational 

Congresses.ò Sihanouk had established these events in 1955. Supposedly all government 

employees attended and peasants and others were brought in from the countryside to express 

their complaints, etc. But that was just pro forma, in reality no one would speak but Sihanouk. 

The national congresses were yet another forum for Sihanouk to fulminate against his perceived 

enemies and generate praise for the putative achievements of himself, the Sangkum Party, and 

Cambodia in that order. Much of his oration was directed at foreign enemies, South Vietnam, 

Thailand and the United States. But part of the process was also to attack his domestic 

opponents, such as the leftists in the Pracheachon Party. 

 

At the Congress I went to, a nominal leader of the Pracheachon Party was invited to the 

Congress. Sihanouk gave a harangue, and then demanded that the Pracheachon Party 

representative come up and speak. When he refused, the police grabbed him and put him on the 

podium. Then Sihanouk questioned and harassed him. Finally he asked the mob what to do with 

the poor wretch, and they shouted for his death. People rushed toward the stage and Sihanouk 

demanded that he ask for forgiveness. Then the police spirited the guy away. Meanwhile other 

secret Pracheachon members, such as So Nem, Hou Yuon, Hu Nim, perhaps Saloth Sar (Pol Pot) 

would have to sit there and watch, not able to disclose their true adherence and sympathies. 

Gradually in the later 1960s they slipped away to the maquis as they came to fear for their lives. 

It appeared that as Sihanouk got closer to the Chinese Peopleôs Republic, he got more repressive 

of his own leftist intellectuals. He even turned on Chau Seng and Charles Meyer, who fled to 

France. 

 

But none of us in the Embassy knew of this at the time. We had no idea there was a 

subterraneous Communist party that tied the Pracheachon to the overt leftist intellectuals. We 

were focused on people like Chau Seng, Charles Meyer, and Tep Chhieu Kheng, who wrote anti-

American diatribes for the Prince and for La Depeche. They were sort of cocktail party leftists. 

Meanwhile the secret members of the Khmer Peopleôs Revolutionary party, were all about us, 

smooth-shaven and dressed in white suits and black ties just as we diplomats were when we all 

went to Sihanoukôs Palace fetes. To this day, perhaps only David Chandler because of his 

detailed research has a clear picture what was really going in the spectrum from mild leftist to 

hard-core Stalinist in Cambodia. 

 

Even Hu Nim, So Nem and Hou Yuon, who we thought were ringleaders of the left, were tools 

of the hard-core like Saloth Sar (Pol Pot). In fact they were not sufficiently revolutionary and 

were liquidated soon after the Khmer Rouge took over in 1975. They had law doctorates and had 

married upper class women; therefore according to Khmer Rouge ideology they were 

ñobjectivelyò enemies of the revolution. During 1961-63, we didnôt know anything about the real 

communists and their organization. Only through the work of scholars like Dave Chandler and 

Ben Kiernan decades later have we come to learn how much was going on with the young 

communists and their secret organization, in the 1950s and 1960s. 

 

Sihanoukôs Foreign Relations 

 

The Prince didnôt know how to handle us any better than we did him. The worst thing from our 
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standpoint was his sort of ñwhiny-bratò diplomacy, endlessly complaining and even screaming 

about everything going on. It never stopped. Having been a former monarch he saw diplomats as 

his courtiers, to be always at his beck and call for complaints about their policies. This especially 

drove Ambassador Trimble up the wall. Trimble was supposed to be mollifying Sihanouk and 

getting him on board with our SEA policy, when in fact Sihanouk was said to be screaming at 

him most of the time. Then too he was a busybody. For example he tried to get involved in other 

problems such as Laos where the U.S. had become heavily engaged under Kennedy. We 

absolutely did not want to contend with Sihanouk as a stalking-horse for the Chinese in the Laos 

tangle. It was already complicated enough. Parenthetically I should note that Laos in 1962 was 

starting to rival Vietnam as an area of U.S. interest. President Kennedy was taken with Laos for 

some reason. Back in Washington they had no idea how flaky the pro-U.S. sides in these places 

were. 

 

In May 1961 while he was pushing for a Conference on Laos, Sihanouk went to Luang Prabang -

- where the Lao king, Savang Vatthana, told him to mind his own business. Sihanouk was livid. 

He flew right back to Phnom Penh and got the Foreign Ministry to deliver a note to all the 

Ambassadors well past midnight, calling a meeting with them at seven a.m. Ambassador Trimble 

went and listened to a Sihanouk diatribe for most of the morning. Sihanouk was uncontrollable, 

he screamed for hours. He claimed that he was ñright,ò he had been ñrightò in 1954, he gave a 

long history of Cambodia starting when he assumed the Throne in 1941. The Ambassador 

returned from this experience in a mild state of shock, I think. He wanted to report that Sihanouk 

had taken leave of his senses but the Deputy Chief of Mission, Bob Moore, probably talked him 

out of it. 

 

Sihanoukôs main foreign policy ploy in those days was to build on the 1962 Geneva Conference 

on the Neutrality of Laos by convening a similar conference on Cambodia. I think he called it a 

ñ14-nation Conferenceò and he would of course be the star. The idea was to bring us together 

with Chou En-lai and all his other Communist buddies to guarantee Cambodiaôs territorial 

integrity. That was supposed to bulwark the kingdom against the Thai and Vietnamese. He was 

endlessly ranting about this and attacking the US for being lukewarm toward it. Of course there 

was no way we could go along with that so we were interminably ñstudyingò the idea. Naturally 

the Communist countries all supported his position because it scored them points in the 

diplomatic arena while costing them nothing. 

 

Sihanouk had already been affected by the diplomacy of the Chinese and North Koreans whom 

he greatly admired. I think when he abdicated in the early 1950s, he swung over in the direction 

of what might be called ñpop socialism.ò He was frightened that the radicals would overthrow 

the monarchy. He never understood anything about socialist ideology but he thought it enhanced 

his popular image. You see at that time more and more young Cambodians were beginning to 

return from schooling abroad with socialist, even Communist views. The French Communist 

Party took them under its Stalinist wing, we used to say. 

 

To offset the sobriquet of the ñplayboy Princeò he became the ñsocialist Princeò somewhat like 

Prince Souphanouvong in Laos, who was in fact a genuine Communist Party member. He 

formed a youth group named the ñJeunesse Socialiste Royale Khmere,ò the ñRoyale Khmer 

Socialist Youth.,ò They had brown uniforms and little red scarves and they worshipped 
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Sihanouk. The intellectuals sneered. He said he was ñbuilding Khmer socialism,ò with 

development projects. What nonsense! At the same time he presided over a classically corrupt, 

incompetent government of his cronies who were stealing everything they could from the nation. 

Meanwhile young intelligent Cambodians were coming back with foreign degrees and finding 

nothing to do unless they joined ï i.e. were co-opted into the corrupt crony government. Most 

did, but others were outraged and became communists. Yet because of his ego Sihanouk could 

never step back from the scene and his own role in it, to try to understand it. And of course, no 

one would tell him the truth. They were too busy groveling and stealing. 

 

So Sihanouk tended to dart back and forth among these contradictions until at last they 

overwhelmed him ï but that was much later. Cambodia needed a big friend but not one that 

would stir up domestic opposition to him, especially among the increasingly radicalized youth. 

At some point he had decided that the US could not be relied on because of our interests in 

Thailand and South Vietnam. He railed about alleged constant threats of Thai and Vietnamese 

incursions during this time although I do not remember any serious ones. There was the 

perennial problem of the Thai occupation of the Cambodian temple of Preah Vihear, which Iôll 

talk about later. And the Vietnamese occupied some border islands at one point. I think no one 

saw either of these as a casus belli, however. And there were some plots against him. This is all 

typical Southeast Asian politics, not different from the Arab world in fact. But of course 

Sihanouk was always the butt of the jokes, the object of the plots. The only way he could strike 

back was with his diatribes and his diplomacy. 

 

So because of his wounded ego, and ostensibly to protect Cambodia from the Thai and 

Vietnamese and to try to build his credibility with the leftist youth, Sihanouk actively courted the 

Chinese Communists and they actively responded. The leadership of the Chinese community in 

Cambodia was largely purged of pro-Taiwan adherents and Chinese Communist police agents 

were secreted within the Cambodian ñspecial police.ò The Russians were also active, but 

Sihanoukôs great allies were the Chinese. He figured that if there were ever any real threat the 

Chinese would come in. Of course by pushing the Chinese connection he was infuriating and 

frightening the Thai and Vietnamese, and the Khmer youth were not impressed anyway. 

 

Sihanouk wanted desperately to be taken seriously but he also wanted to have a good time. Our 

attitude was that he was a loose cannon. We could not understand why he didnôt see the 

American viewpoint, why he tried to undercut us on issues like Laos. USAID provided a lot of 

aid to Cambodia and he thanked us, but it seemed to mean nothing. The Chinese provided a few 

rundown factories that never worked, but he praised them to the skies. You may ay we couldnôt 

deal with him, and that was right. He wanted to be fawned over but at the same time not 

patronized. It was a difficult line to walk in dealing with him ï Ambassador Trimble had an 

impossible job. In fact, Sihanouk had his ideas, his plans, and how he wanted to do things. His 

own people couldnôt dissuade him from nutty ideas. They didnôt even try because all they wanted 

was to make money for themselves. His principal wife Monique, her relatives, his other 

mistresses, they were all feeding from the trough he provided with a wave of his hand. Their 

corruption was staggering in such a poor country. 

 

Letôs say a crisis was going on, yet all of a sudden he would drop everything and get involved in 

making a movie. Once Jean Cocteau came to Cambodia to make a film set in ancient Angkor. 



 78 

Sihanouk got up to his ears in this, providing ñtechnical assistanceò on a day-to-day basis. He got 

so involved in this film, nothing else got done. When it premiered in Phnom Penh, the film was 

ludicrous ï the Cambodian peasant characters spoke in the French subjunctive, which caused 

gales of laughter in the audience. Sihanouk was furious and walked out. 

 

It was baffling to me why the prince could not develop better relations with the Thai, which 

could have solved a lot of their problems. In fact, diplomatic relations were broken about six 

months after I got there. During this period the Thai Prime Minister was Sarit Thanarat, a 

military dictator. He endlessly taunted and insulted Sihanouk. Later when he died, in 1963 I 

think, Sihanouk declared a week of national rejoicing in Cambodia; everyone wore little pink 

ribbons which were Buddhist symbols of joy. The insults were mostly related to the dispute 

between the two countries over the temple called Preah Vihear, built in the 11
th
 century on the 

edge of the bluffs of the Dangrek Range, the border between northern Cambodia and Thailand. 

During the early 1960s this was a major factor, who had owned and who would get the temple. 

The World Court in The Hague was to rule on it. 

 

Dean Acheson and the Temple Dispute 

 

The Preah Vihear temple dispute occupied a lot of our time at the Embassy. It was the major 

diplomatic issue with the Thai. Secretary Acheson came as a lawyer, not a mediator, and it was 

dealt with but not settled. Preah Vihear is the Khmer name for the temple. In Thailand it is called 

Prah Viharn. Both names mean ôhighô or ôholyô temple; in Sanskrit it would be praya vihara. 

The temple was built on the lip of a bluff about 600 feet high at the edge of the Dangrek 

Mountains, projecting out over the Cambodian plain. The Dangrek Range divides Thailand from 

northern Cambodia. Both the site and the temple are magnificent, especially from the air. 

 

Preah Vihear is a typical Angkorian style temple, a small replica of Angkor Wat in fact. No one 

has ever contended that ethnic Thai built it. Most obviously the Khmers built it, probably in the 

11
th
 or 12

th
 century. Some parts may be older. Now, the Dangrek Mountains in fact are the 

southern edge of the Korat plateau, the arid high plain due north of Cambodia. That part of 

Thailand was an integral part of the Ancient Khmer Empire. In historical times not many Thai 

lived there. Below the Dangrek cliffs to the south the terrain drops sharply to the Cambodian 

plain, which then slopes gradually down to the Tonle Sap, the Great Lake. There are also many 

other ancient Khmer ruins on the Korat plateau, including several well-preserved temples, at a 

great distance from the border. Cambodia has never claimed them, of course. But this one is 

different. Historical evidence shows it was related to Angkor, like Wat Phu in southern Laos. 

 

During the years following the collapse of the Ancient Khmer Empire, the Thai pretty much 

incorporated all of Cambodia west of the Mekong River into what was then called Siam. When 

the French moved into Cambodia during the 19
th
 century, they started to take it back. There were 

many border disputes. By 1900 it was clear that the border between French Indochina and Siam 

would have to be demarcated. Where the Mekong separated the two entities, as in most of Laos, 

that would be easy. Cambodia would be more difficult, because for many years Thailand had 

occupied the two westernmost provinces of Battambang and Siem Reap, the location of Angkor. 

Thai and Khmer lived on both sides of the border, sometimes far into Cambodia. In addition, 

pressure was extremely heavy from the archaeologists of the Ecole Francaise dôExtreme Orient 
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in Saigon to get as much of Cambodiaôs archaeological patrimony into French Indochina as 

possible so French savants could study and restore the ruins. It was part of Franceôs mission 

civilisatrice, restoring the glories of the ancient world. And of course, these two provinces were 

Cambodiaôs rice-basket. With Cambodiaôs sparse population, they would be able to provide rice 

for export. 

 

The diplomatic picture was further complicated by the desire of several nations to establish 

coaling stations for their fleets on the Thai islands. The French worried that the Germans would 

do that, endangering their colony. It was the age when European nations scrambled for colonies, 

as much for prestige as for economic gain. For example, we took the Philippines about the same 

time. Finally the French moved troops into southern Thailand proper and occupied several 

important towns in order to force a border negotiation on their terms. In 1904-06, a joint Franco-

Thai border commission traced the border, giving Battambang and Siem Reap to French 

Indochina. The leader of the French side was a brilliant Army officer, Lieutenant-Colonel 

Bernard. At the end of the negotiation, he had gained for France hundreds of thousands of square 

kilometers. All France really gave up was the privilege of extra-territoriality for its nationals in 

Siam, which was indefensible anyway. Farther north, the French team successfully negotiated 

the incorporation of Sayaboury and Champassac provinces, which were west of the Mekong, into 

French Indochina. To this day they remain part of Laos. As a reward, Bernard was retired as a 

full Colonel with a Legion dôHonneur. 

 

The demarcation principle accepted for the Dangrek range between Cambodia and Siam was, not 

surprisingly, ôcrests and watersheds.ô A line was traced on the French maps and surveyed on the 

ground following this principle. Since the Thai contingent had no maps, and could draw no maps 

ï according to the French account they were drunk a good bit of the time ï the French did the 

work of surveying and mapping. The Thai, by and large, agreed. It was a brilliant and rather 

typical negotiation between the purposeful West and the befuddled East of the times. 

 

When they came to Preah Vihear there was a problem. The great shelf on which Preah Vihear 

stands drops sharply into Cambodia to the south, but slopes gradually northward into Siam. 

There is a long esplanade running to the north, and obviously the huge blocks of stone came 

from that direction. The temple is oriented to the north and east. Along that sloping plateau there 

are hummocks and valleys caused by erosion and stream flow. On the maps drawn originally by 

the French Delegation, the temple is shown as being in Cambodia by virtue of a dry streambed, 

which, if water were flowing in it, would probably flow off the edge of the precipice and into 

Cambodia. On the basis that it was therefore in the Cambodian watershed, the French claimed 

the temple in 1906, and the Thai did not object. French archaeologists visited and studied the 

temple up to the time of the Second World War. It was considered part of the Angkorian 

complex, lying at the end of a long road built by the Khmers in those centuries, but now of 

course fallen into disuse. 

 

After the Japanese occupied French Indochina in 1942, Thailand moved back into the Preah 

Vihear temple area. The Thai also reoccupied Battambang and Siem Reap provinces under 

Japanese rule. In 1947 they were forced to withdraw by the postwar settlement, but in 1954, 

when Cambodia received its independence, the Thai again occupied the temple. The Bangkok 

Government claimed that the French maps were fraudulent and had been imposed upon them in 
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1906 by a colonial power under threat of war. The Thai also pointed out that the lay of the terrain 

made it inconceivable that the temple had been built or worshipped from within Cambodia. They 

said that it was part of a feudal state on the Korat plateau, which the Thai had conquered and 

replaced many centuries ago. The French had never claimed the Korat Plateau, on which Preah 

Vihear stood. Therefore it belonged to Thailand, in their view. 

 

Cambodiaôs position was simply that it was a Khmer temple, the French border maps placed it in 

Cambodia, and the Thai had stolen it from them. After a good bit of to-ing and fro-ing, the 

Cambodians took the case to the International Court of Justice in The Hague, the ôICJ.ô By 1960 

Sihanouk decided that Cambodia needed to hire a really high-powered lawyer to plead its case 

there. So the Cambodian Government engaged Dean Acheson, the former U.S. Secretary of State 

who had returned to private law practice in 1952. The Cambodian move was a shrewd one in 

several respects. Basically Sihanouk thought it hindered U.S. support for the Thai position. Well, 

we would not have gotten involved, of course, but he probably thought we would. Second the 

chief jurist on the court was a Polish judge. It was widely presumed that he would support the 

Cambodian case because of the Soviet desire to court Sihanouk. The Thai were complaining 

about this likelihood. Achesonôs role as Cambodiaôs representative lent a cachet of impartiality 

to this potential outcome ï it was presumed he wouldnôt lend himself to a spurious judgment, 

especially from a Soviet bloc jurist. 

 

Thailand was, as usual, taunting Cambodia on this issue and Sihanouk broke relations with the 

Thai in November 1961. The next year, Acheson was going to argue the Cambodian case before 

the ICJ in The Hague and naturally he wanted to see the temple. But Thailand continued to 

occupy the temple and would not let Acheson get access to it via Thai territory. Acheson had 

already met Sihanouk years earlier, I suppose at the UN. Naturally he came out to Cambodia to 

call on Sihanouk and discuss the case with the Cambodian Foreign Minister of the moment. 

Afterwards he wanted to see the temple. It was potentially too ôhigh-profileô to use the Defense 

Attach® aircraft from Saigon to fly him up to the Dangrek range to ôeye-ballô the temple. That 

would have been reported by the Thai at the site and caused big complications in Bangkok. So 

Charlie Mann arranged for a USAID contract flight in a civilian aircraft, which routinely ferried 

USAID personnel to various aid projects in Southeast Asia. The Ambassador had decided that 

Peter Poole should be the control officer, so he went along. The flight plan called for a survey of 

northern Cambodia, with a stop at Siem Reap. This was a routine sort of flight. The aircraft flew 

to the northeast and then cruised westward along the border, first with Laos, then with Thailand. 

 

After circling Preah Vihear a few times at a respectful altitude, well inside Cambodia, the plane 

continued along the border to the west, then turned south and landed at the Siem Reap airport. 

Acheson told Peter he had never toured Angkor Wat and wanted to see it. They were able to 

arrange for the Auberge des Ruines, the French guesthouse at the Angkor Park, to send a car and 

driver to take Acheson to see Angkor Wat, a few miles away. Now, the former Secretary of State 

was of course wearing his office shoes, so on the way Peter suggested they stop at the Siem Reap 

market to buy some Bata sneakers. He pointed out that the temples were full of bat-droppings 

and the causeway was muddy. They actually found a pair of sneakers that fit Acheson. Then they 

went off to see Angkor Wat. Peter Poole showed Acheson many of the bas-reliefs and explained 

them to him. Angkor you know is a funerary temple, oriented to the West to get the last rays of 

the setting sun. Acheson was fascinated and they drove around the archaeological park until late 
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afternoon. Finally the pilot said they had to get back to the Phnom Penh airport before dark, 

otherwise he might lose his contract with USAID. So they flew back to Phnom Penh. 

 

That evening there was a reception for Acheson and I got to talk to him. He was quite charming 

but had little regard for Asia. He said to several of us clustered around him: ñyou know these ex-

colonies are never going to amount to anything. You young officers should try to get to Europe 

as quickly as possible. Donôt bother with this area. NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organization) 

is the whole thing. You have to associate your career with NATO now, at your early stage. Leave 

all of this area behind. These ancient civilizations are fascinating, but theyôll never amount to 

anything again.ò Well, by this time most of those to whom he spoke, including myself, had fallen 

in love with Southeast Asia. We were rather appalled by his words. We felt that in Southeast 

Asia, for example a junior officer could deal with ministers, even the head of state as I had. That 

was not possible in Europe where Third Secretaries spoke only to other Third Secretaries. 

 

But as it happened Acheson developed a good court case and the ICJ ruled in favor of Cambodia. 

The Court argued that although the French maps were inaccurate, the Thai had accepted them as 

a matter of policy for almost forty years, only seizing Preah Vihear under the umbrella of the 

Japanese take-over of the whole region. The logic was impeccable. No one challenged it, and 

there was national jubilation in Cambodia at the outcome. Ambassador Trimble and senior 

Embassy officers attended a great dinner at the Palace. The Thai were furious, but we leaned on 

them and they respected the decision. Marshall Sarit Thanarat, despite his virulent hatred for 

Sihanouk, ordered the Thai troops withdrawn from the temple precinct. They took down the 

barbed wire fences between Preah Vihear and what was now Cambodian soil. New fences were 

built along the dry streambed, which now marked the border with Cambodia. Cambodian troops 

were deployed in and around the temple. A few weeks later, Prince Sihanouk and the top 

government officials, plus the leaders of the Buddhist sangha, made a pilgrimage to Preah 

Vihear, climbing the steep cliffs to get there. It was a wonderful inspiring victory for Cambodia 

and the Khmer people. 

 

Unfortunately it was also one that didnôt last very long in the public consciousness or Sihanoukôs 

mind. Of course he wasnôt concerned about the temple, only about the restoration of Cambodiaôs 

sovereign rights and his own glorification. About two months later, Dick Melville, a USAID 

officer who traveled quite a lot, went to the town just south of the temple, Cheom Khsan, on 

USAID business. While there he wangled a vehicle and drove to the base of the cliff on a road 

that had been improved for the Princeôs visit several months earlier. He climbed the cliff and 

walked about the temple. He found that the handful of Khmer soldiers still there had not been 

resupplied for weeks. The whole country had just forgotten about them. Some had left the temple 

and wandered away, others went down to Cheom Khsan to buy food. They had also gotten food 

from the Thai soldiers who guarded the other side of the barbed-wire fence along the streambed, 

which now marked the border. The soldiers told Melville that the Thai were kind, but also made 

fun of them. Thatôs a perfect description of the Thai. 

 

So that was the outcome of the temple dispute, with Dean Acheson and the ICJ. The Cambodians 

had a big one-day splash, and that was all. Four years later, in 1966, the Thai moved back into 

the temple enclosure briefly and border incidents continued in the Dangrek range for many years. 

After 1970 the Khmer Rouge occupied the whole northern area of Cambodia and I presume they 



 82 

controlled the temple. As I write, almost 50 years later, the Thai and Cambodians still come 

occasionally to the brink of war over the temple on the brink of the Dangrek range. 

 

USAID at Work 

 

Probably the most influential American official in the country was the AID (Agency for 

International Development) Director, Charles Mann. He was a very skilful bureaucratic warrior 

and had climbed rapidly through the ranks of AID, starting as an end-use checker on the docks in 

Saigon only a few years before. As AID Director, he presided over more money and people than 

anyone in Cambodia. He got along with the Prince very well, and frequently went to see him 

with no one else along. Basically he tried to give the Prince anything he wanted while limiting 

the damage on various problems that had marred the aid program in Cambodia since the 

beginning. 

 

Most of the problems had to do with the commodity import programs (CIP) and budget support 

programs. These were basically just pots of money made available to local importers and 

government officials with virtually no USG supervision. Charles Mann was a recognized expert 

in these programs, which were supposed to generate counterpart national currencies to finance 

development programs. It worked this way: a businessman could buy dollars at the official rate 

in Cambodian riels, then use the dollars to import some useful product -- letôs say truck axles. 

Then he sold the axles at the black-market rate, perhaps tripling his money. With the riels he 

bought more dollars, etc. Of course some of them never imported anything, just dummied the 

invoices. 

 

For example, in the alleged ñGreen-Spot Bottle swindle,ò a Sino-Thai businessman named 

Songsakd Kitchphanich, with Palace connections, got USAID money to import bottles for a soft-

drink factory he was allegedly building in Phnom Penh. He had bribed the Cambodian railway 

officials all the way from the Thai frontier and got the USAID money even though no bottles 

were imported and no factory ever built. All the paper work went through USAID and no one 

ever checked it. To its credit USAID tried to get the Khmer Government to investigate but 

Songsakd had somehow gotten himself ñadoptedò by Queen Kossamak, Sihanoukôs mother. So 

that was the end of that. 

 

Another AID problem was the deteriorating Khmer-American highway to Sihanoukville, which I 

mentioned earlier. If I remember correctly, the problem came when the consulting engineers, 

who were supposed to monitor the project, got into cahoots with the contractors who were 

building it. Even before the road was finished, it started falling apart, and become impassable in 

some places. Unlike the French, the engineers apparently did not account for the fierce tropical 

rains and the problem of drainage. In contrast, the Soviets were praised for having built the port 

at Kompong Som, renamed Sihanoukville, so that the Cambodians would not have to bring 

everything up the river from through Saigon. Our road went there but heavy traffic could not use 

it. 

 

Sihanouk wanted to use his own port. The only other access to the sea from Phnom Penh was a 

narrow colonial road to Kampot, which was not a decent port. We had told the Congress that the 

road was needed to support our involvement in the war in Laos; at least that was our rationale. 
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We thought it would make Sihanouk like us too. We didnôt understand that the context in which 

he had chosen to operate made this impossible, i.e. the friend of my enemies cannot be my 

friend. Sihanouk was building a railroad to the port, but it was never completed and became 

something of a joke. We were also improving other parts of Cambodia, and helping with the 

railway. Of course this entire infrastructure became extremely useful to the Communists after the 

Prince broke relations with us, when the FARK was bribed to transship supplies to the Vietcong. 

It became a major alternative to the Ho Chi Minh Trail. And of course after Sihanouk was 

overthrown, the road came under the sway of the Khmer Rouge. So that is a lesson never to build 

a road lightly, especially if it falls apart while youôre building it. 

 

The Station 

 

The station chief was a very good guy and extremely able. He had been in China with the OSS 

during the war and loved the Asian countryside. Like him, the station seemed heavily focused on 

China, Chinese activities in Cambodia, and the Chinese community, which was riven with strife. 

There were a lot of China experts in the station including one who later became Ambassador to 

China. 

 

So I had the impression that the station was heavily focused on things Chinese. We had no 

diplomatic relations with Beijing at the time and were still enemies from the Korean War. My 

feeling was that the station was only tangentially interested in Cambodia itself. 

 

The agency had been badly burned in 1958-59 when an American said to be a staffer was 

allegedly observed taking a radio transmitter to a renegade warlord in the northwest, Dap 

Chhuon. The latter was eventually caught and tried, and the stafferôs expulsion from Cambodia 

embarrassed the agency and I suspect reduced any great desire to meddle in Khmer politics. 

From then on I think they concentrated on intelligence collection against the Chinese and 

Vietnamese ñtargets,ò properly so I suspect. I had the feeling their main concern with Cambodia 

was how it impinged on their objectives for Communist China and Vietnam. I emphasize I had 

no direct knowledge of this. And indeed, the China hands from all agencies in general were 

concentrated in SEA because they couldnôt serve on the mainland of course. So quite rightly they 

focused on China, our principal adversary in Asia. Later I learned there were great struggles over 

designating positions for Chinese language officers because those positions tended to be lost to 

SEA specialists. 

 

Relations between the station and the rest of the Embassy were excellent. We were all good 

friends. I got to know the station chief, Bob, quite well in the course of my tour in Cambodia. In 

fact we made a couple of lengthy trips together. I doubt this could happen now, everything has 

become too stratified. I doubt that station chiefs fraternize with junior officers from other 

agencies any more. But then, one of the nice things about serving in Southeast Asia in the 1960s 

was the camaraderie that often extended across agencies and ranks. I could detect little of the 

bureaucratic separatism and infighting which have developed in later years as all the agencies 

grew too large and developed their own interests. Then too in the 1960s there were far fewer 

agencies involved, so the missions were smaller. Morale was excellent, everyone knew each 

other and there was the bond of the anti-Communist effort. 
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The station had a number of fine officers while I was there, and most of them lived their cover 

quite well. They would turn over to the political section memoranda of conversations not 

acquired by clandestine activity. We saw occasional reports that the station prepared on 

Cambodia. Most of them were what the Prince had said on some subject or other. Frankly, you 

could find that out at cocktail parties. The Cambodians were very open people. It was usually not 

difficult to find out what was going on, except about corruption and the left. No one would ever 

talk about stealing. There were no reports from inside the Pracheachon Party, the crypto-

communist party to which Pol Pot (then known as Saloth Sar) and other radicals secretly 

belonged. The agency must have never penetrated them ï or if they had, the information was too 

sensitive for my level. 

 

As I mentioned, in Phnom Penh we all saw each other socially very often and that helped quite a 

lot. The station chief was very popular with everyone. He was very likable. He was a sleepy 

looking guy, the sort youôd never notice in a crowd, like John le Carr®ôs George Smiley. 

Underneath the quiet façade Bob was a dynamic and erudite guy who ran a good station. I 

imagine that he had been brought in to repair things after the alleged Dap Chhuon incident. In 

later years Bob retired early from the agency and became a magazine publisher or so I heard. 

Very recently I read that he had passed away. I have great memories of our trips together, one to 

a little-known area of the northeast, the new province of Mondulkiri, early on in my tour. 

 

The Trip to Mondulkiri 

 

In early December 1961, the rains had ended and the countryside began to dry out though it was 

still lush and green. The roads became passable into the tribal areas of the northeast: Kratie, 

Stung Treng, Ratanakiri and Mondulkiri provinces. The latter two provinces were the 

southernmost extension of the Annamite Cordillera, the great mountainous spine of Indochina, 

which is itself an extension of the Himalayas. The new provinces had been specially carved out 

for development purposes, to show that the Royal Khmer Government was taking care of the 

tribal brethren, the Khmers loeu. Otherwise, of course, they feared the Vietnamese would move 

into those areas. 

 

There were three types of highland peoples in Cambodia, whom the French lumped together in 

the name montagnards. The Ecole Francaise dòExtreme Orient had issued an ethno-linguistic 

map of Indochina in 1955 which made the peninsular look like it had a bad case of multi-colored 

measles. First there were ethnic Khmers, officially called ñhighland Cambodiansò or ñkhmer 

loeuò ï the obverse of the khmer krom or ñlower Cambodiansò who lived in South Vietnam. 

Then there were the montagnards of Malayo-Polynesian descent, the Rhade and Jarai, well 

known in the highlands of Vietnam. These were the aristocrats of the highlands, with strong, 

vibrant cultures. They lived mostly farther north, in Ratanakiri, and across the border in the 

Vietnamese highlands. Some of the third group was Negrito, others perhaps of Mon origin. 

Ordinary Cambodians of the plains tended to call all of them ñphnong,ò which meant ñsavagesò 

or ñbarbarians.ò 

 

In Mondulkiri the main tribal peoples were from a Mon group called the ñStieng.ò By chance the 

subject of visiting this, the nearest easternmost province, came up at one of the station chiefs 

parties. Another junior officer, Peter Poole, was at the party. Once he had driven part of the way 
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to Sen Monorum, the ñcapitalò of the province, in the rainy season but had to turn back because 

the road was impassable. He wanted to go again. Bob had never been there but was anxious to 

re-live his OSS travels in tribal areas of China during the War. After a few drinks the three of us 

decided to go together. It would be an adventure. 

 

So on December 7, 1961, the twentieth anniversary of Pearl Harbor, we set off in Peterôs World 

War II-model Jeep to Mondulkiri Province via the main road to the provincial capital of 

Kompong Cham and then to a town called Snoul. The jeep had come to Indochina as part of 

Marshall Plan aid to the French. Peter had recently had it checked at the JUSMAAG motor pool 

garage and assured us it could make the trip. He always got a bit testy when defending his 

vehicle. We later found that in his vehement assurances was a certain degree of unwarranted 

pride in his vehicle. It had been built in the 1940s and spent the better part of ten years 

deteriorating in various parts of Indochina, a breakdown waiting to happen. Bob and I joked that 

if Peterôs jeep broke down and we couldnôt get back, we would spend ña cool Yule in Snoul.ò 

This of course was prophetic. 

 

We drove north from Phnom Penh on a lovely fresh morning and crossed the Tonle Sap River at 

Oudong on the old French colonial ferry. Farther north at Skuon the main road forks east toward 

Kampong Cham. There we crossed the Mekong on a new, larger ferry. The weather was perfect; 

fleecy clouds blew over the mighty brown river, which was lined with the old French colonial 

buildings and bustling with riverside commerce. After we crossed the river, the road stayed good 

and very soon we came to the main rubber plantation areas at Memot and Chup. 

 

There are few forests more beautiful than a rubber tree grove, deep and green, well-tended with 

virtually no underbrush. We stopped for a few minutes beside the measured rows of rubber trees 

and watched the white latex dripping down each tree into a little cup. The brush was carefully 

trimmed so that all the nutrients of the rich red laterite soil would go to the trees. There were a 

few small sheds where the latex was being cured and the odor of smoking rubber came on a 

breeze through the open forest. Workers in Vietnamese (not Khmer) field clothes could be seen 

moving among the trees, and the ambiance was peaceful and otherworldly. 

 

At one place new small trees were being planted. The old uprooted trees were piled to one side 

for burning and a few kilometers to the south, across the newly open field, we could see a French 

villa. There the manager of the plantation must have lived. Judging from the map, it could not 

have been more than a few hundred meters from the Vietnamese border. Producing quality 

rubber was a French art form and no Cambodian officials would bother the plantations. Every 

cup of latex meant a few francs of foreign exchange for this struggling under-developed country. 

Probably there was also an arrangement with the Vietminh on the other side of the border. Here 

the French once again were in their own circle; they knew how to handle such situations. 

 

Then further on where the main road turned north again, at the small town of Snoul, we stopped 

for lunch - rice and dried fish. At Snoul we had finally joined the old Route Coloniale 13. It 

began at Saigon and ran north more than a thousand miles to the royal Laotian capital of Luang 

Prabang. Just north of Snoul, we turned east onto a muddy track with traces of cobblestones and 

paving here and there. This track generally followed a watercourse, the Chhlong River, really 

just a stream. It flowed through a valley where old rubber trees, no longer productive, had turned 
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into jungle. There were small wooden or concrete bridges over the tributary streams and some 

were in bad repair. It was slow going. After a little while the big jungle trees thinned out and 

heavy dense bamboo ran right along the sides of the track and arched over the road. Once this 

too had been a great forest but tribal ñslash-and-burnò agriculture over the countless centuries 

had leached the soil. Nothing could grow except bamboo. We started blowing the horn at every 

sharp turn for fear a Cambodian Army truck or other vehicle might be hurtling downhill toward 

us at any moment. But we saw nothing through the bamboo or on the road. We knew from the 

maps that the road skirted the border with Vietnam, only a few kilometers away. At one point 

Bob - harkening to his OSS days - said: ñthere could be a Vietminh patrol five feet off the road 

and we could pass and never see them.ò We were all a bit nervous. 

 

But then the road began to climb, still in dense bamboo, and dried a bit so we could move faster. 

We crisscrossed the terrain on switchbacks still blowing the horn and beginning to feel chilly in 

our light clothing. Down on the plain it simply hadnôt occurred to us that it would be chilly but of 

course we were now on the Mondulkiri plateau at 3,000 feet in December, a cooler time. Luckily 

we had brought light jackets and extra shirts, but not much more because there was no room for 

luggage in the jeep. Finally the track leveled off and we came into a clearing with a tribal village 

in the shade of several huge tropical trees. It was Phum Loeu, ñhighlands town.ò There were two 

dozen or so huts, some fancier then the rest and on stilts, others on the ground. Some had 

woodcarving under the eaves. Cooking fires were smoking and there was forest litter 

everywhere. Pigs and chickens and children abounded; tribal women in short ragged sarongs 

moved among the huts, carrying baskets of rice and vegetables. But it was not a wealthy village. 

Everyone simply looked sick and dirty. 

 

There were a few men wearing loincloths and one of them, an older man, approached when we 

stopped. He was obviously the village headman. He carried an old rifle and had a hand-made 

tribal machete in a beaded wooden sheath at his side. Peter addressed him in Khmer, using the 

honorific phrase for greeting a stranger of high rank. As it turned out, he had served in the 

French army France years earlier and been to Marseilles. We were stunned. All day since we had 

crossed the Mekong we had felt that we were driving into another world, another circle, the old 

French Indochina of the montagnards, a far-off exotic land. And here it was, in the figure of a 

tribal chief in a loincloth who had served in the colonial army and seen Marseille. 

 

We chatted innocuously with the headman for a few moments and started to move on. Soon after 

leaving the village we emerged from the forest and moved onto the endless rolling grassy hills of 

the plateau, golden and shimmering in the dry season wind and the late afternoon sunlight. The 

breeze was blowing hard, the light was beautiful and it looked as though the Kansas wheat fields 

had been moved here and set down at 3,000 feet of altitude. The hills stretched on to the horizon 

in all directions, with light forest in the little valleys where streams and rivulets glinted in the 

sunlight.. The dirt road was excellent now and we moved handily along. Occasionally we saw 

someone in the distance, perhaps a Stieng hunter with a crossbow moving out across the hills 

looking for game in the fading light. In the distance there appeared to be stockaded towns. It was 

another dream landscape, like the central plains with the phnoms sticking up topped with 

temples. Very shortly we came to the main town of the area, O-Raing, probably a busy place 

with a market, but now deserted in the late afternoon. It was marked on the old French maps. The 

road forked here and we turned north toward the provincial capital of Sen Monorum, a new small 
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town with just a few wooden Cambodian government buildings surrounded by a stockade. We 

did not stop there since we had planned to spend the night at Poste Deshayes, an old French fort 

15 kilometers away that was right on the border. A USAID officer, Richard Melville, had been in 

Mondulkiri the previous year and spent the night there. Following his advice was our second 

mistake. 

 

We were about five kilometers beyond Sen Monorum when two things happened. First, the jeep 

engine simply quit and the jeep coasted to a halt. Second, darkness fell, and I mean you could 

almost hear the crash. Night comes quickly in the tropics and at this height the air was clear and 

dry. First there was a sky of rose and pearl, then one of dim gray, then one of black, all in a few 

minutes. Suddenly we were alone in the breeze under a huge black sky with a million stars and 

no moon, trying to decide whether to walk east to Post Deshayes or go back to Sen Monorum 

where we should have stopped in the first place. 

 

Now, all day Bob had been regaling Peter and me with tales of his exploits evading Japanese and 

Communist patrols during his OSS days in China. So here we were, probably within a few 

hundred meters of the Vietnamese border in the no-manôs-land of the Da Lat Plateau. I rapidly 

formed the impression that we might be in some kind of trouble. Peter Poole acted nonchalant, 

but that was a pose. He was trying to live down the failure of his beloved jeep. We were both 

FSO-8s, at the time the most junior category of Foreign Service officers. Being in a quasi-war 

zone at night was relatively new to both of us so we were a bit nervous. Finally Bob said: ñweôll 

walk along the road for a while and go back to that town we passed through. If we go the other 

way we may walk into South Vietnam.ò So we opted for the known, Sen Monorum, and started 

walking. 

 

After about twenty minutes Bob said: ñwe should move off the road once in a while and wait for 

a few minutes till we get closer to the town. I'll count off the paces and then weôll go rest off the 

road.ò So we did that a few times, going over a ridge and onto a reverse slope and looking back 

towards the road. Then I realized why he wanted to do that. After one maneuver we looked back 

and aw three people walking the same direction along the road. Perhaps they were hill people, 

perhaps Cambodian troops, perhaps Vietminh. After they had passed out of sight, we moved 

back near the road but walked beside it in the grass, looking carefully ahead. 

 

Finally we came to Sen Monorum, surrounded by a stockade. Bob said: ñHere is how we should 

handle this situation. The Cambodian Army people will be nervous about sudden intruders. We 

canôt just walk in. Right now, we should turn on our flashlights, wave them around, and start 

yelling in Khmer, run forward inside the gate and fall on our faces so we donôt get shot.ò So we 

did that. The town had a gate, which was actually open. You could see couple of little huts 

inside. We ran up inside the gate and fell to the ground, waving the flashlights and shouting the 

Khmer word for ñhelp!ò Shortly after that, a door opened in one building and some people came 

out with flashlights and saw us lying there. We stood up slowly with our hands up. They said: 

ñoh, youôre white people, how did you get here from Saigon?ò We answered that we were from 

Phnom Penh, not Saigon. A soldier, who turned out to be a Lieutenant commanding the post, 

said: ñoh yes, we saw you come through in a jeep. You were leaking oil. Why didnôt you stop? 

Youôre breaking the law and youôre going to jail. Where are your passports?ò 
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For the time being, we were safe though perhaps in some diplomatic trouble. Peter and I had 

diplomatic ID cards, but Bob had no documentation whatsoever. He told the Lieutenant to radio 

back to Cambodian Army headquarters and get in touch with a certain officer, who would vouch 

for him. The Lieutenant seemed to know that officerôs name, and we spent the rest of the night 

sleeping on wooden pallets in the townôs infirmary. We noticed there were no medical supplies 

of any kind in this facility. 

 

The next morning they drove us out to the Jeep with a mechanic. There had been a leak in the oil 

pan and he fixed it. It was miraculous we hadnôt burned out the engine. At the jeep I was able to 

get my ñexequatur,ò the document host governments customarily accord to consular officers 

after they present their commissions. The purpose is to facilitate their work in support of their 

own citizens, a main function of consular officers. I always traveled with it because Prince 

Sihanouk had himself signed it, in blue ink. When a Cambodian official saw that signature, the 

bearer became more than an accredited Consul, indeed an honored guest. In fact, everyone who 

saw the exequatur responded with a respectful ñ wai,ò i.e. their hands in a praying position as a 

sign of respect. That kind of greeting is called a ñwai,ò it is used for everything. The lower 

ranking person must ñwaiò first. After seeing the exequatur the Cambodians could not do enough 

for us. 

 

After repairing the Jeep, we all drove to Post Deshayes, walked across the border into Vietnam 

and took pictures with the fort in the background. We drove back to Sen Monorum, had lunch, 

and went to visit a few development projects. They were along a track that ran north from Sen 

Monorum across the grassy hills, and ended many hundreds of kilometers further north. Stieng 

tribes people were being resettled into ñmodelò communities with substantial housing and 

stockade fences, partially funded by USAID. There were also some lowland Khmer in the 

settlement. They had been persuaded to move up to the highlands with money, oxen, land, a 

house etc. Wells had been dug and there were plows and other farming implements lying about. 

However, they were also promised medical support, which was never forthcoming. Most of the 

Khmer came from the rubber plantation areas not far way. The purpose of these settlements was 

to anchor the land against the Vietnamese, but it wasnôt working. We were told that as soon as 

the money ran out, the Khmer went back to their villages in the lowlands. For one thing, they 

were afraid of the Vietminh. For another, they resented being settled with the people of the hill-

tribes whom they regarded as barbarians and tried to treat as inferior servants. 

 

Then we went to see a Rhade village right on the border. The Rhade were a Malayo-Polynesian, 

not a Mon-Khmer people. They looked like Malays or Indonesians. They were basically hunters 

and gatherers, not farmers although they planted some rice. Late in the afternoon as we watched, 

Rhade men with crossbows were leaving the village to stake out the waterholes in the little 

valleys where streams flowed. I was told that a hunter would lie motionless on a tree branch with 

his crossbow cocked for hours, perhaps all night, for that one moment when a small deer would 

come to drink. Their traditional way of life may have seemed noble and romantic but of course 

the reality was in the faces of the women and children, who simply looked sick and dirty. 

 

The officials had taken us to this village to demonstrate the benefits of resettlement to the 

stockaded villages, which weôd already seen. Nevertheless these people did not wish to be 

resettled. They were happy living right on the border where both sides had difficulty controlling 
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them. In the settlements the Cambodian government had tried to stop them from wearing tribal 

dress, the sarongs and loincloths. Sihanouk had put out an edict that the women had to wear 

shirts, the men sarongs or shorts instead of loincloths. They did not like this. The government 

wanted them to wear the ñkrama,ò the stereotypical Khmer red-checkered scarf. But they would 

rather die than be mistaken for a Khmer. 

 

In Sen Monorum we spent a second aching night trying to sleep on the wooden pallets and the 

next morning headed back for Phnom Penh. It was a long and uneventful drive, but we talked 

excitedly of our great adventure. I had learned much about the country. And I had taken lots of 

pictures, which later, as the post graphics coordinator, I sent back to Washington for INR/G ï the 

ñgraphics registerò (Iôll talk about the ñgraphics coordinatorò job later when I discuss my time in 

the Consular section). In 1970 when U.S. forces invaded that area of Cambodia, I felt a great 

deal of pride that perhaps my photos from the trip had saved a few American lives because the 

tactical commanders had pictures of the roads and terrain. That was the purpose of what I was 

doing as graphics coordinator ï the first officer stationed at Phnom Penh who had undertaken 

that job. Before me, no one had been interested. 

 

The photos were not the only souvenirs. Bob had warned us not to get too friendly with people 

we met in the field, but Peter and I did get pretty chummy with the Lieutenant. Figuring weôd 

never see him again, we invited him to visit the Embassy. Unfortunately he showed up and 

became a terrible pest. He wanted money, visas to the states, a scholarship for his nephew, 

medical assistance for his relatives, etc. He tried to get the servants to let him into our 

apartments. It was the usual grasping Southeast Asian attempt to victimize the foreigners. We 

gave him a few things and eventually he went away after we complained about him to the 

JUSMAAG. 

 

Transfer to the Consular Section 

 

Although I was a junior officer and should have been quietly accompanying more senior officers 

on demarches and the like, in order to learn the business, neither Trimble nor his successor, 

Ambassador Sprouse, took junior officers along to the Palace or to see Ministers. So I didnôt get 

to see how they handled the Prince. And after my eight months in the Political Section I had been 

transferred to the consular section as part of my junior officer rotation. After that I rapidly lost 

touch with the course of politics in the country. I think the Embassy managers were happy to 

stash me down in consular because a new and very competent officer had arrived in the Political 

Section, Steve Lyne, with a Ph. D. in political science from Stanford. Moreover, the section chief 

Dan Arzac had been replaced by an FSO named Herb Gordon. I knew I had to get some consular 

experience so I didnôt object ï it wouldnôt have mattered anyway. 

 

Well, there simply was not a great deal of consular work. Cambodians, as a people, did not like 

to leave Cambodia in those years. Exile was the worst punishment. Under their Buddhist beliefs, 

if a Cambodian died outside Cambodia, he or she would be further condemned to an endless 

cycle of re-births and never reach nirvana. They would never get off the ñwheel of suffering.ò 

Much of this may have changed now because of the national trauma of the Khmer Rouge, but 

then even wealthy people and government officials were nervous about going abroad for very 

long. 
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Ergo, very few Cambodians came to the Consular Section to request visas to the States, which 

after all was 12,000 miles away. About the only visa work I did was 300 or so ñparticipantsò in 

USAID or USIS programs. In the case of USAID participants, most were students who would go 

for the academic year. All of them left at the same time. USAID did all the preparatory paper 

work for them, filling out the forms, etc. My Cambodian FSN employee, nicknamed ñExpertò 

because he knew so much about the process, stamped the visa in their passports. I just had to sign 

my name on the right line. 

 

There were very few official or non-official Americans in Cambodia apart from the tourists who 

were there for a weekend at Angkor at most. Pretty much the same process applied to 

Cambodian visas for newly arrived Americans. ñExpertò had formerly been a Cambodian 

Foreign Ministry Consular official before he got his job with the Embassy. He knew everyone in 

the Cambodian Ministries of Foreign affairs and Interior. He was so well wired that he had all 

the Cambodian rubber visa stamps in the office ï he did all that work himself, filling out the 

forms and entering the stamps properly in the American passports. Then he would announce he 

was going to the Foreign Ministry, and disappear for the day. I supposed he simply took the 

passports to some friends in the ministries for signature and seal. For all I knew, he signed them 

himself. He had a stock of Cambodian diplomatic ID cards and pasted the photos in himself, then 

got them signed somewhere. Finally, he was a whiz at the occasional American passport case ï 

renewal, new baby, marriage, etc. I tried to learn as much as I could about consular work, but 

ñExpertò ï invariably polite and cheerful ï blocked me at every turn. He wasnôt letting anyone 

else learn too much and perhaps break his rice-bowl by hiring someone new who could do his 

job. In fact, there was no chance of that. 

 

There was the occasional welfare and protection case. óExpertô had great antennae for sensitive 

cases and would bring them right in to me. But that was it. He was really a great bureaucrat, 

presumably trained by the French. On anything controversial, he would offer virtually no advice 

ï just pull the disappearing act. I always knew something controversial was coming when 

óExpertô suddenly came in to have me sign a leave request. Then he went on leave. One of these 

cases brought me afoul of the powerful USAID Director, Charlie Mann. Another got me 

involved with the station via a óTrotskyiteô Vietnamese ®migr®. A third involved a Hungarian 

refugee who was deported from the U.S., allegedly for spying. These three cases were the only 

Consular fun I had in nine months in the Consular section. 

 

The AID case came first. One day an USAID officer came to me with an ñadoptionò case. There 

was a U.S. doctor and his wife from the Tom Dooley Foundation, stationed in Kratie in the 

northeast, who wanted to adopt a Cambodian child. The Tom Dooley Foundation did lots of 

good work in Laos and Cambodia. It was reportedly also a cover for certain special activities, but 

I have no personal evidence of this. Tom Dooley was a heroic U.S. Navy doctor who in the 

1950s helped to evacuate non-communist Vietnamese refugees from North Vietnam and get 

them to the South. He wrote several books on this subject and I believe died in the 1960s. The 

Foundation was named after him and emplaced medical doctors to treat the sick in some pretty 

isolated places in Southeast Asia. The doctor in Kratie had had a young child of his own who had 

drowned in the Mekong River. Another of his children had died of disease. Yet he was engaged 

in adopting a Cambodian child. I felt a bit uncomfortable about that. I had heard that other 
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Americans had been able to purchase Cambodian children from their parents. The adoption 

procedures were often ñworked throughò the Cambodian government with bribery. I must admit 

that I had no firm information on this particular case but it struck me as been odd. A doctor had 

lost one child through drowning and another through disease, and now was adopting a third? 

 

So I discussed it with ñExpert.ò He brought me the Consular Section of the Foreign Affairs 

Manual, the so-called ñFAM,ò and went on leave ï signaling that this was a sensitive matter. In 

reading the FAM, I found a sentence that said if the Consular official has any reason to believe 

that the case in question is not a bona fide adoption, he should refuse the visa. I felt I did have 

such a reason, and refused. 

 

In doing so I stirred up a hornetôs nest. Charlie Mann came personally to the Consular Section to 

exert pressure on this case. I must say the more fuss that emerged, the more suspicious I got, and 

the more I stood my ground. Finally Bob Moore, the Deputy Chief of Mission, called me up to 

his office and ordered me to issue the visa. I explained the reasons why I could not do that, as a 

matter of conscience. The DCM finally said: ówell, all right, Iôll issue the visa.ò He cabled back 

to Washington, got the necessary authorization, and issued the visa to the child. That was fine, it 

was his decision. For myself, however, I didn't want to do it, as a matter of conscience. Perhaps I 

was right, perhaps not. 

 

A little vignette of Indochinaôs history emerged soon after my arrival in the Consular section. 

One day a diminutive Vietnamese in a white suit and tie came to my office and said he would to 

get to know me better. He invited me to lunch at La Taverne, the restaurant frequented by many 

French expatriates near the main post office. I saw no reason not to go. So the next day I put on 

my white suit, the little guy showed up, and we went off to La Taverne in a big Citroen 

limousine. That car should have made me suspicious, but it didnôt. While we were looking at the 

menu, into the restaurant walked a man with the type of camera used for news photos, and 

snapped a picture of the two of us. I said: ñhold on! Whatôs going on? I havenôt done anything 

with this man. I donôt even know who he is! Why are you taking a picture?ò 

 

Then the Vietnamese man said: ñI am the last living Trotskyite member of the Indochinese 

Communist Party. All of the rest of my comrades were murdered by Ho Chi Minh. . . ñ So I said: 

ñGoodbye, Iôm leaving.ò I rushed out of the restaurant and back to the Embassy. I went straight 

to the station chief and told him the whole story. The next day when the photo appeared in the 

newspapers, I was lectured by the Front Office not to accept such invitations but as it turned out 

the station was interested in the man. So that cushioned it a bit. I donôt know what ever happened 

to him after that. 

 

The final interesting case involved a Hungarian refugee who had gone to the U.S. after the 

Hungarian revolt in 1956. One day he walked into the Consular Section with a UN ñstateless 

personò certificate asking for a visa. He told me he had left the States, but not why. He had spent 

several years wandering around the world, including a few months living in a monastery in 

Thailand. He was a gypsy violinist, and had worked in a restaurant in Hong Kong for a while. 

There he had gotten a visa to Cambodia, and was in the process of opening a Hungarian 

restaurant in Phnom Penh, or so he said. He was a very engaging guy and quite credible. He 

planned to return to the States to get some financial backing, then come back to open his 
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restaurant. To tide himself over, he was playing the violin inn a local French restaurant. His bona 

fides seemed okay, and I was on the verge of issuing the visa. 

 

But my recent adventure with ñthe last Trotskyite in Indochinaò made me nervous and I thought 

Iôd better check with a knowledgeable source. I decided to call the U.S. Consul General in 

Saigon for advice. He was an experienced Consular officer. He knew the name and said the 

applicant had requested a U.S. visa in Saigon some weeks before. He had turned him down 

informally since he was not a resident of South Vietnam. He told the applicant to try elsewhere. 

So obviously he had come to Phnom Penh to try here. The Consul General in Saigon suggested 

that I tell him to apply in Hong Kong, where he had apparently lived for some time. Joking, he 

said: ñTransferring a difficult case to a bigger section is the noblest act of consular man.ò So I 

refused the visa and suggested that the applicant apply in Hong Kong, and never saw him again. 

 

A week later someone came down from the station. He had read my weekly activity report, and 

noted the name. He said the applicant had indeed come to the U.S. as a Hungarian refugee but 

had been deported on suspicion of being a ódouble-agent,ô i.e. possibly a Soviet spy. He also 

suggested that I let them know about all visa applicants immediately. I decided to do that via 

memo through the front office, which praised me for being alert. 

 

Those were my only interesting Consular cases. So basically I sat there in the Consular section, 

day-after-day, with nothing to do. I had just been a busy political officer and now I was going out 

of my mind. So I started reading the entire ñForeign Affairs Manual,ò the ñFAM,ò which had 

numerous sections on the various aspects of Foreign Service work. I learned there was a 

classified section of the manual, called ñpolitical affairs.ò I tracked that down and read it cover to 

cover. I should have done that before I arrived at the Embassy, but no one told me it existed. I 

read the whole section on administration of overseas posts, what the Ambassador and DCM were 

supposed to be doing. It was illuminating. 

 

In the political affairs section of the FAM I found there were a number of functions related to 

ostensibly overt intelligence collection, which were normally performed by Foreign Service 

officers, not by officers in the station. By definition this meant collecting intelligence without 

paying for it. The station officers were engaged in clandestine intelligence activities, i.e. 

recruiting spies for pay or whatever. On the overt side there were three functional taskings: the 

ñPublications Procurement Officer,ò the ñMap Coordinator,ò and the ñGraphics Coordinator.ò 

These functions were performed by Foreign Service officers ï if they were done at all. The 

results would appear in USG publications of all sorts, classified and unclassified. In most 

Embassies someone was named for these functions, but often nothing was done. No FSOs 

wanted to be tagged as ñspies.ò So I checked the Embassy duty list and found Bill Thomas had 

done the pubs and maps. No one had done the graphics. 

 

I was really interested because I loved photography, and had no qualms about career damage. 

This function would get me out of the office and into the countryside. I went to the station and 

they were delighted to have me do that. No one had done it before, and they had no station 

personnel to do it. Of course the DCM approved, but didnôt have a clue what I was going to do. 

The station thought it was a great idea. It provided me with film and taught me how to use the 

stationôs darkroom. So off I went taking pictures of roads, bridges, terrain, buildings, and rivers, 
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just everything. The Army Attach®ôs office was happy to supply me with very detailed maps of 

the interior and charts of the coast. Where I had spoken to people, I reported that. It was good 

provincial reporting, and I got to write a lot. The ñOMò format was not subject to any clearance 

or approval from the Embassy and was not classified, but ñadministratively controlledò. It went 

only to INR, not to the desk. They liked the material in INR ï later when I worked in that Bureau 

several analysts remembered the OMs. 

 

In those years INR and the agency produced the ñNational Intelligence Survey,ò (NIS) a multi-

volume study of all aspects of every country on earth. My photos illustrated a number of ñpubsò 

on Cambodia in addition to the NIS. I went around to news bureaus, collecting photos of 

Cambodian politicians and government officials. They were used in biographic studies. I asked 

friends to borrow and submit their negatives, promising them free film in return. And all the 

terrain shots were valuable for military use if we ever wanted to conduct military operations in 

Cambodia ï as we did after the overthrow of Sihanouk in 1970. Meanwhile I was lost down in 

the consular section and largely forgotten by the Embassy. At last I felt I was doing something 

useful in a larger context than issuing visas to USAID trainees. In the process, I got to some 

interesting places. 

 

Trips to the Vietnamese Border 

 

During this period, the situation was drastically worsening in South Vietnam. The Diem 

government had virtually withdrawn from the countryside, as I had reported after my trip to 

Phnom Den with Bill Thomas a year earlier. In Washington there was mounting concern 

everyday about what to do. No one cared about Cambodia, and no one knew what to do to get 

Sihanouk on board with U.S. policy toward Vietnam. 

 

For Khmer-Vietnamese relations the most sensitive areas were the lowlands around the Mekong 

River, a major source of supplies for the country since Saigon was the major port between Hong 

Kong and Bangkok. During this time there was much traffic in goods coming up the Mekong 

River from Saigon and toward Cambodia. This was the era of Sihanoukôs ñoases de paid.ò River 

traffic had declined slightly because of Sihanoukôs efforts to bring more goods in via the port of 

Sihanoukville on the Gulf. It was not until much later, the Khmer Rouge period after 1970, that 

anyone interdicted Mekong River traffic to Phnom Penh. I reiterate that the Vietminh, directed 

by North Vietnam, were enjoying positive benefits through an amicable relationship with 

Cambodia. I think Sihanouk may have thought that if Hanoi took over South Vietnam, they 

would be so preoccupied with pacifying the south that they would leave Cambodia alone. But he 

didnôt reckon with the Khmer Rouge. Neither did the Cambodian Army when it overthrew 

Sihanouk in 1970. 

 

Probably an early version of what became the Ho Chi Minh trail was functioning then and 

perhaps we had been standing near it on our trip to Mondulkiri, but the scale of the operation was 

much smaller in 1961. In that period I think the Vietminh were still conducting hit-and-run 

attacks, not operating in South Vietnam as main force units requiring massive supplies. Mostly 

they could live off the land. Iôm sure stuff was coming down through Laos and probably through 

part of Cambodia along the network of colonial roads and tracks the French had built years 

earlier. This was later perfected by the North Vietnamese engineers and became known as the Ho 
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Chi Minh trail. I had mentioned earlier the presumption during our trip to Sen Monorum that all 

along that border there were ñarrangementsò with the Vietminh. I mentioned that Bill Thomas 

had learned Vietnamese because he wanted to read Ho Chi Minh in the original. He patronized a 

Vietminh-controlled bookstore in Phnom Penh and was ordering books there directly from 

Hanoi. Once when he complained that his order was months overdue, the proprietor ï who 

thought he was Russian ï apologized saying: ñitôs a long walk through the mountains from 

Hanoi.ò So stuff was getting through but at that stage I would guess nothing more than could be 

transported on the back of a man. After all we had walked part of the trail, from Post Deshayes to 

Sen Monorum and seen only three men, not a logistics train. And it was unclear who they were. 

 

Another issue was the tactical or battlefield use of Cambodian territory by the Vietminh of that 

era. Yes, it was being used tactically I am sure. Knowing how venal the Cambodian Army, the 

FARK, was, Iôm sure bribes were passing one way and supplies the other. But not on a huge 

scale. I do not recall any major Vietnamese communist incursions into Cambodia while I was 

there. Although Sihanouk was anti-Vietnamese, the Vietnamese he was against were those in 

Saigon. Hanoi was far away, and to the extent the Vietminh weakened the Saigon regime, 

Sihanouk was their ally. Later it was alleged that during a visit to Beijing, Chou En-lai had 

assured Sihanouk that the Chinese would prevent Hanoi from taking over Cambodia. Be that as it 

may, the Vietminh did not want at that early stage to run the risk of alienating Sihanouk. 

Probably they were already harboring some of the cadre of what later became the Khmer Rouge 

and were confident that when the time came, Sihanouk as a ñfeudal remnantò would fall of his 

own weight. 

 

But the Defense Attaché office at the Embassy in Saigon was always putting out reports that 

there were Vietminh bases and hospitals on the Cambodian side of the border. I felt these were 

exaggerated. In the Phnom Penh Embassy the Army Attaché who checked out these reports and I 

were good friends and he debriefed me after me trips near the border. 

 

I was still excited after our adventure in the northeast highlands of Mondulkiri and I was anxious 

to make another trip farther south along the border. I was doing nothing in the Consular Section 

by then and really wanted to travel. As I mentioned my Citroen Deux Chevaux would go 

anywhere and at the time was running well. South of the Khmer town of Takeo, a provincial 

capital, stretched the vast plains and swamps of the Mekong/Bassac delta. I had never been there 

and wanted to see it. Virtually right on the border was a little hill, a phnom only a few dozen 

meters high, not nearly as high as Phnom Den was. I canôt remember the name of it. A number of 

reports had come out of Saigon claiming there were Vietminh bunkers on that hill. Looking at 

my old French books and maps one evening, I found that hill had a very early Khmer temple on 

top. It was believed to have been built as early as the seventh century, long before the first 

Angkor king had unified Cambodia in 815 AD. It was from the early period when the Hindu 

priests and voyagers had first arrived, the times of ñfu-nanò and ñchen-laò in the Chinese 

chronicles. 

 

I decided to go down to the border to look at that hill and recruited Roger Smith, a Cornell 

scholar, to go with me. He later wrote an excellent book on Cambodian foreign policy. Of course 

I didnôt tell him about the Saigon reports, which were classified. I said it was a trip to find that 

temple and take a look at the border before the rains started in earnest. 
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We left early one morning and by this time, it was hot season again. We drove along Route 

Provinciale 2 from Phnom Penh to the provincial capital of Takeo. We turned onto a graveled 

road south from Takeo and headed for the border. In colonial times this road had crossed the 

border and gone to Chau Doc and Long Xuyen in South Vietnam, both areas that later became 

Vietcong strongholds. Just before the border we turned into dense bamboo groves and came to a 

small village along with sides of a stream. The houses there were built on the ground, not on 

stilts so it was a Vietnamese village. No one was there except women and children who sat and 

stared. It was very quiet. 

 

Passing through the village we came to an old French colonial ñBailey-Bridgeò built over the 

stream. We had given France the girders for many of these bridges after the war and some had 

been sent to Indochina. The roadbed of the bridge had deteriorated and lengths of plank a few 

feet wide had been laid over the metal girders. It looked chancy but we noticed mud tracks from 

vehicles on the planks. Someone else had done it so we decided to try it. Steering carefully, with 

Roger guiding me as he walked backwards across the bridge, we made it over. From there we 

emerged from the bamboo forest and were on the floodplain again. We could see the phnom a 

few hundred meters away and drove over the hard-packed soil to stop nearby. A path led up 

through the vegetation and we followed it to a small brick structure, the seventh-century Khmer 

temple. Indeed it looked strongly like a Hindu crypt, not one of the grandiose Khmer temples of 

later centuries. The lintels of the structure were remarkable in that chubby little faces with Indian 

features were carved into them as though looking out through windows. This was only case of 

this type of motif in ancient Cambodia and was never found at Angkor. It pointed to a South 

Indian origin for the first Hindu colonists of Indochina in the early centuries A.D. In 1961, 

however, it was full of bats and smelled awful; we did not go in. 

 

From the time we left the village we saw no other persons. Perhaps the men were away trading 

across the border, which was a common practice despite the animosity between the two 

countries. We walked all over the hill and found nothing to indicate Viet Minh had ever been 

there. There was no blackened earth from fires, no bits and pieces of materiel, nothing. Also the 

temple had no little Khmer remnants of worship: incense sticks, dead flowers, and little pieces of 

tinsel. It was the most deserted little hill temple I had ever seen ï so much so that we started to 

feel very nervous and decided to high-tail it out of there. We managed to get across the bridge 

again and found that the village was now completely deserted. Perhaps it was naptime but it was 

still eerie. It was a relief to come out of the bamboo grove and get back to Takeo and later 

Phnom Penh. 

 

A few days later I was recounting my exploit to the French Consul General, who had become a 

friend after I dealt with him on a few consular matters. He was appalled that I had placed myself 

in such danger by going to the border. Since I drove a Deux Chevaux and spoke passable French, 

he said that I might pass for French if the Vietminh stopped me, but only if I had a French 

passport. With such a passport, he said, if the Vietminh stopped me I would escape with a 

propaganda lecture. He said he had had such an experience on a drive he made to the South 

Vietnamese beach resort at Cap St. Jacques, now known as Vung Tao. My conversation with him 

brought home to me the recklessness of traveling to the border. I decided that was the last time I 

would court danger to check out a Saigon border report. First, I think I had been very lucky in 



 96 

the past. Second, I had proved nothing, and no one cared anyway what I reported from Cambodia 

ï except a few analysts at INR. 

 

Transfer to the Economic Section 

 

In late 1962, my replacement for the Consular section, John MacDougall, arrived and I was 

rotated into the Economic Section for my third junior officer-training job. My boss Mr. Parke 

was an old-line commercial officer, not an economic analyst or policy maker. He had transferred 

into the Foreign Service and saw his career prospects as determined by what Department of 

Commerce officials would say to the State Department about him. To be fair, he had no choice --

- USAID ran the U.S. interface with the economy of Cambodia. The AID Director Charlie Mann 

had a huge staff of economic analysts with instant access to Cambodian statistics, such as they 

were. There was no way USAID would allow an independent estimate of Cambodian economic 

progress, for which they felt themselves responsible, to be sent to Washington. Moreover, the 

only valid statistics that the Economic Section could obtain and send to Washington were 

produced by USAID. If Mr. Parke alienated USAID, I suspected the powerful Charlie Mann 

might simply cut him off from the data. 

 

Earlier, Bill Thomas had served in the economic section and drafted some critical pieces on 

various aspects of the Cambodian economy, including the corruption and inequities of the rice 

business. Perhaps In retaliation he had been transferred to the Political section to focus him on 

something else less disruptive to Embassy-USAID relations. After Bill, David Chandler, Tom 

Hirschfeld, and Peter Poole had put in their time working for Parke. So now I was working for 

Mr. Parke, who focused completely on the production of reports required by the Department of 

Commerce. I must say Mr. Parke, and his charming wife, were very nice to me personally and I 

liked them both ---- but only out of the office. 

 

In the office our main job was producing reports and statistics on the business and commercial 

scene of Cambodia with a view toward stimulating the export of American products. The main 

output was óWorld Trade Directory Reportsô ï óWTDRsô ï which gave the prospects for selling 

American goods in Cambodia, and a type of creditworthiness report done on Cambodian firms. 

Both these required some outside research and were interesting to do ï once. But the problem 

was, we werenôt selling anything to Cambodia. There was little they wanted from us apart from 

the Commodity Import Program. The French and Chinese dominated the Cambodian market ï 

the French by tradition and old relationships, the Chinese because their goods were cheap and 

nearby, and they dominated the Chinese community politically. American products only came to 

Cambodia by virtue of USAIDôs Commodity Import Program. As Iôve already mentioned, there 

was a lot of corruption and waste associated with that program. But American businessmen who 

wished to sell through that program did not deal with the Embassyôs Economic section, they 

dealt with USAID and the Cambodian importers themselves. So the Economic Section, and Mr. 

Parke and myself, were essentially spinning our wheels. 

 

For example, one day we received an instruction from the Department of Commerce to make a 

trade survey on the prospects for selling automatic milking machines, the kind used on every 

American dairy farm, in Cambodia. Someone in Washington had seen picture of Cambodia with 

lots of cows grazing in a field. In fact, there were a lot of oxen in Cambodia, used as draught 
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animals and for meat. But this chap had decided to push milking machines because he saw so 

many cows in that picture. Mr. Parke asked me to get in touch with a few Cambodian importers 

and distributors and persuade them to become official distributors of these milking machines. It 

was called: ñgetting the agency.ò But the importers told me that no one milked cows in 

Cambodia. They pointed out that in Cambodia, only calves drank cowôs milk. Cambodian 

children drank their motherôs milk, sometimes until they were five years old. Since there was no 

way of pasteurizing or refrigerating milk in Cambodia, and tuberculosis was rife, people would 

get sick if they drank cowôs milk. They said there was simply no market in Cambodia for 

milking machines. 

 

I went back and wrote up my report based on that information. Well, Bob Parke was annoyed. 

He said we couldnôt possibly report this, since the Department of Commerce would criticize him. 

He ordered me to get out and find some distributor willing to accept an ñagencyò, i.e. agree to 

distribute these machines. So I sought help from a social friend, a rather shady Sino-Khmer 

businessman and USAID contractor named Ly Kim Heng. He put me onto a colleague of his 

named Gui Hoc Hua, a Khmer-Vietnamese who agreed to sign a letter indicating intent to 

distribute these machines. I gave it to Parke and he was satisfied. He sent it to Commerce under 

cover of a beautifully drafted transmittal slip. But nothing ever came of the milking machine 

project as I recall. 

 

The New Ambassador 

 

Luckily it was about this time that a new Ambassador arrived, replacing Ambassador Trimble. A 

few months later a new Deputy Chief of Mission arrived as well. The new Ambassador, Philip 

Sprouse, had been one of the ñChina Handsò whose careers had been derailed if not destroyed 

during the McCarthy era in the late 1940s and early 1950s. Sprouse had first gone to China as a 

junior officer in the 1930s. His first year there was spent traveling around learning Mandarin and 

other dialects. Much of his travel in those years had been on foot, by palanquin, or in little 

fishing pirogues with cormorants perched on the prow. Sprouse considered this year the greatest 

of his life and constantly talked about it. He had never married and the Foreign Service was 

really his home. In the early 1950s during the dispute over the so-called ñloss of China,ò Sprouse 

had drafted a large portion of the Departmentôs ñWhite Paperò on that subject. After that he had 

had to lay low for a while. 

 

Sprouse was a capable manager and a breath of fresh air after Trimble who always seemed a bit 

out of place and sometimes aloof. David Chandler and Bill Thomas had left the Embassy by this 

time so Peter Poole and I were the only junior officers left. Davidôs replacement, Roy 

Haverkamp, had arrived but he was on a second tour so had a bit of rank. I was really the only 

Junior Officer around for the new Ambassador to travel with ï plus I knew the country well 

because of my ñgraphics coordinatorò job and spoke a few words of Khmer. Sprouse was very 

anxious to get out into the countryside to compare it with his youthful days in China. Although 

he had the official limousine, he imported a small car and asked protocol for an inconspicuous 

diplomatic plate number. 

 

One Saturday he was invited to the Japanese Ambassadorôs weekend retreat near the Gulf of 

Siam and he took me with him. We drove down to Bokor, a high cliff in the Elephant Mountains 
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that overlooked the Gulf. As we drove he told me about China, how it was different from what 

we were seeing. I tried to keep him focused on learning about Cambodia but it was a lost cause. 

As we passed the Chinese Communist-built cement mill at Chakrey Ting, he noticed the 

limestone peaks, reminiscent of some landscapes in China that surrounded it. Then on through 

Kampot, the center of Cambodiaôs pepper-growing region. Of course Chinese ran the pepper 

farms, with Chinese-style houses and neat fields of pepper vines growing on bamboo 

frameworks. A few miles west of Kampot a well-maintained road led up the slopes of Bokor and 

then through the jungles to an overlook where there was a casino. Probably it had been a resort 

hotel in the French colonial period. The bluff was about 1,000 meters high and breezy and cool ï 

you could not stand comfortably in the wind at the overlook for more than a few minutes. The 

casino was not open when we were there in the middle of the day. It was only for non-Khmer 

Chinese and Vietnamese. Cambodians were not allowed in, supposedly. 

 

Back in the jungle was a small villa owned and maintained by the Japanese Embassy for its staff. 

In the Japanese context, it was very ñshibuyaò ï modest but well designed for its locale. 

Ambassador Shiro Haga was recuperating there the day we visited. He had fallen off a temple 

ledge while taking a picture and broken his leg. Haga was a Diet member turned diplomat and 

his junior officer was named Yukio Imagawa, a good friend. The latterôs father had been a 

Japanese occupation police officer in Cambodia during the war, and Yukio spoke perfect 

Cambodian. He did a lot of traveling and knew a wide range of Cambodian regional officials. It 

was a perfect time for Sprouse to learn about Cambodia, but the conversation inevitably turned 

more often to China ï which was, of course, of great interest to the Japanese as well. Sprouse 

talked of his early days in China. 

 

Ambassador Sprouse was a good diplomat and really knew Asia, but may have reminisced a bit 

too much about China. It was the Princeôs great protector, of course, but he didnôt want to hear 

about the place from the American Ambassador. And with his tenure relations began 

deteriorating for other reasons as well. 

 

The Koh Kong Trip 

 

By the time of Sprouseôs arrival I was only a few months from the end of my tour ï or so I 

thought. I would have been due out in March 1963, but the Department ran out of travel money 

and I was ñfrozenò until July. I had to find something to do. I tried writing some economic 

analysis but it was hopeless. The DCM would not accept it unless it had been cleared by Parke, 

and Parke wouldnôt even look at anything I wrote. So I went back to writing OMs transmitting 

photographs. 

 

Then a breakthrough came. An officer in the station mentioned to me that it had been tasked with 

a contribution to the National Intelligence Survey (NIS) section on coasts and landing beaches 

for all of Indochina. The section on Cambodia hadnôt been done since the Second World War. 

He asked that, since I spoke French and a little Cambodian, was a Consular officer, and knew the 

country, could I help arrange for two naval attaches from Embassy Saigon to get a boat, and 

make a trip along the coast of Cambodia.ò I told him in fact I'd love to go along with them. The 

two were Jack Stone, an Assistant Naval Attaché at Embassy Saigon, and Judd Redfield, a 

Marine Corps officer, also assigned to the attaché office in Saigon. 
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Luckily for me, Ambassador Sprouse had taken a liking to me when we made a few trips 

together. In fact, he had offered to write a letter to Personnel to help get me a good onward 

assignment. He wrote Ericsson, the chap who had gone over the cliff at Phnom Den with Bill 

Thomas during our visit there almost two years earlier. I donôt need to say what Sprouse had 

recommended for me ï Chinese language training of course! There had been no answer to his 

letter when I asked to see him. I said the station had asked me to make some arrangements for an 

overt intelligence collection trip by boat along the southwest coast of Cambodia from 

Sihanoukville (Kampong Som) to the Thai border. The other part of the coast, eastward toward 

the Vietnamese border, was heavily trafficked and could largely be done by land. It was the 

southwest coast, which bordered the impassable jungled valleys and hills of the Cardamom 

Mountains, that was the mystery. There was no way to get to it except by boat. 

 

I am sure I conveyed my enthusiasm to Ambassador Sprouse and he agreed that I should go 

along. I suppose the trip smacked of his own adventures as a first-tour officer in the China of the 

thirties. His approval took care of the DCM and Mr. Parke, so the next day I drove down to 

Ream, the coastal port and former French ñnaval base.ò I doubt whether anything bigger than a 

patrol boat was ever based there in the French period. Now there were only typical Southeast 

Asian fishing junks, all owned by Chinese and painted a livid blue just like the Chinese shops 

that lined the only street of Ream. There were dozens of boats and I didnôt know where to start to 

contract for one. So I found the inevitable stay-behind former French sailor who ran the local 

bistro and asked his help. He took me to a Chinese fishing operation, just a shack on pilings over 

the water with a dock in back. Within a few minutes, I had contracted for a small fishing junk for 

two weeks with three seamen at a total cost of 6,000 Cambodian Riels ï less than a hundred 

dollars. 

 

A week later on February 22, 1963 Jack Stone, Judd Redfield and I were driven by an Attaché 

car from Phnom Penh to Ream and boarded the vessel. This was my first real look at it, and it 

was right out of an old French folio of exotic Asian ship drawings. With a high prow and stern, it 

was about 25 feet long with eight feet of beam but only eighteen inches of freeboard. That is, the 

top of the gunwale at its lowest point amidships sat about eighteen inches above the water line. It 

was lower there so that nets could be hauled aboard when fishing. There was a foul-smelling 

cabin amidships with barely any room and an empty oil drum lightly lashed to the roof. That was 

the lifeboat; if we went down, it was supposed to float free and you swam to it and held on. 

 

Forward of the cabin was a mast about eight feet high, which served no purpose that we could 

see since there were no sails. It looked as though it had been sawed off and Jack Stone thought it 

was probably a batten for hauling in nets. The foredeck was a goodly size, with a hatch cover 

near the bow. It was a dry hold where we could store our duffle bags. Forward of the hatch was a 

slightly smaller mast and several lines ran between it and the mainmast. Perhaps this had once 

been a sailing-ship, converted to power, and it was easier to cut off the masts than take them out. 

Finally there was the prow with a little bowsprit and a big Chinese eye painted on each side. To 

the rear of the cabin was a hatch covering the engine, a one-cylinder 6 HP ñchug-chugger.ò 

There was a tiller at the stern, and that was it ï our home at sea for at least a week. There were 

no charts or compass, and nothing to bail with except bare hands. 
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The boat came with three pre-paid Khmer crewman. There was the Captain, the cook, and a 

handyman. We were told they would sleep in the cabin, so we agreed to sleep on the foredeck ï 

we had air mattresses and sleeping bags and could stretch out there side by side. Only the 

Captain spoke Khmer and a little French, and none of them would tell us their names. I suppose 

they were afraid we might turn them in to the Police if something went wrong. So we gave them 

nick-names; they liked that. First: ñCaptain Bruno,ò obviously the man in charge; ñElvisò the 

cook, who had long unkempt hair; and ñUselessò the handy man, who seemed to do nothing right 

at the start. As it turned out, he was the best fisherman and proved invaluable. I had brought 

along old French army hats for them, and I became an immediate friend, even with my ñpigeonò 

Cambodian. We were told that these three had worked together for some time, which was a 

blessing. And Captain Bruno turned out to be terrific, both in ship handling and navigation, and 

spoke a little French. 

 

I couldnôt believe we were heading out into the open sea in this flimsy vessel but Jack Stone, a 

naval officer, looked it over and pronounced it seaworthy if a bit under-powered. We were 

excited about the trip and there was the usual confusion in getting underway, stowing the gear 

and provisions, including a case of Heinekens Beer, plenty of canned goods and bread, and ï 

broken down in Jackôs duffel-bag ï a 30-06 rifle. We had three five-gallon cans of boiled water 

and had bought fresh fruit at the market in Kampong Speu on the way to Ream. We were able to 

pile the sleeping bags against the forward roof of the cabin and sit on the foredeck leaning back 

against them. Our adventure was beginning as we put-putted away from the dock. The engine 

sounded like a sick lawnmower. 

 

Our excitement disappeared as soon as we emerged from the tranquil waters of the Bay of Ream 

into the choppy afternoon swells of the Gulf of Thailand. A stiff onshore breeze was pushing up 

waves to about four to six feet, cresting to small whitecaps. The good news was that our little 

craft was sailing up and over the swells with aplomb, pitching a bit but keeping that eighteen-

inch freeboard intact. Some spray came over the bow and we hastened to put the sleeping bags 

away, and get out the raingear. It was wet and chilly in the wind. (We had expected to spend the 

days in bathing suits, but wound up in trousers and shirts most of the time at sea.) As we headed 

offshore that first day we watched Captain Bruno handling the tiller, and listened to the little 

ñone-lungerò chugging away. We were a little nervous at first. It was hard to believe this small 

engine could keep up our headway against a steady sea, but looking back it was clear that the 

low green mangrove forest of the mainland was falling behind as we headed out toward the first 

good-sized island, Koh Samrong Sam Lem. Stone had designated this island and its lagoon as a 

possible landing place and anchorage for a good-sized fleet. Happily the name of the island on 

my vintage 1944 wartime charts of the coast coincided with the name by which Captain Bruno 

knew it. That was not to be the case as we headed farther up the coast. 

 

In addition to getting charts, in my preparation for this trip I had gotten a Modern Library edition 

of Joseph Conrad stories from the USIS library and re-read The Secret Sharer. This is a story of 

a transition from youth to maturity, a sailor who goes from First Mate to Captain on a sailing 

ship out of Bangkok in the late 19
th
 century. It takes place as Conradôs hero sails his new 

command along this very coast. He wrote that the islands ñseemed to be floating on patches of 

silvery water against the blue background of the high coast.ò Even the larger ones with their 

ñribs of gray rock under the dark mantle of matted leafageò were ñunknown to trade, to travel, 
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almost to geography.ò Yes, his descriptions were perfect, the island still looked exactly the same. 

Conrad coursed by these islands in light airs during the late 19
th
 century. As far as I could see 

nothing much had changed since then despite two wars and 75 years of foreign colonialism. It 

was another Cambodian dream, this time a seascape, which too had seen much history, yet had 

never changed. Later I confirmed with Captain Bruno that most of these islands had no sources 

of fresh water, so no one could live on them. The meager population was clustered here ands 

there in coastal settlements, mostly Thai and Vietnamese. 

 

Koh Samrong Sam Lem was a case in point ï not a soul there, nothing to indicate anyone had 

ever set foot except a few dilapidated palm-frond shelters along the beach obviously used for the 

occasional fishermanôs midday nap. And it was a good-sized island judging from the huge 

lagoon we found when we pulled into the leeward side of Koh Samrong. The lagoon was deep in 

the channel but shoaled rapidly into broad sand flats all along its shore. In theory the entire 

Seventh Fleet could moor here, but only if they drew but a few feet of water. 

 

Stone and Redfield quickly realized the island was too far offshore to for any large-scale use. 

Nevertheless we collected all the data just the same, as we would at many of the beaches (but 

only one more island) all the way up the coast to the Thai border. First we cruised parallel to 

what looked like the broadest beach, and Stone took panoramic shots with his camera. Then we 

went ashore, carefully taking note of any foreshore obstructions or other unusual features. On 

shore we collected a ñsand-sampleò to assess ñtrafficability,ò putting the sand in a Heineken beer 

bottle, which Stone carefully numbered. Stone measured how deep and dense the sand was with 

a metal spike. Then, we measured the ñcuspò ï the lip where the edge of the forest soil drops to 

the sand of the beach. Finally, we walked beyond the cusp a few dozen yards to survey and 

photograph the rear beach area. 

 

I was baffled as to why they concentrated on islands, but perhaps they were thinking of another 

Taiwan someday. That seemed far-fetched at the time., but in 1975 even Dr. Kissinger pondered 

whether the Lon Nol government could be moved to Phu Quoc, another big island off southern 

Indochina. We thought at the time though that we would be the first and last Americans on Koh 

Rong. We were wrong ï 12 years later the crew of the Mayaguez, seized by the Khmer Rouge, 

was sequestered on that island. Now, as I write, a resort is located there, written up in the New 

York Times. 

 

But as we stood there it was apparent there were no Cambodians on that island. The boat crew 

must have wondered why we wanted to go there. But perhaps they had dealt with foreigners 

because they sailed out of Ream, a former French base. I suspect that like most ordinary 

Cambodians they were baffled and bored by the things Westerners did, or perhaps thought it was 

not their place to ask. Remember the concentric circles with the diverse communities in Phnom 

Penh that I mentioned earlier, that touched but did not intersect. We and the Khmer too were just 

in separate worlds and they were not particularly interested in ours. We told them we were 

looking for a good beach for a tourist hotel. Later when we stopped in the town of Koh Kong 

they passed that story on to the local citizens. It seemed to allay most suspicions. 

 

We departed to the north-east, surprisingly out to the windward side of another island, Koh 

Rung. My colleagues were not interested in the island because it was too far offshore, right in the 
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mouth of the Bay of Kompong Som. Immediately after we emerged from the lee of Koh 

Samrong we were in very heavy swells. We were slanting up the sides of these heavy swells for 

the first time, and it went scarily on and on. After a few minutes of rolling uncomfortably 

Captain Bruno turned further west into the swells for a while, then reversed course and ran due 

north rolling forward then with a following sea. 

 

I had been on small boats since I was a kid. A few times I was almost swamped in a rowboat 

when an afternoon wind came up in Peconic Bay, on Long Island. But then I knew that I could 

probably make it to shore, and there were other boats around. Someone would come looking for 

me. Here we were 10 miles offshore in the Gulf of Siam. If something happened, no one would 

ever know what had become of us. It was exciting and scary all at the same time. 

 

Jack Stone was baffled as to why the captain had decided to go out along the windward side of 

Koh Rung so I clambered back to the stern to ask and our Captainôs was, in Khmer, ñbig water, 

many fish.ò While we were nervously pondering our situation, Useless went back to the stern to 

squat next to Captain Bruno and put out a fishing line. He attached a torn piece of white rag on 

the big hook and let the line out, jigging the lure as he did. In not more than a moment: Boom, he 

had a strike and pulled in a lovely fish as long as your arm. It looked like a small king mackerel. 

Soon after that the swells started to recede and just before dark we anchored in the lee of a lovely 

tropical island that was obviously Koh Samit judging from the chart. Elvis got out a steel bucket 

with an open grill at the bottom, filled it with charcoal and began roasting chunks of fish on 

bamboo spits. It was delicious, even with warm beer. We finished with mangoes as we suddenly 

realized then that our windward passage offshore Koh Rung had been for the purpose of catching 

dinner. 

 

As soon as darkness fell it was chilly, even in the lee of the island. By seven oôclock we were 

doused in mosquito repellent and lying in sleeping bags on air mattresses on the foredeck. 

Useless and Elvis slept together in the cabin, and Captain Bruno simply curled up on a mat on 

the stern and fell asleep. My sleeping bag was along the gunwale and I rolled over sleepily to 

look over the side of the boat. All the phosphorescent sea animals were emerging and it was a 

wonderful show, a little electrical storm under water. Taking stock, I thought here I was on a 

little boat off some unknown island, rocking gently in a light breeze with an absolute swarm of 

stars overhead. At any point that day a slight miscalculation by the helmsman could have sent us 

to the bottom. The spice of danger lent a special glow to the scene, like the glowing animals in 

the water. We all slept soundly until dawn. 

 

The next day we sailed due north along the coast, slipping in and amongst islands and reefs on 

our way to Koh Kong Island. We ran along several coastal beaches and went through the same 

exercise as at Koh Samrong: panoramic pictures, then samples and measurements and more 

photos on shore. We also filled notebooks with observations and coordinates. The beaches were 

stunning, backed by the ñfalse pinesò (Casuarina) that the French called Filao trees. The long 

needles of the trees gave the strands a sort of wistful, forlorn look. Inside the reef the waters were 

calm and we beached the boat easily. The shore sloped just enough that the propeller was clear of 

the bottom when the bow grounded on the white sand. Heavy foliage grew right to the beach and 

there were birds and flowers. It was idyllic, another dream landscape of Cambodia. 
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Further along the coast in the delta of one small river was a picturesque settlement of large 

houses and workplaces for drying and preserving fish. It was set in the midst of a mangrove 

forest along a lengthy canal, lined with boats the same as ours. On both sides of the canal there 

were bamboo walkways connected to the structures, all on pilings sunk into the mud. Most of the 

people were Thai and Vietnamese. Fish and squid were drying everywhere in the sun and the 

stench was barely supportable. We quickly bought food for ourselves and the crew and ate while 

heading toward the offshore side of Koh Kong island, cruising outside the reef again in the heavy 

swells. This time we were used to them and quite confident in our boatmen. Occasionally we saw 

a small fishing boat much like our own, passing far out to sea. 

 

Koh Kong was a big island with no offshore reef and there was heavy surf. It was the place Jack 

Stone really wanted to see. Apparently it was a major NIS requirement and there was suspicion 

about the existing maps of the rear shore area. There were no settlements on the island, which 

was really beautiful. Captain Bruno had to anchor the boat somewhat offshore and we swam in 

through the waves, pulling a small rubber raft with cameras in waterproof bags and a few beer 

bottles for sand. We found that indeed, just behind the beach, the terrain deteriorated quickly into 

a muddy swamp. It had been concealed from aerial photography by light brush and looked like a 

firm plain on our maps. But a driftwood bamboo pole poked down into the mud just kept going. 

It was ñuntrafficable.ò There was no point in surveying the beach and we swam back through the 

surf to the boat. 

 

Now, every time we went ashore we took everything that we needed, but of course the rest of our 

stuff was on the boat. We were usually in shorts and T-shirts. At any time our crew could have 

pulled away from the shore and marooned us someplace. We could not have survived more than 

a day or two, driven mad by mosquitoes and thirst. But it simply never occurred to us that they 

might do that. Luckily for us, it apparently never occurred to them either. By this time perhaps 

there was a bond among us. The reefs, the islands, the hills and jungles beyond, the birds and 

flowers and sea creatures, all bathed in brilliant tropical light, were compelling, perhaps for them 

as well as us. Perhaps they felt pride in taking us there. Perhaps they also felt it was an 

adventure, as we did. I thought of Bob, the station chief and Phil Sprouse, and their days in 

China. These days, like theirs, would never happen again. Here again we thought we were to be 

the first and last Americans on these forgotten shores. 

 

We went around the northern tip of the island and along the coast to a sizable town also named 

Koh Kong, but located on another island. The sea was rough offshore and there were stone jetties 

protecting each side of an entrance channel. As we passed through, a big sailing junk was headed 

out with all its lateen sails set. At the head of the little harbor we saw a delegation of Cambodian 

police standing on the dock. They wanted to know what the Americans were doing on Koh 

Kong; perhaps someone had seen us from a fishing boat offshore. They were suspicious of our 

military hats. Before we set sail from Ream, we had explained to our Cambodian crew through a 

local Frenchman who spoke Cambodian, that we were looking for places to build an American 

"luxury resort hotel." This would bring in lots of tourists to Cambodia, in keeping with Prince 

Sihanouk's desire to promote development. So we landed, and our boat crew sort of explained 

this to the police. Then I showed them my exequatur as my identification. I think that I 

mentioned previously that when I unrolled the exequatur, there was Norodom Sihanouk's 

signature right on it. That was all that the police needed. We were again honored guests. 
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It was a quaint and interesting town. Later when I went to coastal Thailand, I realized that Koh 

Kong despite its Cambodian officials was in every respect a Thai fishing village. There was no 

road from this town to the rest of Cambodia, and no boat traffic to the south. The two-story 

wooden houses were Thai, the temples were Thai, the kids were Thai, the food - thank heaven - 

was Thai. The French had never been interested in this coast; there were no ancient Khmer 

monuments in Southwest Cambodia. We had a wonderful meal with cold Thai Singha beer - the 

fishing boats brought ice from the larger boats offshore ï and then a dipper bath on the dock with 

fresh water and soap. However, we decided to sleep on the boat because we didn't want to leave 

our clothes and equipment there unguardedï especially the rifle. The boat crew disappeared in 

town, and came back very late. So again we doused ourselves in mosquito repellent and tried to 

sleep. Next to the town in the little airless harbor, it was hot and uncomfortable. The previous 

night anchored off the tropical isle had been much better. 

 

The next day the police offered to take us on a patrol boat to see a new town, called ñKhemerak 

Phouminville,ò or ñarmy town.ò The Cambodian military was building this town as the new 

provincial capital far up one of the rivers. As in the case of the stockaded towns I had seen in 

Mondulkiri, this effort was also part of Sihanoukôs policy of resettling Khmer from the central 

plains in remote border regions. We boarded a beautiful East German-made patrol boat, at least 

45 feet long. It made about 30 knots and soon we were well up a broad estuary. At the town there 

was a big cleared area with military tents and bulldozers knocking over trees, nothing else. We 

met the local commander and saw a few development plans. Then we headed back down the 

river. 

 

Our trip up the estuary confirmed my impression that, despite the development project, Koh 

Kong and its environs were not really part of Cambodia. Here was yet another world, not related 

to the obsessions of Phnom Penh. For example, during my two years or so in the capital, scarcely 

a month passed without the Prince launching a tirade in some speech against Thai border 

violations, on land and territorial waters, in the Koh Kong area. He railed against Thai fishing 

boats fishing illegally in Cambodian waters, and Thai loggers crossing the border illegally to cut 

wood in Cambodian forests. 

 

Well, as we headed back down this broad estuary, the Cambodian police pointed out several Thai 

logging operations underway along the shore, which was Cambodian territory. The border ran 

along the crest of a long ridge pointing out into the sea just behind the estuary. And then we went 

offshore to watch the various small Thai and Cambodian fishing boats delivering their catch to a 

large Thai ñmother shipò anchored in Cambodian waters just a few miles offshore. The 

Cambodian police took us onboard the big Thai ship and we watched the fish being iced down 

and put in the holds. A boom from the ñmother shipò would swing over the small ship alongside 

and picked up a huge basket of fish or squid. It would swing aboard and as it was tipped into a 

hold, a machine would grind up blocks of ice to spray among the fish. It was all very 

professional and I was told that the big ship would unload in the Thai port of Trat, just across the 

border the next morning. Meanwhile the Cambodian police disappeared into the cabin, probably 

for their payoffs. So much for Sihanoukôs ranting against the Thai, and breaking relations. The 

fact was, of course, that Thailand was the only market. There was no other place to sell fish 

between Koh Kong and Sihanoukville, and no other place to get ice to preserve the fish. There 
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was no place to sell logs except Thailand. The Khmer and the French had relinquished this coast 

to the Thai and Vietnamese for a hundred years. The rulers of ancient Angkor didnôt even know 

it existed. I was very pleased to find all of this out because now I had something economic to 

write about. I thought this would please my boss, Mr. Parke. 

 

We were at the end of our police tour and, after buying a case of Singha beer at Koh Kong town, 

decided to leave. We presumed that since it had only taken a day interrupted by many stops to 

get to Koh Kong town from Koh Samit, we could make it back easily in an afternoon. We 

planned to sail direct along the lee shore of Koh Kong Island to avoid the ñbig waterò offshore. 

So at about 2:00 PM we set off from Koh Kong town curving around a point to head into the bay 

inshore from Koh Kong Island. Ah, what a mistake. We cruised along for about half an hour, 

came around another bend in the coast, and there was a Cambodian Army post. A low building, a 

dock, a Cambodian flag and a sentry on duty, dwarfed by a forest of huge mangrove trees. We 

had missed this outpost in the wilderness of course when coming north the previous day on the 

seaward side of Koh Kong Island. We put-putted along quietly hoping not to attract attention but 

we were spotted immediately. The sentry waved us in and when we didnôt stop, fired a shot a 

few yards ahead of us. Captain Bruno turned the tiller sharply and soon we tied up at the dock 

next to a small patrol boat. 

 

There an Army Lieutenant with poor French interrogated us. We told him we had just left Koh 

Kong town, but he wasnôt interested. I told him we were looking for a place for a big hotel but he 

wasnôt impressed. I showed them my exequatur with Sihanoukôs signature, and said I was 

looking for an American citizen lost at sea, but the Cambodian Army people weren't "buying" 

that story too much either. They wanted us to spend the night under guard in a small hut until 

they could get instructions from headquarters, presumably at Khmerak-Phouminville. We offered 

to go back to Koh Kong town with the Lieutenant so they could verify our bona fides with the 

police. That didnôt help either. I could see this stretching out for days; they were obviously 

enjoying exercising control over Westerners. Meanwhile Captain Bruno had been sitting by 

quietly. Finally he looked at Elvis, who said something in Khmer to the soldiers. Bruno then 

suggested that we pay for a "license" to fish. He said: "If they write you out a license, you can go 

free." We paid, received a hand-written paper in Khmer and were on our way. 

 

We got out of there fast, but by this time it was late afternoon. So we motored down along the 

inland side of Koh Kong Island. Just as we re-entered open waters the sun went down, it was 

dark, and waves started splashing onto the deck. We were rolling badly with water coming over 

the gunwale. We couldnôt see anything, it was really dark. At that moment Captain Bruno came 

forward and asked: "Where do you want to go?" We thought of turning back to anchor inshore 

from Koh Kong Island but I was nervous that the Cambodian soldiers would come after us again 

for more questions in the morning. 

 

We suggested returning the island where we had moored two the nights before. Captain Bruno 

looked at the stars coming out and said it would be easy. Back at the tiller, he turned straight out 

toward the waves, which were calming down as the sea breeze went down with the sun. He 

headed out at an angle to the waves for about 45 minutes or an hour. When he got well out to sea 

some distance, he turned south. The swells were steady but not menacing and we lay out on the 

deck looking at the brilliant starry night. The boat was pitching up and down and taking some 
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water on deck, but it ran off easily. We knew this whole coastline was just littered with tiny 

islands and solid reefs near the surface. We had come up this coastline in daytime and steered 

among the reefs taking soundings in the brilliant clear water. But by now we were well offshore 

and heading due south, taking the waves on the starboard quarter. Both Jack Stone and Judd 

Redfield were Navy people and knew how to navigate. So they were pretty comfortable being 

well offshore and went to sleep. 

 

I stayed nervously awake as we sailed along on a southerly course for about two hours. By this 

time it was about 9:00 PM. All of a sudden, the boat turned sharply left, in toward the shore. Jack 

and Judd woke immediately and we thought: "What's going on? He's heading in toward the 

reefs." Indeed the boat was moving in toward the land with a following sea behind it; Captain 

Bruno was in the stern, with waves coming in behind him. Some high cloud was moving over, 

obscuring the stars. We became very nervous about this and couldn't imagine what he was doing. 

Anyway, he headed toward shore for about 10 or 15 minutes while we tried to get our act 

together and figure out what to do. 

 

At this point, all of a sudden, we spotted a light on the shore. The boat turned sharply around and 

headed back out to sea. Then the stars began to come out again. By midnight or so we pulled into 

calm waters in the lee of a low dark coast to starboard. Captain Bruno said to lower the anchor 

and can sleep. The next morning, we found we were in the same anchorage off Koh Samit, where 

we had been two nights earlier, the first night of the trip. It was an astonishing feat of navigation. 

 

Later back at Ream, Bruno told us the secret. He knew that at that point There was a fishermen's 

shack on the coast, with a man who kept a kerosene lamp on all night so boats fishing at night 

from his village could find their way back. So he steered in till he saw the lamp, then knew he 

was on course. He knew to turn in at that point from the stars and the strength of then waves . So 

he had found this little island in the dark, on an unmarked coast, steering by the stars and the 

waves and the speed of the boat, and one reference check. 

 

The next morning we headed for the first time into the Bay of Kompong Som. This is a very 

difficult place to navigate but it started out pleasantly. Cruising along the northwest shore of the 

Bay, we came upon a good size village with a row of Chinese shops along one street. We 

stopped and there was even a restaurant for lunch. This town was very much in contrast to Koh 

Kong and the places along the shore of the Gulf, which were linked more to Thailand. For the 

people here, it was a short haul across the bay to Sihanoukville and then on to Phnom Penh. We 

met a young Chinese man and talked about the area. After we set out again and within a few 

minutes, we were absolutely enfolded into a sudden thick fog that had come from nowhere. I had 

heard there were terrible fogs in the Bay of Kompong Som and now we were caught in one. We 

were sitting there in the fog, sailing around for several hours, and wondering what to do. You 

could barely see the prow of the boat. Now, you recall I mentioned there was a cutoff mast 

amidships. It really wasn't a mast, since this was an engine-driven boat. Jack Stone thought this 

might be a low-level fog, so he helped me shinny up the mast. He was right; I was just tall 

enough to see over the fog. The top of the fog was about eight feet above the surface of the 

water. It was beautiful sunshine up above that fog. Jack got out his chart and together we 

triangulated off some hills marked on the shore. He had a pocket compass and he took the tiller 

and started across the bay. Within an hour the fog was gone. 
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At this point we had gotten way up on the northeast side of the Bay of Kompong Som. As we 

moved along, Captain Bruno kept looking behind him. He had been doing that since the fog 

lifted. Soon I knew why; he was waiting for a fierce wind to follow the fog. And indeed all of a 

sudden the wind struck hard. Soon we were being blown steadily toward some mud flats near the 

mouth of a river. And it was getting to be low tide. In the shallow water the waves were steep 

and it was much worse than the big swells offshore in the Gulf. We tried to make headway 

against this wind but it was hopeless. We were taking on water still a ways offshore and 

suddenly we ran aground. Captain Bruno tried to spin the boat to take the waves on the bow, but 

it didnôt work. We settled parallel to them, heeling over a little. 

 

We were aground on mudflats. The waves were coming up over the side, and we didn't want to 

spend the night there, with our gunwale parallel with the waves and the tide coming in. The three 

of us went over the side and managed to rock the boat in rhythm with the waves and got it off the 

mud flat. Useless came over the side to help push. Elvis ran back and forth across the deck to 

help rock the boat. In the water we were frightened of sea snakes, especially since we were near 

the mouth of a river where they typically congregate. But happily within a few minutes the boat 

pulled away from the mud and made some headway as we continued to push, now up to our 

necks in water. Soon we were out a ways off the mudbanks and the Captain put out the anchor 

and it held. We clambered on board the boat, exhausted. 

 

After dark the wind dropped and we were able to sleep. But the next morning the engine 

wouldnôt start. Somehow when we were thrashing around in the mud something had gotten 

clogged. The crew had to take the engine apart and clean it, but this was difficult anchored 

offshore. And we had no way of getting into shore except drifting with the waves, which could 

put us back on the mud flats. But there was a good breeze and Jack Stone came up with the 

answer. He ran a line between the tops of the two rudimentary masts and secured our shelter 

halves and rain ponchos between them to create a makeshift sail. The boat started moving! Then 

he took the tiller and Judd and I adjusted the ñsailò so that he could tack toward a different part 

of the shore. It took a while but soon we were anchored in a quiet bay and the crew started taking 

the engine apart. Jack Stone, who was a marine engineer, couldn't believe what Captain Bruno 

was doing. He completely disassembled this six horsepower engine, laid all the pieces out on the 

deck, and started cleaning them, using sandpaper and a knife and a little rag to do the job. One of 

the other crewmen went under the boat and took the propeller off. Then they cleaned out the 

drive shaft and the water intakes. There were some 50 pieces of this engine all over the boat. Put 

back together, the engine started again with one pull. Obviously the crew had had to do this 

many times in the past. 

 

For the rest of that day we cruised along close to the shore of the Bay photographing beaches, 

going ashore occasionally. Then we were in the Sihanoukville area and did a lot of photography 

of the port area from well offshore with long lenses. Sihanoukville was Cambodia's main port for 

goods that do not come up the Mekong River through Vietnam. There was a substantial dockage 

area built by Soviet Bloc assistance. We rented three tents there and were able to sleep on cots, 

the first time during this trip that we didn't sleep on the wooden deck of our boat. Also there was 

a dipper bath. 
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Then, on the final day of our trip we sailed back into the small port of Ream, surveying the 

beaches between Sihanoukville and Ream as we cruised. The trip was over, it had taken us much 

less time than estimated. We had called the Embassy the night before from Sihanoukville and an 

Attaché car was waiting. We gave big tips to our trusty boatmen who had really made the trip a 

success and a pleasure to boot. We had seen a magnificent part of Southeast Asia and brought 

back a wealth of information not hitherto available. I had taken copious notes on all aspects of 

the trip including talks with Cambodian officials. I was anxious to write a Foreign Service 

Despatch on the political and economic aspects of this area. 

 

But it never got written. Unfortunately my boss Mr. Parke felt this trip was a total waste of my 

time. There was no one in that area that could possibly serve as a distributor for American 

products. ñNo one will ever read what you write ï it will disappear in the bureaucracy.ò Parke 

gave me another stern lecture on the importance of commercial work. The Ambassador and the 

DCM were also a little unhappy at the thought of an FSO submitting a report that represented 

outright intelligence collection. They were right, of course, and I could see their point, though I 

wasnôt happy about it. I knew it was hopeless and never wrote a word about southwest Cambodia 

for forty years. I sent my copious notes to Jack Stone and Judd Redfield in Saigon, and never 

saw or heard from them again. By the time the NIS section on ñCoasts and Landing Beaches of 

Southwest Cambodiaò was issued, if it ever was, I was long since gone from Cambodia. I never 

saw it. 

 

But those islands were not to disappear from history, at least not the first island we had visited, 

Koh Rong Sam Lem, the main large island in the bay of Kompong Som. According to ñThe Last 

Battle,ò by Ralph Wetterhahn (Carrol and Graf Publishers, New York, 2001) On May 12, 1975 

the American container ship, the Mayaguez, was seized off the island of Poulo Wai by Khmer 

Rouge forces, which had just taken control of Cambodia. Poulo Wai was about forty miles from 

the Cambodian coastline, and the Khmer Rouge was patrolling in those waters to prevent its 

seizure by Viet-Nam, which also claimed it. 

 

As the U.S. prepared to rescue the ship and its crew, the latter were taken by their captors in a 

fishing trawler first to the Cambodian coast, then to another large island a few miles offshore 

named as it happens, Koh Rong Sam Lem ï unquestionably ñourò Koh Rong. The ship, however, 

was anchored farther out near another island, Koh Tang. Presuming since the ship was there, the 

crew were also interned at Koh Tang, U.S. forces launched an assault of that island, which was 

fiercely defended by Khmer Rouge troops. During preparations for the assault, it was found that 

photographic intelligence of the island was not available, either because of the haste in which the 

operation was prepared, or because none was in the inventory. Presumably our photography of 

Koh Rong Sam Lem, where the crew was actually being held in a collection of straw shacks, was 

never searched for and found either . 

 

After a bloody engagement, U.S. forces withdrew in some disarray from Koh Tang just as the 

crew was being released and returned to the Mayaguez. Casualties had been heavy, in part 

because of the lack of intelligence on the terrain of Koh Tang, and partly because of the 

unexpectedly large number of Khmer Rouge forces and their fighting ability. If the seizure of the 

Mayaguez had been serendipitous, its rescue was no less so. 
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In our trip to Southwest Cambodia we had not visited Koh Tang or Poulo Wai ï that would have 

been a voyage in really ñbig waterò as Captain Bruno had called it. But if someone had dug out 

the NIS we did the work for, they would have found descriptions at least of Koh Rong Sam Lem 

from 12 years before. So in the end Mr. Parke was right ï no one ever did use the results of our 

wonderful week on a fishing junk off the coast of southwest Cambodia. The final touch was an 

article in the New York Times travel section on March 4, 2012 describing a newly-built tourist 

resort on the island of Koh Rong, said to be very popular among wealthy travelers ï so at last 

someone had built a tourist hotel in the area ï our ñcover storyò for surveying the coasts and 

landing beaches of southwest Cambodia in February, 1963. 

 

Last Days in Phnom Penh 

 

With only a few months left in my tour, I and went back to routine Foreign Service economic 

reporting. I wrote a few WTDRs and sent in reams of USAID economic statistics, with Mr. 

Parke spending hours redrafting my transmittal slips. As I mentioned earlier there were 

provincial troubles and traveling became an issue with the Khmer Government. I decided to sell 

my Deux Chevaux early before it broke down completely and become worthless. So no more 

travels; my only remaining trip in Cambodia would be to the airport. 

 

Besides provincial unrest, the whole issue of our relationship with Cambodia in light of its 

Sihanoukôs slide toward the interests of Communist China was coming to a head with the visit of 

the President of the Peopleôs Republic, Liu Shaoqi, in early May of 1963. Marshall Chen Yi, a 

powerful military figure, accompanied him. Liu was considered very close to Mao at that time 

and was a power in his own right. Prince Sihanouk was beside himself with excitement and 

determined to make this the greatest event of all time. 

 

In a way this visit was a true watershed. And a lot of things were happening internally at the 

same time. Son Ngoc Thanh, the old Democrat Party nemesis of the monarchy, was broadcasting 

from South Vietnam, calling for overthrow from the right. There was some trouble brewing in 

the provinces from the left. There had been student riots in Siem Reap earlier in 1962, surprising 

Sihanouk because he thought of the provinces as containing nothing more than his tame and 

worshipping peasantry. But corruption in the rice trade was so bad that the farmers were being 

alienated. 

 

Everything started falling apart in 1963. There were more riots, very serious ones, in Siem Reap, 

this time fomented by the Pracheachon Party. This was the public front group for what later 

became the Khmer Rouge ï the ñCambodian Peopleôs Revolutionary Party.ò These were 

specifically identified as anti -Sihanouk demonstrations. The Princeôs internal security 

henchman, Kou Roun, probably the third most powerful man in the Kingdom after Sihanouk and 

Army Chief Lon Nol, rounded up and killed a lot of the instigators. Despite all of Sihanoukôs 

slavish courting of the Communist powers, he was merciless in crushing internal dissent, 

especially leftists. The pseudo-leftists ï the ones we saw as the main threat ï flattered him and 

lauded his policies. But the hard-core leaders of what became the Khmer Rouge soon began 

fleeing to the maquis. We knew nothing about them, nothing. As things got worse even Chau 

Seng, a pseudo-leftist, eventually fled to France. Incidentally, the powerful Kou Roun later died 

as a penniless security guard in Paris after he escaped just before the Khmer Rouge take-over. 
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There was a scare about subversives during the Liu Visit and Sihanouk had agreed to let Chinese 

Communist intelligence personnel be stationed in the offices of the Cambodian national police. 

Of course this was not public knowledge, or even anything, which I, as a junior officer in the 

Consular Section, would have been informed of at the time. 

 

As it so happened, on the first day of the Liu Shaoqi visit, an Embassy Political Officer named 

Tom Hirschfeld and his wife Hana took a trip up the Mekong and did not return by late 

afternoon. They had rented a small boat from the ñCercle Nautique,ò the local ñyacht clubò that 

rented boats for water skiing. They werenôt skiing; I think Hana simply wanted to get out of the 

city. She was European in origin and both of them were rather unhappy in Cambodia. Tom was a 

good friend and I became quite worried when they did not return as scheduled. Towards evening 

I went to the Cercle Nautique and set off up the Mekong looking for them. I started upriver in a 

motorboat with a Khmer boatman, and another boat was following close behind. My expectation 

was that their motor had quit and they were marooned on a sandbar or the riverbank waiting for 

help. Thatôs why I had brought the second boat; one would not hold all of us. 

 

We were about ten miles up river when we passed a river steamer going toward Phnom Penh. On 

deck a foreigner was waving and yelling frantically. Of course it was Tom Hirschfeld, with 

Hana. They had indeed broken down but he had hitched a ride back on a river steamer. By the 

time I realized this he was well past my boat, moving rapidly downstream. So I told my boatman 

to turn and catch up with the riverboat with the hope that we could take him on board. As he 

turned, the boat following us smashed into the side of our boat. We started taking on water but 

the other boat was all right. I jumped into the other boat while my ex-boatman headed for shore 

bailing like mad. By that time of course the riverboat had disappeared. Within an hour the 

Hirschfelds were safe at the Phnom Penh docks. 

 

Repairing the other boat took some time and it was well after dark when I got back to the Cercle 

Nautique. The Palace celebration for Liu Shaoqi was going full tilt a few dozen meters away. 

Fireworks were lighting up the river and there were Khmer police everywhere. At the yacht club 

I was stopped by the police and made to identify myself. The two boatmen were taken away but I 

was released after a few questions. The next day I learned at the Embassy that on April 28 

Chinese police agents seconded to the Khmer police for the visit had allegedly uncovered a 

ñTaiwan plotò to assassinate Liu. The leftist press claimed that a tunnel had been dug under the 

highway to the Pochentong Airport to plant explosives to blow up the motorcade. 

 

One day in June Ambassador Sprouse called me into his office. I was sure he finally wanted to 

ask me about my trip to Southwest Cambodia. But no, he had two purposes. First, he 

congratulated me on being promoted to FSO-7, a staggering development given my poor 

relationship with my boss. Even better, he showed me the reply from Ericsson in Personnel to his 

letter concerning my onward assignment. He was outraged at the answer: it was not Chinese, but 

rather Indonesian language training! After 10 months at FSI, I would replace an officer named 

Frank Bennett in the political section of Embassy Jakarta. Ericssonôs letter added that I had been 

chosen because Bennettôs position encompassed what was called provincial reporting. Bennett 

had traveled widely in Indonesia for that purpose. Ericsson of course knew I had done a lot of 

traveling in Cambodia. In fact, we had almost gone over a cliff together at Phnom Den two years 
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earlier. Ambassador Sprouse asked if I wished him to push harder for Chinese language training 

ñat a higher level.ò With ill-disguised glee, I thanked him and said I would give Indonesia a try. 

ñIt may not be there when you do,ò he said. ñSome years ago they kicked out all their Chinese.ò I 

knew my language skills were insufficient for me to learn Chinese, a very difficult language. 

 

So my time in Cambodia was coming to a close. I recall that during the last month I became very 

sick and stayed with Roy Haverkamp for a week before departing. He took care of me ï or his 

servant did. I had some sort of influenza plus diarrhea. The doctor came to see me; I wasnôt 

strong enough to go to the Embassy. No one there really seemed to care. Then one day the tour 

was over. Roy took me to the airport and helped me onto an old four-engine turbo-prop aircraft 

for Hong Kong. I was so sick I could barely stand. We flew for hours and got into Hong Kong 

late at night. Again I went to the Peninsula Hotel where I had stayed some two years earlier. And 

then again in the morning, I looked out the window and there was the same blue-green harbor, 

the sailing junks and the big steamers and the white buildings on the hills beyond; Hong Kong 

working its magic. I felt hungry for food for the first time in weeks. Within a few hours I felt 

much better and was soon on the Star Ferry heading for Chinese food and then some shopping. 

Cambodia was over, Indonesia was next ï after language training. Sometimes I tell people I was 

ñshanghaiedò into the Foreign Service in Hong Kong, signed up willingly in Bangkok, and 

sealed the agreement in Indonesia. I thought again on the ferry that day: whatever they want me 

to do, Iôll do it if I can just stay in Asia. Needless to say I have never regretted that decision. 

 

 

 

PETER M. CODY 

Acting Director, USAID  

Phnom Penh (1961-1964) 

 

Peter M. Cody was born in France in 1925, received a bachelorôs degree from 

Yale University, and served in the U.S. Navy. He entered USAID in 1954. His 

career included positions in El Salvador, Cambodia, Laos, Paraguay, Ecuador, 

the Philippines, Lebanon, and Washington, DC. Mr. Cody was interviewed by 

Melbourne Spector in 1991. 

 

CODY: Victor Morgan, after I was there a year, moved on and went to SAIS, the Johns Hopkins' 

economics program, and I became the Laos desk officer. Then I had more contacts with people 

like Sheppard and others up the line. At the end of my normal two years' tour plus a couple of 

months, I was asked for by Charles Mann, who was the mission director in Cambodia, to come 

out and be his program officer. On my last trip to Laos, I had stopped by Cambodia and he had 

made this offer. 

 

So I went. Cambodia was, again, a fascinating place to be, because this was during the days of 

Prince Norodom Sihanouk when he was walking a tightrope between East and West. We had 

diplomatic representation and aid programs from all sides, in addition to the International 

Control Commission which had been set up by the Paris Accords of '54 which divided Vietnam 

in half and oversaw "peace" throughout Indochina. The Commission had a neutralist Indian 

chairman, as well as Canadians, and Poles, a tripartite commission to oversee the divisions 
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established in '55. But then we had a Russian aid program, a Chinese aid program, a Czech aid 

program, other Eastern bloc countries, plus the heavy French influence that was still there. We 

provided military assistance in the sense of materials, but the French provided military assistance 

in the sense of saying how to fight. So you had both the military missions, and you'd come in 

contact and see all these people. Lots of little anecdotes about those kinds of things. It was an 

fascinating place to be. 

 

Sihanouk was at that time quite adept at walking this tightrope. He eventually threw us out. 

Whether he jumped the gun or whether he had no alternative, I'm not sure. I think he jumped the 

gun, but I obviously was not privy to all the influences that were on him particularly the Chinese. 

 

Q: What do you mean, jumped the gun? 

 

CODY: He threw us out using the excuse of incursions of U.S. forces in Vietnam. By that time 

we had military advisors. I don't think we were formally engaged in combat at that time. We had 

military advisors with Vietnamese units and they would occasionally, in hot pursuit, chase Viet 

Cong across into Cambodia, particularly in that area called the Parrot's Beak, where that piece of 

Cambodia sticks into Vietnam. Sihanouk would object violently to this. So eventually he asked 

the two AID missions, military and economic, to leave. Subsequently he threw out the embassy 

as well. So he abandoned this policy of walking the tightrope. I think he probably did it sooner 

than he had to and it wasn't a good idea, but I wasn't privy to all the inside information as to what 

pressures he was under from the Chinese and the Russians and the North Vietnamese and others 

to do this. 

 

Q: Isn't it interesting, in the fall of 1991 he's back in a position of power in Cambodia. 

 

CODY: It is interesting. The times I've seen him recently on television, he sort of looks like a 

caricature of himself. He was a fascinating man. All the things they said about him were true, 

about him being a playboy and a womanizer, but he used most of it to political advantage. He 

played the saxophone. He'd put on plays in which he'd act and make his wife act. He's make the 

Cabinet act. It was sort of de rigueur that the diplomatic corps had to go watch. And he'd make 

us all play volleyball and rig the teams so that he would play, but he would win, because the 

foreign teams, you were either... (end of tape) 

 

Sihanouk used to rig these games so he would have a bunch of eighteen-year-old players with 

him on his side, and he'd wipe us out every time, and then he'd be so pleased that he was on the 

championship team. He did the same thing in basketball. But he made political capital out of this. 

I enjoyed him and enjoyed watching him. I attended numerous events where he presided. I 

played basketball and volleyball against him and occasionally was on teams of people who went 

to see him on business. He once invited what amounted to the US country team with their wives 

to a social "mid-week" at his villa at Sihanoukville (before and again after Kompong Som) I can't 

say I knew him well, but at the time he knew certainly who I was. I don't know if he would now. 

 

When I first arrived in Cambodia, we had an old-line ambassador and pretty good relations with 

the embassy in general. The ambassador was Bill Trimble. He wasn't all that impressive, but he 

was a nice enough person. He was replaced by a fellow named Phil Sprouse, whom I really think 



 113 

was one of the best ambassadors for whom I ever worked. Sprouse had been one of those 

unfortunate people who had helped "lose" China. So despite the fact that he was a senior FSO 

and should have been ambassador sometime before, he had only recently been DCM in Brussels 

to a political appointee, where I guess Sprouse did all the work. This was his first ambassadorial 

assignment. He was one of those people that if you were on his good side, he gave you an awful 

lot of support. I suspect if he didn't care for you that much, maybe he wasn't all that supportive. 

But I got along with him very well. 

 

I should back up a second and say that when I arrived in Cambodia, I was the program officer, 

but was to have an overlap with my predecessor for three or four months. Charles Mann hadn't 

been so happy with this man, and that's why he wanted me to come out earlier. That was just the 

moment that ICA,(International Cooperation Administration), became AID,(Agency for 

International Development). This gave the mission the opportunity to let go of people who they 

thought weren't doing that well. So they did it by selecting who was going to stay, rather than 

selecting who was going to leave. But when the list came out as to who was going to stay, which 

was only a week or two after I arrived, this other program officer's who preceded me, name was 

not on it. So he was a rather and understandably distressed and arranged to leave right away. 

Instead of having a three- or four-month overlap where I was going to study French and 

generally get my feet on the ground, I became the program officer. 

 

In a very short period of time the mission director in Burma for some reason left, so they asked 

our deputy director, Stuart Baron, to go to Burma and serve as the acting director, which meant 

we had a temporary vacancy for the deputy director. So Charles Mann asked me to be the acting 

deputy director. That happened for about a few weeks and suddenly Charles Mann was called to 

Washington on consultation. So within the time that I presumably otherwise would have just 

been studying French, I became the acting director of the mission. 

 

I'll tell you a little anecdote, if you want anecdotes on this. I was then, I think, thirty-six years old 

or thirty-seven, and I was feeling quite pleased with myself. This was a mission with $20 million 

in the early sixties, which was a lot of money. The deputy of the Public Safety Division had a 

littl e party in which there was a buffet and you sat down at bridge tables to eat and there were 

four people, but all in-house. Sitting across from me was the wife of the newly arrived public 

safety advisor. They had just arrived, and she looked at me and said, "What do you do?" 

 

I said feeling quite pleased with myself, "Well, I'm the acting director." 

 

She said, "Yeah? Acting director of what?" 

 

I said, "Of the USAID." 

 

She said, "Big deal!" So that put me in my place a bit. 

 

Anyway, it was a fortuitous circumstance. Then Stu Baron was transferred, I think to Africa, as 

director in Morocco. In any event, he was transferred out. First Charlie Mann was transferred out 

and he was replaced by a political appointee, a fellow named Curt Campaigne. 
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Q: He was probably one of the tycoons. 

 

CODY: Yes. He came from the outside. There's an international veterans' organization with 

headquarters in Brussels, and he was the executive officer for that organization. He was a very 

nice man. He wasn't all that interested in the job or working hard at it. He was interested in the 

concept and the content. So he was happy to leave a good bit of the work and daily management 

tasks to his deputy. But shortly after he came there, Baron was then transferred. I became his 

acting deputy and then I was appointed officially as the deputy of the mission. So by the time 

that Phil Sprouse arrived as the new ambassador, I was the deputy. So my relationship with 

Sprouse was as the deputy and later as the acting director for about six months. Sprouse was very 

supportive to me, both in terms of working with Campaigne, but in terms of working with the 

economic section. I remember we had a visit from [Senator] Mike Mansfield and Senator Boggs 

and Senator [Claiborne] Pell. He asked me, rather than the State economic officer, to give the 

economic briefing. You can imagine how the State economic officer felt at that stage. But 

anyway, it was a good relationship. 

 

As I say, eventually Sihanouk asked us to leave as a result of one of these border incursions. He 

sent us a note which said "any more aid, no matter how small, would be an insult to the national 

dignity". We thought that was fairly definitive statement. It really wasn't what he meant. He 

meant that we should get rid of the AID name and call ourselves the office of technical 

assistance and move in the embassy or something similar. But we really took him at his word and 

we stopped practically everything. We immediately stopped our technicians from working with 

the Cambodians and sent them out of the country as soon as possible. 

 

I might point out what the AID program consisted of. It was $20 million, $15 million in 

commodity import program and $5 million in technical assistance. We had 118 direct-hire 

employees, I remember, because I was responsible for each one leaving. In those days, as you 

recall, AID hired vocational training advisors and sanitarians and engineers on a permanent 

career basis on the theory that there was always someplace in the world where you needed that 

skill. If you no longer needed a sanitarian in Cambodia, you would need him in Thailand or 

elsewhere. So we had all of these people. I guess the 118 did include some people from the 

Bureau of Public Roads, but they were US government employees. They were direct-hire; 

though they weren't AID direct-hire. That did not include contractors. We had relatively few 

contractors; a few International Voluntary Service and university people. 

 

So $15 million was commodity imports. Of that $15 million that generated local currency, we 

used roughly $10 million to support the military budget. Some would have alleged that it was a 

phantom army, in large part. And $5 million to support the technical assistance efforts. So we 

had a $10 million technical assistance program in 1961. That's a fair-sized program by today's 

standards, and a $10 million budgetary support, if you want to call it that, allocated to the 

military. Lon Nol was the Minister of Defense, the general who eventually threw Sihanouk out. 

 

We stopped all the AID financed goods that were en route. This turned out to be a big headache 

later on. So if the goods were on the dock in Cambodia, we had them put back on the ship. If 

they were on the high seas, we diverted them to another port, Saigon or Manila or Jakarta, or any 

other place we might need them. The only exception we made were the participants (students). 
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We had at least 150 or so Cambodians studying in the United States. 

 

One interesting project on which were working when the program closed, we had designed a 

technical training school and we were training the whole faculty in the United States , the 

administration and the teachers. We had 101 Cambodians studying in the U.S. at places like 

Long Beach State College, L.A. State College, and the agricultural school up the coast of 

California. We were just, en masse, going to staff that college with U.S.-trained Cambodians. It 

would have been interesting to see how it would work, but unfortunately it didn't happen. We 

had built the buildings. There had been a school there before, largely staffed by the French and 

the Canadians, but it was a small operation. 

 

Q: Were these Cambodians in the United States? 

 

CODY: They were in the United States. 

 

Q: Then you didn't let them finish? 

 

CODY: That was the one exception. We gave them the option. If they wanted to stay and finish, 

they could. If they wanted to go back to Cambodia, they could. Overwhelmingly they elected to 

stay. What's happened to them, I don't know. It would be an interesting thing to see. I suspect 

practically all of them still stayed in the US. Maybe a few later on went back to Cambodia. Then 

we had Cambodians studying other subjects. We had 101 of these just from this one school, and 

I've forgotten how many we had from other schools. We had a considerable number studying 

agriculture at the University of Georgia. 

 

So we just closed down the mission. Except for the BPR who went to Bangkok we evacuated 

most of our people, technicians and all the families, to Hong Kong, We kept a core staff of 

management, program, and controller people in Phnom Penh and Saigon. 

 

The one project that we still had going, and we negotiated for quite a while with the Cambodians 

as to whether they wanted to keep it going, was the rehabilitation of the Khmer-American 

Friendship Highway. This is a highway of 150 miles or more from Phnom Penh to the coast, to 

what had become Sihanoukville, which was before and again now is Kompong Som. Kompong 

is a word that appears in many names; it means "boat landing." There we had a contract with 

Vinnell Corporation to build the road. I'd forgotten, but we did have this contract. Vinnell is 

either from Washington State or Oregon. It's a big contracting outfit. We debated a long time, 

and finally the Cambodians sent us a note saying, "You can continue to build the road if you 

want to." That wasn't good enough for us. The State Department and AID had agreed that we 

would have done it if they asked us to do it, but we did not consider "if you want to" as a request. 

 

By this time Curt Campaigne had departed, had been transferred to Guinea, and I was left as the 

acting director. My immediate major job was to sell this equipment to the Cambodian 

Government. We knew we couldn't move it out of Cambodia very easily. So I spent six months 

negotiating the sale and collecting the money. 

 

Q: To whom did you sell it? 
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CODY: The government of Cambodia for $1.8 million. Eventually I received a fat little check in 

my hand. I had Bureau of Public Roads people and Vinnell people on call in Bangkok, who came 

over occasionally, but basically a local French contractor named Le May, who had been a 

subcontractor to Vinnell, and I and a Belgian technician named John Ichx, who had been a third 

country national employee of the mission, an accountant well versed in the local scene, did all 

the work for selling the equipment. I came to know every desk in the Ministry of Public Works 

and every desk in the Ministry of Plans and every desk in the Ministry of Finance, and every 

desk in the Central Bank. First we were paid in local currency, then we had the funds exchanged 

into dollars, which turned out to be the much easier task. I don't think AID or State ever really 

recognized the effort that went into securing that check. A couple of times I was called out for 

such mundane chores as serving on an evaluation panel. The ambassador had to argue like mad 

to have me taken off of the panel. "You've got to come on the panel. It's your turn." Anyway, we 

the equipment was sold. 

 

It was interesting, because in the process, all the USAID people except me left Phnom Penh. A 

few staff members remained in Saigon. In fact, my family was in Saigon and I used to visit there. 

I kept an office in Saigon. But I was eventually the only American left in the AID program in 

Cambodia. The military aid program had gone the same time that we did. The embassy had been 

cut back and the experienced staff replaced so the people in the embassy were all new. They 

didn't know anybody in the Cambodian government other than their designated contacts at the 

Foreign Office. I was the only American that wandered around town. I was the only American 

who was known to very many people, and it was rather fun that way. Then even after I had 

finished my work and was transferred, I came back on TDY on a few occasions. It would start a 

rumor every time that the AID program was coming back. 

 

Q: Because you came back. 

 

CODY: Because I came back. The other big headache beside selling the road building equipment 

was that we had diverted all these goods financed under the commodity import program. The 

problem was that the local suppliers had paid down-payments on them. So there was a big mess 

at the Central Bank and no one knew how to straighten out all the paperwork and payments. The 

local importers had made their deposits at the bank D'Indochine and through the Barclay's Bank 

and the Chartered Bank, two British banks and a French bank and the Central Bank. So I spent a 

lot of time working on that and we finally had it more or less straightened out, though I think 

some of the local importers lost their shirts. I was the acting director until about June of '64. 

 

Q: How were your relations with Washington through all this? 

 

CODY: They were good. 

 

Q: They understood what you were up to? 

 

CODY: Yes, I think so. They weren't all that interested. I think they had written Cambodia off, 

but they didn't give me many problems other than to try and transfer me out which both the 

Ambassador and I thought was premature. In any country, as a senior AID person, you deal with 
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three individuals or three sets of individuals. One is your ambassador and his embassy staff. 

Two, your regional director in Washington and his staff. You don't deal with State in 

Washington except through that group. If State officers come to the mission, you usually have 

meetings with them, but you're basically dealing with State Washington through your AID 

regional director and locally through the Ambassador. Third, you deal with the host country. The 

ideal situation is to have good relations with all three. That doesn't normally happen. 

 

In Cambodia, Sheppard had gone by then, but I had good relations with Poats. Poats was head of 

the Far East region for AID. I had good relations, certainly, with Sprouse, and after he left I had 

less close relations, but they were still good relations, with the embassy, with the chargé they had 

there. I personally had very good relations with the Cambodians. The Deputy Minister of Plan, 

Plek Chat and I got along fine. The Director of the Central Bank, Son Sann, is the head of one of 

those three groups in Cambodia, the right wing. Our relations were good. I thought he was an old 

man then. I don't know how old he must be now. We're talking about the sixties and he was one 

of the older people. I never received any harassment from the government. They always took 

their time to accomplish things. Part of this was just the French colonial system. I enjoyed being 

in Cambodia in that era. And there was no war in Cambodia. There's a war now. It was the war 

in Vietnam and Laos. My family was eventually brought back to Cambodia because my wife and 

two daughters had left a movie theater fifteen minutes before a bomb went off in Saigon. 

 

Q: So you brought them back to Cambodia. 

 

CODY: I convinced State to let me do so. Then after I brought them back to Cambodia and there 

was a riot at the embassy, in which nobody was hurt. It was just organized to make a statement. 

At that point they were evacuated to Japan. 

 

So anyway, the thing came to an end and I was made the director of the Office of Vietnam 

Affairs in Washington. Those days, Vietnam was an office in the Far East Bureau. Just after I left 

that office, it became a bureau in and of itself, and I think Jim Grant became the director. 

 

 

 

MAX W. KRAUS  

Public Affairs Officer, USIS 

Phnom Penh (1961-1964) 

 

Max W. Kraus was born in Germany in 1920. He entered the Foreign Service in 

1956 and served in Italy, Cambodia, Zaire, France, and Switzerland. He was 

interviewed by Cliff Groce in 1988. 

 

Q: Direct transfer? 

 

KRAUS: Direct transfer. I went on a direct transfer to Phnom Penh as deputy PAO to Darrell 

Price, originally. Then he left and was replaced by Art Lee. I stayed in Phnom Penh from the end 

of 1961 until spring of 1964. 

 



 118 

Once I got used to -- over the cultural shock and the climate -- the climatic shock in Phnom Penh 

-- I liked that tour very much. It was one of my most memorable and enjoyable tours. 

 

Q: That was before the tragedy? 

 

KRAUS: Yes, I mean this was when -- well, I was sort of in Phnom Penh until the end of, what I 

would call, the good period for the Americans. 

 

When we had very good relations with Sihanouk. In fact, in a way, USIS-Phnom Penh was 

almost the ministry of information for Cambodian government. We put out a monthly newsreel 

which was distributed by the Cambodian government. 

 

Q: French or Cambodian? 

 

KRAUS: I think it was in Cambodian. Stan Moss was the motion picture officer at that time, and 

he was very good. Stan and his successor, the late and lamented Ralph White, also did some 

marvelous documentaries. 

 

For instance, one of them was a film about the state funeral for Sihanouk's father which we 

called: "A Nation Mourns its King." Stan Moss also did a wonderful documentary about the 

Cambodian Royal Ballet which earned us a lot of brownie points with the Cambodians, because 

the Royal Ballet was the apple of the eye of Sihanouk's mother, Queen Kossunak. 

 

These were wonderful pictures. We also -- in our cultural center every year -- we had a 

competition for Cambodian artists. The prize winning paintings were then printed in a calendar, 

which we distributed. I still have one of the paintings. 

 

Things started going sour for us in 1963, after the coup d'etat against Diem in Saigon, because 

Sihanouk decided that, if we permitted this to happen -- and probably even were involved in the 

overthrow and killing of Diem, our leading ally in southeast Asia -- then we were no longer a 

reliable protector. 

 

Sihanouk and his predecessors had always felt that the once mighty Khmer Empire would 

completely vanish from the map and be swallowed up by the hereditary enemies, Vietnam and 

Thailand, unless he had some outside power which played an important role -- or dominant role -

- in Indochina to protect him. 

 

At first, it was the French, but after Dien Bien Phu, Sihanouk decided that the French had had it 

and he leaned on us. We had a very big military and economic aid mission there. We had a big 

English teaching program and had a lot of Cambodian students who went to the states. Jeff 

Sandel headed the English teaching program. 

 

One of the people with whom I had lunch yesterday at DACOR, Mary Gray, also worked in 

Cambodia on the English teaching program. She was with the Asia Foundation. 

 

Anyway, Sihanouk decided that he no longer could trust us -- after the overthrow of Diem -- and 
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that he better look around for some other protectors. He started cuddling up to the Soviet Union 

and China and things went downhill very rapidly. 

 

There was a "spontaneous popular demonstration" against the embassy and USIS office building 

and the USIS and British Council Libraries, during which they completely smashed things up. I 

already had my transfer orders by that time. Again, direct transfer from Phnom Penh to 

Stanleyville in the Congo. 

 

Q: Another contrast? 

 

KRAUS: Yes. Before I could leave, I sat in the office for a couple of extremely nervous hours 

wondering whether the mob would break into our building and kill us or beat us up or so on. It 

never happened, and, in retrospect, I know why -- because, this riot was always under very strict 

government control. 

 

In fact, it was controlled by two cabinet ministers from the control tower of a riot control truck 

which we had given to the Cambodians and, which was parked out there, still with the clasped 

hand symbol of AID on its side. 

 

Since our landlord in the USIS office building was the chief of the Cambodian Air Force who 

was also Sihanouk's personal physician and, since he had just paid to have the building 

completely repainted, he was not going to allow a mob to come in there and ruin his paint job. 

 

 

 

BERNARD E. DUPUIS 

Education Program Assistant, USAID 

Phnom Penh (1962-1964) 

 

Bernard Dupuis was born in Berlin, New Hampshire in 1927. He served in the 

U.S. Airforce (1947-1954). He received his BA and MA from University of 

Maryland, College Park. He joined USAID in 1962.  is overseas posts include 

Phnom Pen, Cambodia; Leopoldville, Congo; Georgetown, Guyana; Quito, 

Ecuador; Haiti; Managua, Nicaragua; and El Salvador. Mr. Dupuis was 

interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy in 2010. 

 

Q: Were you getting ready to go to Cambodia? 

 

DUPUIS: Well, yeah, I was ready to go, wherever they sent me. It was supposed to be Cambodia 

and I did go to Cambodia, after a long delay. 

 

Q: What did you do in between? 

 

DUPUIS: Oh, well, I twiddled my thumbs, frankly. I was sort of disappointed. I didnôt have 

much money accumulated. It was a bit difficult for a while. I wasnôt in any financial straits, but it 

was not very conducive to build your morale. 
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Q: But your first assignment was to Cambodia? 

 

DUPUIS: Yes, it was. 

 

Q: When did you go out there? 

 

DUPUIS: I think it was in July 1963 {Ed: the State Department Biographic Register logs that 

Dupuis was assigned to Cambodia in October 1962]. As a matter of fact, I recall being there and 

someone telling me they were sorry that President Kennedy had been shot. I didnôt know that. 

 

Q: What was the situation in Cambodia when you got out there? 

 

DUPUIS: You mean politically? 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

DUPUIS: Well, I wasnôt clued in enough to really get hold of it, initially. But what happened, in 

fact, it was very tenuous vis-à-vis the Chinese, because of the war in Vietnam, I think, because 

Iôd been there for 13 months and then Prince Norodom Sihanouk, who ran the place, still does, I 

guess, decided to kick out AID and thatôs what happened. [Ed: approximately November 1963.] 

 

Iôd been there, just getting settled down, my household goods had come in and then we had this 

political lightning bolt and he just ordered USAID out of Cambodia. 

 

I recall going to the early meetings about the termination of AID and I took copious notes and 

then we would translate my notes and I would compose a lot of outgoing cables back to 

Washington. 

 

What Cambodia wanted was of course AID out as a political statement I guess but they wanted 

the aid package, of course, which is nothing new and of course we were not about to do that. 

 

The ambassador, as I recall, was Ambassador Sprouse, a very gentlemanly ambassador. [Ed: 

Ambassador Philip Sprouse arrived at post in August 1962 and departed in March 1964.] 

Anyway, we went to several meetings. I recall distinctly that the same evening I went to the 

movies and there I was in the newsreel, about foreign aid being terminated in Cambodia. It was 

my first time in a newsreel and my last, by the way. 

 

Q: Letôs talk about the time you were working in Cambodia. What were you doing? 

 

DUPUIS: Well, Cambodia was among the stable, good posts for AID, I learned later. They had a 

family planning and health division, big agriculture division, they had also public administration. 

So each one of these specialties had an officer in charge and we did projects in four areas. 

 

I was in the education area. We were building schools, then, that was before bricks and mortar 

projects were stopped, later on, building buildings or building roads, which we called capital 
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assistance, bricks and mortar. 

 

So we were busily building schools in the countryside to raise the education level and thatôs what 

we did. My function was to analyze the programs. That took me quite a while, to analyze dollars 

and cents for AID projects. 

 

For instance, we had people coming in and doing textbooks. The Cambodians didnôt have any 

textbooks. So the textbooks were done and being translated into French. They had to be sensitive 

to the ancient Khmer language and culture and so on. 

 

And it was pretty heady stuff, to begin with. We had guys who went around teaching English all 

over the country and that didnôt seem to cause any trouble. 

 

And one of my functions, looking back, each morning I had to read the paper, which was written 

in French, for the staff and translate directly, which was very interesting. People couldnôt, they 

didnôt speak French and they couldnôt read French, so we were at the mercy of everybody, I 

guess. So I did a lot of that, which was my function. 

 

Q: Did you get involved in the choice of where a school should be located? 

 

DEPUIS: No, I wasnôt at that level. That was done by the division chief. He had been the head of 

all the schools in Hawaii for years and then he had switched to the UN and then finally he had 

switched to AID. He was very knowledgeable, but he locked horns frequently with the program 

office, ócause he didnôt do dollars and cents the way they wanted it. 

 

But thatôs part of the AID package, thereôs always somebody who has a better way to do it, or 

objects. Itôs like being in Congress, I guess. You can never get anything straight through. 

 

This was my first experience in foreign aid and it was all mysterious and pretty heady for a 

while. 

 

Q: Looking back on it, I realize this was over your head, but deciding where schools should go 

and all, you think they knew what they were doing, or was this personality? 

 

DUPUIS: You always have a mission plan. Itôs not run helter skelter. Unfortunately, people get 

in the way, for political reasons. Each mission, they have a Country Assistance Program, we call 

it the CAP and that spells out each fiscal year the goal of the mission and the embassy, the 

ambassadorôs views, Washingtonôs views and we put it into a package, in which we had separate, 

specific projects for each function, for family planning, for agriculture, we had a lot of 

agronomists and we had people whistled in on short term contracts to discuss agricultural 

problems in Cambodia, we had an economic officer, who frequently belonged to the embassy 

and vice versa. 

 

So this was not done helter skelter. What was happening is of course frequently we could not 

draw down the money allocated to us, because of pipeline problems. We had to get all of our 

goods from the States. You couldnôt by French stuff, or whatever, ócause thatôs the way Congress 
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authorized it. And I agree with that. 

 

But frequently, by the time we identified a position to build something and got a body on board, 

it was about two years, really. And two years is a long time between inception and conception, as 

it were. 

 

So things dragged out, but thatôs the way it was, all the time. Then when you got your project 

lined up, then the local political situation was likely to be very difficult, although it was as I 

recall pretty stable in Cambodia, because Sihanouk, the crown prince, was also president. 

 

But he resigned as president, as a political gesture. But that didnôt change the fact that he was in 

fact Prince Norodom Sihanouk. And so he did a very clever thing. 

 

So he ran the whole country, not that he didnôt have any opposition, he did, a lot, but I canôt fill 

in on the specifics. We were in Vietnam, right next door to Cambodia and the Chinese didnôt like 

that, so I think they put pressure on Sihanouk to get rid of U.S. aid. 

 

And of course the Russians were there, too. So everywhere we went, there was a Russian 

embassy and a big U.S. embassy and in francophone countries of course there was a very busy 

French embassy. 

 

If theyôd come in with a project, then weôd counter it, or we had one and theyôd counter it and so 

these developing countries learned to take advantage of that pretty quickly, in my view, itôs just 

that theyôd raise the ante sometimes, sort of like a poker game. 

 

I remember once we had an AID project, in education, in fact and we went and talked to the 

education minister and he said, ñLook, give me the money and let me spend it, because I know 

the country, I know everybody here. Besides, I might take a lot of heat from the Russians, who 

are here, also.ò 

 

But the fact is we couldnôt do that. AID has always, we had a comptroller and then they 

controlled the money, which is good and bad, I guess. So it has to be organized so the money 

couldnôt be siphoned off on this or that and that was done anyway, I understand. 

 

Q: How about conditions on the ground? Did you feel under threat? It wasnôt Beirut, or 

anything like that? 

 

DUPUIS: Did we feel under threat? No. We knew the Russians were there, but I never 

personally encountered any hostility that I can recall, that I was aware of it. Some terrorist threat 

came later in my career, as the terror threat separately developed. 

 

For instance, later on, when I was in Ecuador, this Ambassador Mein had been assassinated and 

that introduced, as I recall, for me, anyway, the whole notion of assassination as being the 

terrorist threat, as we later learned to call it. [Ed: Ambassador John Gordon Mein was killed in 

Guatemala on August 28, 1968.] 
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But I didnôt see any of that in Cambodia. And I have to point out that was my first post, so it was 

pretty heady stuff and I didnôt read the politics very well and I wasnôt very high up there, you 

know. 

 

Q: Yeah, of course. Did you get to travel around quite a bit? 

 

DUPUIS: Yeah, I was able to travel pretty freely. We went obviously to Angkor Wat, that 

famous 15
th
 century citadel of Cambodia. That was in the city of Siem Riep. 

 

I recall, now that I think of it, that our local employees were Vietnamese and we noticed and they 

told us that they werenôt very well liked in Cambodia. Weôd ask why and theyôd say, ñThereôs an 

age-old animosity between the two countries,ò which was true, historically and so that apparently 

was still present in 1963. 

 

But that didnôt seem to affect us when we traveled. So I was never personally under any threat 

and I gradually became aware of the politics, initially I wasnôt. By the time I learned that there 

were in fact politics, which I should have known, I left. 

 

Q: You left probably in the summer of 1964? [Ed: the State Department Biographic Register lists 

Mr. Dupuis as arriving at his next post in January 1964] 

 

DUPUIS: Yeah. 

 

Q: What did they do with you? 

 

DUPUIS: Well, a lot of guys got RIFed, a reduction in force [Ed: generally the result of 

congressional budget cuts], and I couldnôt figure out why that didnôt happen to me, but then I 

realized that as a military veteran I had a military preference. I guess that saved my neck. A lot 

of the guys who were RIFed had PhDs in their field and were very competent. 

 

So I ended up in, of all places, Hong Kong, at a nice hotel there that I thought was very costly 

until they could reassign people, a lot of wasted time, although I enjoyed most of it. 

 

Anyway, I ended up in the Congo, Leopoldville, at not a very good time. In other words, from 

the frying pan to the fire, I suppose. 

 

Q: This is, of course, Indochina and the Congo, during the Sixties, this is where, you might say, 

the action was. 

 

DUPUIS: Thatôs right. Looking back, I was right in the middle of it, of course. I read later on 

about Cambodia, where a school in a little provincial town called Kampong Kantua, the head of 

it, during the Pol Pot regime, he had been beheaded. I learned that a lot of the Cambodians that 

we trained in what we called participant training, they came to the States to get masterôs or other 

degrees, a lot of these were considered intellectuals and they were harried out of the kingdom, as 

it were. 
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I wasnôt there then, Pol Pot was much later, but the thing that I take from that is that this was a 

society, we were told, that was very docile, they have centuries of culture, but once they get 

angry, it spills over really fast and thatôs what I conclude, a lot of people we trained and we 

knew, in fact, had just been killed, an amazing thing to think about. 

 

 

 

CLAYTON E. MCMANAWAY, JR.  

Assistant Program Director, USAID  

Phnom Penh (1962-1964) 

 

Ambassador Clayton E. McManaway, Jr. was born in North Carolina. He 

graduated from the University of South Carolina and served in the U.S. Navy and 

the U.S. Marine Corps. He served in Phnom Penh and Saigon, and as 

Ambassador to Haiti. Ambassador McManaway was interviewed by Charles 

Stuart Kennedy in 1993. 

 

Q: In 1960. 

 

McMANAWAY:  Right. I was greatly influenced by what he seemed to represent at the time. My 

politics have changed since then. It was shortly after his inauguration and that stirring inaugural 

speech that I received a call from the government. I had sent off the usual barrage of letters after 

finishing graduate school. One of the people I wrote to was AID [Agency for International 

Development]. I got several jobs later from people who originally turned me down saying they 

would keep my application on file. I didn't believe it but it turned out to be true. I got three jobs 

that way. This one was with AID. They had a program to bring in some new blood in the 

executive field. I didn't know what that meant, but I took it. I went down [to Washington] and 

stayed with the government from then on. I started with AID and went to Cambodia. 

 

Q: You were there from 1961-64? 

 

McMANAWAY:  I joined AID in 1961 and I was a year in Washington attending a training 

program, but it was terrible. In fact there were seven of us and we revolted and went in and 

complained about the program. We were a bunch of Young Turks. We all, with possibly one 

exception, got out of the "executive" field, which turned out to be administration, and went into 

program work, which was the substantive work for AID. So we were there for a year. I had a 

terrible experience of getting out of there. 

 

Q: I am trying to catch the spirit of the time. What was the problem? 

 

McMANAWAY:  Well, AID was being strongly affected by the Kennedy Administration. It was 

being reorganized extensively and it was my first run in with government personnel systems. I 

found out by accident that they were about to force assign me to Togo without even telling me 

about it. So I went to Personnel and asked what I could do about this. He said, "Well, you could 

turn it down." I asked how many times could you do that. He said, "Well, about three." I said, 

"Well, I turn it down." 
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Q: Why not Togo? 

 

McMANAWAY:  It was of no interest to me. I wasn't interested in Togo. It didn't seem like a 

very interesting place to be and didn't have much of a program and didn't seem like a place to get 

started. My attention had been attracted to Indochina because of what was going on. 

 

Q: We are talking about Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam. 

 

McMANAWAY:  It seemed to me that was where the action was. I knew they were recruiting 

junior people for Cambodia and I somehow got an appointment with the mission director who 

was visiting on consultation. He offered me a job and I took it. This was all outside of channels. 

When I went back into channels no one would act on it. The people I was being trained with 

wouldn't back me up because they didn't want to fight personnel. The personnel people who were 

handling African assignments called me a traitor. They were vicious. I had to write up my own 

memo to Personnel saying that I had been offered this job and I had accepted it and threatened to 

resign. Once I wrote it down, the whole system sort of collapsed and they finally gave in. 

 

Q: It was a lesson, I take it. 

 

McMANA WAY: It certainly was, I had never dealt with government personnel people before. 

Of course, AID was a terrible organization anyway, even in those days. It seems to have gotten 

worse and really should be done away with in my opinion. We should start over. 

 

Anyway, I finally made it out to Cambodia in 1962. 

 

Q: You were there until 1964. 

 

McMANAWAY:  About. I was there until Sihanouk kicked us out. 

 

Q: What was your job when you went out there? 

 

McMANAWAY:  I was in the program office. 

 

Q: Which means what? 

 

McMANAWAY:  In that situation I was an assistant program officer. We had a program officer 

and a deputy and a few other assistants. We were the OMB [Office of Management and Budget]. 

You had the technical bureaus, divisions, all pushing their programs. The program office put it 

all together and had to ultimately justify it. So the technical bureaus had to justify it to us first, so 

we asked all the hard questions about the programs. Then we supposedly looked at the overall 

policy, the development policy. 

 

Q: What was your impression and what kind of work were we trying to do? I have always had a 

question about any of the AID projects because many of them depend almost on the personalities 

of the people there. If you happen to have a Forestry man there at the head, all of a sudden 
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forestry is the big thing. How did you find the situation? 

 

McMANAWAY:  There was the usual sort of mixed picture. When we were kicked out, which is 

an interesting story in itself, we decided that surely there would be somebody going back in and 

we discovered as we were getting ready to leave that the files were in terrible condition. We sort 

of knew that anyway, but didn't realize how bad they really were. So we decided we would write 

a history of the AID program in Cambodia for the benefit of anyone involved in a renewal of an 

AID program there and for the record. We did that in Saigon for a long time and then finished it 

up when I went back to Washington. 

 

We discovered in the files going back to the earliest days of AID programs projects that we were 

launching at the time almost identical in education, etc. I remember being horrified to find in the 

files a project agreement with the government of Cambodia that was almost an exact duplicate of 

a program we had designed and were very proud of in the field of education just the year before. 

The previous program had been done years before and nothing had ever come of it. 

 

The French had refurbished a canal system that the Khmer had built back in the 9th and 10th 

centuries. We went up and refurbished that and then found out that the farmers weren't using 

it...this showed how much we knew about the country. We finally sent an anthropologist up to 

the lake, which is the lake that the Mekong backs up into [the Tonle Sap]. We were trying to get 

the farmers to do double cropping. Well, they were already doing it using the rise and fall of the 

lake to do exactly what we were trying to get them to do with the irrigation. So they didn't need 

it. 

 

There were dire predictions that everything would collapse when we left. The road that we had 

built down to the bay would be impassible, etc. None of those things happened. I didn't think 

much of our AID program. 

 

Q: How did you see the political/economic situation during this 1962-64 period? 

 

McMANAWAY:  Well, Sihanouk was in firm control at that time, although he had a couple of 

[threats to his rule]. He had developed to an art this business of saying that he was going to 

resign and then everybody would beg him not to whenever he got into trouble. The incident that 

caused us to leave really began with some very anti-American speeches that he had made. I don't 

remember why he got on this kick, but we were having a good deal of trouble with him. Then 

Kennedy was killed and things got worse right away. Sihanouk said some things that were [out 

of line]. I think Averell Harriman at the UN called his statements barbaric which really set him 

off. We got a letter from him saying that he would not accept another dollar of aid from the 

United States and that he couldn't promise police protection beyond January 13 or something like 

that, which, of course, meant we had to get out of there. We began withdrawing quickly. I was 

not involved in the consultations with the ambassador or between the embassy and the State 

Department, but we had already taken a couple of actions that couldn't be reversed and suddenly 

got a cable from Harriman saying to stop everything. We got the cable, I think, on a Friday and 

then waited and waited and didn't hear anything more. But obviously there were second thoughts 

about the whole thing. 
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Q: You had this hold on but I take it the process was still going forward and you were getting 

ready to get out. 

 

McMANAWAY:  Oh, yes. We moved ahead and left on the deadline. 

 

Q: Again looking at it at that time, how were relations between the AID mission and the 

embassy? 

 

McMANAWAY:  They were reasonably good. The ambassador was away. He had had some 

kind of ailment and was out of the country. 

 

Q: Who was the ambassador? 

 

McMANAWAY:  Philip Sprouse. I, of course, didn't have much direct contact with him being a 

very junior officer. I had more contact with the DCM [deputy chief of mission] who was a bit of 

a stuffed shirt. He loved to edit out all split infinitives and that sort of thing. That was his major 

contribution to our submissions as far as I could see. So we had a chargé at the time. We had a 

very strong deputy director in the AID mission, Peter Cody, who was a political appointee. You 

may recall they brought in about ten business tycoons about that time [as country directors] and I 

think they all failed. This fellow's name was Champaign, I think, and he failed also. He wasn't 

terribly good. But we marched ahead and left. I think the State Department was not happy with 

what we did. I think they felt we had jumped the gun and we might have been able to negotiate 

our staying which they would have preferred. 

 

Q: What was the feeling towards Sihanouk? 

 

McMANAWAY:  We were very upset with him at the time. People were angry with him and 

thought he had behaved very [badly]. Kennedy was well regarded and he had just been 

assassinated and Sihanouk was making his ugly remarks about being happy with the whole thing. 

They were terrible vitriolic anti-American speeches and anti-Kennedy speeches. So nobody had 

any respect for him. He was a small, fat fellow with a high squeaky voice. He was called snoopy. 

There were a lot of rumors about the kinds of things that went on in the palace. 

 

Q: I used to hear stories that he would go through these crash diets and all hell used to break 

loose. 

 

McMANAWAY:  He would go to France once a year to go on some kind of a special regime. 

Then there would be trouble at home and he would come flying back and be very dramatic and 

histrionic. There were a lot of stories about his sexual promiscuity and how he would do a lot of 

visiting around the countryside and nod to a girl in the audience and his goons would go get her 

for him. One hilarious thing that happened was Sukarno visited and stayed about a week. The 

day after he left the front page of the main newspaper had a marvelous photograph of these 

young beauties lined up at the airport all being decorated for their services to the state. 

 

Q: Sukarno of Indonesia was notorious for the same thing. 
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McMANAWAY:  Yes, the two of them together. 

 

Q: Cambodia wouldn't have been big enough to handle them both. 

McMANAWAY:  We didn't take Sihanouk very seriously. 

 

Q: But he is still in the action one way or another. At that time was anybody talking about what 

later became the Khmer Rouge? 

 

McMANAWAY:  No. 

 

Q: Were we concerned about a spillover from Vietnam? 

 

McMANAWAY:  I don't think so at that time. There was something going on. There was one 

fellow, but I don't think it had anything to do with the Khmer Rouge, up around who was a rival 

of Sihanouk's. But there was nothing like a Pol Pot. 

 

 

 

ROY T. HAVERKAMP  

Political Officer  

Phnom Penh (1962-1964) 

 

Roy T. Haverkamp was born in 1924 in Missouri. He served in the U.S. Air Force 

in World War II and later earned degrees from Yale University and Cambridge 

University. Mr. Haverkamp joined the Foreign Service in 1952. His career 

included positions in Korea, Sweden, Japan, Cambodia, Congo, Benin, Vietnam, 

Guinea, the United Kingdom, Jamaica, and Grenada. He was interviewed on 

April 11, 1994 by Charles Stuart Kennedy. 

 

Q: What was the training like? How did you find the Cambodian language? 

 

HAVERKAMP: If you had a little talent and studied it was not complicated. It was not a tonal 

language like Thai, Lao and Vietnamese. Tense was not an important factor in the language. If 

you got into the Poli, the language of the Buddhists scriptures, and the Royal Family, it was 

totally different. It was important because even if you could speak a few words badly you had a 

different relationship. Many of our colleagues felt that all you needed was French. True, you 

could say things in French which would have been very difficult and complicated to say in 

Cambodian because they were still making up modern words. But you did not have the same 

kind of personal relationship as you had if you could speak their language. 

 

Q: How many were taking Cambodian? 

 

HAVERKAMP: Three of us. 

 

Q: For the State Department that is not an inconsiderable number. Cambodia was becoming 

important in the early sixties, wasn't it? 
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HAVERKAMP: Well, it was becoming important always as a sideshow to Vietnam and in its 

relationship with China. 

 

Q: You went out to Cambodia when? 

 

HAVERKAMP: I went out in the Spring of 1962. 

 

Q: You served there until 1964. What was the situation at the time you went out in Cambodia? 

 

HAVERKAMP: When I first went out, of course, it was before the Tonkin Gulf incident, but it 

was after Prince Sihanouk had decided that the United States misunderstood the situation in 

nationalist terms in Vietnam and made probably a decision in his own mind that we, like the 

French, were not going to stay the course and that we did not have a viable government in South 

Vietnam. He believed there was not a government in Vietnam after Ngo Dinh Diem that was 

strong enough to bring unity and make an effective resistance to the Communists. Since he 

couldn't move his country he felt he could not get too close to us, but could use both our 

economic aid and our influence with the government of South Vietnam. 

 

We had a large AID mission there. We had a large embassy there. We had a MAAG mission led 

by a Major General. We were very active all over the place. But Sihanouk was already beginning 

to denounce us and early on, I think late in 1962 or early in 1963, he made a proposal to the 

French, the British and the US to neutralize Cambodia and keep the Vietnamese war in Vietnam. 

After some time we went back with a very stilted, bureaucratic reply which in effect meant that 

such a thing was not possible and the answer was no. The French came back and said the same 

thing in very flowery language saying that this was another brilliant example of Khmer 

diplomacy, etc., however there are a few things we need to work out. Well, what we were saying 

was that the Vietnamese would not like us to do such a thing because the Vietnamese were 

telling us, and it was true, that the Viet Cong were moving in and out of Cambodia. Sihanouk 

could do nothing about this and didn't like it anymore than we did. 

 

Later on there was a very widely read book which you may know called "Strategy" by Colonel 

Harry Sommers, about the Vietnam war. I think it is the best book I have read analyzing what 

happened to us in Vietnam. He said basically that an insurgency in a revolutionary type war 

should be fought by the local people. In other words, the Vietnamese in the south should have 

been taking care of the Viet Cong. What we should have done was to use main force units of our 

own to prevent main force units from the North coming into South Vietnam. Although doing 

that, because of the terrain, would not have been an easy matter either. But I think Sihanouk felt 

that was the thing that we did not understand in Vietnam and did not have going for us. He may 

also have drawn a parallel in his own mind with the role of public opinion in France in ending 

French intervention in Vietnam. 

 

I don't know what we really accomplished having an embassy and all these people in Cambodia. 

Towards the end, early in 1964, Sihanouk said that he didn't want American aid. What the 

Chargé, Herb Spivack, a fine guy and very able , said was that we would stop all the ships at sea 

as well because there was a large pipeline. But that was all we could get out of it. 
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Cambodia certainly did not have the strength to antagonize, much less challenge the Vietnamese 

Communists. To survive with a restricted sovereignty, they could only pacify them and cross 

their fingers. Sihanouk knew the Communist Vietnamese were recruiting some of his own 

people. As unattractive a personality he was to us, he was the only one on the horizon who could 

maintain a reasonable unity in Cambodia. One of his worst mistakes was to keep his military 

weak and corrupt since he did not want to have a strong military force which he would have 

viewed as a challenge to himself. He counted on his support from the peasants, the Buddhists 

monks, and those in government and the private sector dependent on him. 

 

Q: What job did you have? 

 

HAVERKAMP: I was in the political section. 

 

Q: Who was your ambassador? 

 

HAVERKAMP: Our ambassador when I arrived was Bill Trimble who was a Europeanist. He 

left a couple of weeks after I arrived. Then Ambassador Philip Sprouse came from Brussels as 

our ambassador. 

 

Q: Another Europeanist? 

 

HAVERKAMP: No, he was a Far Easterner. He was a Chinese language officer and had been on 

the China desk in the days of the McCarthy era in the fifties. He was a Chinese expert, although 

he had also served a long time in Europe. 

 

Q: How did the political section work? What were you looking at then? 

 

HAVERKAMP: Well, there was one person who determined everything that went on in 

Cambodia and that was Prince Sihanouk who was then head of state. If you wanted to get 

anything done or wanted to influence policy, it had to be done with Sihanouk, directly or 

indirectly. That at the time was no easy job, because our role was to gain support for what we 

were doing in Vietnam which was based on our understanding of what was happening in 

Vietnam which was contrary to Sihanouk's understanding of what was going on. You could of 

had somebody with the greatest persuasiveness, finesse, charm and language skills, etc., but as 

long as the Vietnamese situation was as it was in Sihanouk's mind, we weren't going to make 

much progress, unless we in some way would guarantee Cambodia's neutrality. This was much 

more evident after the fall of Ngo Dinh Diem in Saigon. Sihanouk recognized Diem's 

unassailable nationalist credentials and his toughness. After Diem's fall he believed there would 

be a series of governments by generals coming to power by coups. This he believed would be to 

the advantage of the communists and weaken further our position. I believe these convictions led 

to his canceling our aid program. 

 

Q: You arrive there and are obviously the new boy on the block. What was your impression of 

how the embassy political section/ambassador viewed Sihanouk? 
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HAVERKAMP: One of our problems that you had to work against constantly was that Sihanouk 

had a personality and character that was very irritating to us because he would shoot off his 

mouth and let himself be carried away in nonsensical vituperation against people, countries or 

whatever. Once he said that all of his enemies are being killed by God. There was Thanat in 

Thailand, Ngo Dinh Diem in South Vietnam, and then President Kennedy in Washington, they 

are all burning in hell together. Something like that. He was shrill, wordy, vituperative, 

confrontational, and hysterical in tone. But behind it all was a shrewd understanding of what was 

actually happening in Vietnam and what effect it was going to have on Cambodia. His view was 

to keep what little was left of Cambodia, which he inherited, to keep it intact. But Vietnam under 

anybody was going to be a menace to his Cambodia. I think everybody in the Embassy agreed 

with this assessment. Washington was another matter. The administration always seemed to 

believe there was some clever way to change Sihanouk's mind. Since we were bound to prevail 

in Vietnam, it was only "reasonable" to believe we had an unassailable case to make. Mrs. 

Kennedy's visit to Angkor was one unusual approach we made later. 

 

Q: The one thing that anybody who served in the area knew was that the Cambodians and the 

Vietnamese hated each other. 

 

HAVERKAMP: Yes, there was no love lost. The Vietnamese looked down on the Cambodians 

and the Cambodians feared the Vietnamese. If you go back into history you will find that the 

southern part of Vietnam belonged to Cambodia until the middle of the 19th century when the 

French came in. Much of Central and Southern Vietnam had been given to the Vietnamese by 

sons or nephews of the king who wanted to anticipate their inheritance and to get the Vietnamese 

to cooperate with them in exchange for a little part of Cambodia. Other parts were captured by 

Vietnamese moving down from the North. 

 

Q: What was the name of the empire? 

 

HAVERKAMP: The Khmer empire. 

 

Q: Is it in hindsight that you are saying that Sihanouk behind all this front and facade really 

understood the situation? Were we at the embassy seeing that maybe this guy has a policy 

despite all that was going on? 

 

HAVERKAMP: I think, as I said, that the facade, the personality, was more of a handicap. The 

personality and the attacks against the United States were gratuitous, untrue and inaccurate, but 

most people tried to get by them. They were carried in FBIS and were reported to Washington. I 

think Washington understood but was absorbed totally on Vietnam. But again we were hampered 

because our policy was to defend what we were doing in Vietnam. He was convinced that what 

we were doing was not going to succeed because we had no government that could unify the 

people in South Vietnam in their effort against the North. The North was stronger, more unified 

and had, above all, good nationalist credentials because it didn't have foreigners fighting in 

Vietnam. It had foreign support, but the troops in the field were Vietnamese. If they felt 

Cambodia was a sufficient irritant, they would have taken it over one way or another, either 

through an enlarged cadre of Cambodian communists, who were their allies, or by marching in 

on their own. 
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Q: What would you do as a political officer if you weren't talking to Sihanouk? 

 

HAVERKAMP: The Ambassador, rightly, was the only one who negotiated with Sihanouk. We 

reported on peripheral things, on what was done after it was done. One of the language officers 

who was the best at the language would listen to speeches and report them. Some did balanced 

exercise type analyses and commentary. We had an army attaché, a colonel, who was very good 

and cooly objective in reporting. When the South Vietnamese would make a charge that the Viet 

Cong were using Cambodia or if there was an incident where the South Vietnamese were 

accused by the Cambodians of coming into Cambodian they would take the military attachés 

down to see it. He was very honest and reported what he saw. For instance, "I saw tracks and 

there are no track vehicles in Cambodia that would make that kind of track, an American vehicle 

that we gave to South Vietnam would". 

 

We were fighting off early at one point people like Ambassador Lodge in Saigon who advocated 

that we should consider carrying out aerial attacks in Cambodia. Herb Spivack, very cleverly and 

very graciously went back and said, "If you do, would you mind telling us first so we can get 

out?" 

 

Q: How about the Khmer Rouge? Were they much at that point? 

 

HAVERKAMP: They were not the force they later became and I don't think we knew very much 

about what they were doing. Some of them were still in Cambodia, some had fled. Sihanouk, as 

all dictators, was paranoid about people who were against him. He said once he found that 

students that he sent to study in communist countries always come back good nationalists 

because they were appalled by what they see and don't want to be part of it, but those who go to 

the West, particularly to France or the United States, come back communists. Well, it wasn't true 

of those who went to the United States. 

 

Q: And also, they were intellectuals and it was fun to be a communist. 

 

HAVERKAMP: Also, communism had an answer to everything in a dictatorial framework. Yes, 

for intellectuals and for people who only understood government in terms of authoritarianism, 

not of compromise, sharing, etc. 

 

Q: When you were there, what was the role of the French? Were we close to them or were they 

sort of off to one side doing their thing? 

 

HAVERKAMP: I think social relations between Ambassadors and some people in the embassies 

were cordial. Where we had a common interest we might make a common approach, but it was 

one of those places where the French had a very special status and where they certainly were not 

going to give it up to us. I don't know of any real underhanded things that the French did to us 

like they had done earlier in Vietnam or some posts in Africa. There were also "non-official 

French" who were Sihanouk's advisers and who ran his party newspaper and had other advisory 

roles on his own immediate personal staff. You could talk to them and profit from their 

understanding and their knowledge of what was going on. They were also not unrealistic people. 
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They were pretty shrewd by and large. President de Gaulle maintained a keen interest in Vietnam 

and was convinced that his relations with the government in Hanoi helped make him a world 

figure and hence a European of greater stature. It seemed to me he was waiting for us to 

withdraw so he could become the leading external influence in Southeast Asia. 

 

Q: The big event while you were there was the impact of the killing and the coup that ousted 

Diem and also the Gulf of Tonkin and we were just beginning to put major forces into Vietnam. 

How did you all see it from your embassy and how was it reflected in Cambodia? 

 

HAVERKAMP: In Cambodia, the death of Ngo Dinh Diem for the man who mattered, 

Sihanouk, was good and bad. He didn't like Diem because he realized early on that he had 

nationalist credentials as good as anybody else in Vietnam and he was effective. But as he began 

to lose control, Sihanouk was happy and unhappy. He was happy because a potential enemy was 

being weakened, but unhappy because it meant another more dangerous enemy, North Vietnam, 

was becoming stronger vis-a-vis the South. That was the point at which he probably decided that 

he had to move even closer to China to protect himself against an expanding North Vietnam. He 

had done some of this earlier on when somebody came in late in the fifties and moved a border 

marker further with Vietnam further into Cambodia. That was a critical turning point I think for 

Sihanouk for judging what was going to happen in Vietnam and according to our Ambassador at 

the time, the point at which Sihanouk recognized the Communist Government of China. 

 

The Tonkin Gulf incident was just after I left Cambodia. 

 

Q: Did you find when you were there that the attitude of our Far East Affairs in 

Washington...Harriman and Rusk and the desk officers...did they seem to understand Cambodia 

or did you feel that nobody really paid much attention to what happens in Cambodia? 

 

HAVERKAMP: I think that they paid attention to what happened in Cambodia, but they worked 

on the assumption that we would prevail in Vietnam and our job in Cambodia was to keep 

Sihanouk from doing anything to harm us or the South Vietnamese or to aid the North. As I said 

earlier, Sihanouk by 1963 had come to accept the opposite assumption. Washington saw 

Cambodia as a sideshow and believed it was as much in Sihanouk's interest as in ours to keep the 

communists from taking over in Vietnam. Whereas Sihanouk's view was that he had to 

accommodate himself to whoever was likely to prevail. 

 

Q: How about the media, the press? Did you try to get people to view what Sihanouk said with 

some perspective? 

 

HAVERKAMP: I don't know that we ever made a conscious effort to do that. We were always 

interested in what he told them. He certainly would make an effort to charm them and appear to 

be very frank with them. Remember this was before the days of spin doctors. We tried to be 

objective while stressing developments and ideas 

favorable to us. 

 

Q: I guess what I am trying to say is that after a while you got used to Sihanouk spouting off at 

the mouth. It certainly could raise the blood pressure in any red blooded American. The 
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newspapermen would just come in and out and report this and make things even more difficult 

for us in dealing with Cambodia. Did you ever try to put the newspaper people or other media 

people in the picture and say, "Okay, you have to understand this man does this sort of thing 

but...?" 

 

HAVERKAMP: Oh, yes. But it was hopeless. We were very aware that for Sihanouk the truth 

wasn't what happens, the truth wasn't what the newspapers say about it on him. He had people 

scanning newspapers from all over the world. If he ever found an article about himself he didn't 

like, he would get up and make a speech denouncing that country. It happened all the time. 

Sometimes people would, in an amusing kind of way, say that if you want to drive this guy 

around the bend all you do is plant newspaper stories around the world and he would go stark 

raving mad. 

 

I remember one of the problems that came up while we were there was that his son Ranariddh, 

who seemed to be the most rational and intelligent of his children, went to the United States on 

an official visit. Some newspaper here said that this is the favorite son of the Prince who will 

succeed him. Sihanouk immediately became hysterical and said that another son who was 12 or 

13 years old was his chosen successor and he was sending him to live with the Zhou En-lais in 

Beijing. 

 

Q: Did you feel you were in the center of anything? 

 

HAVERKAMP: I didn't feel that the embassy could make any worthwhile difference. I think 

embassies have two functions, to understand and defend your country's interests any place you 

are. But you have to do that in a local context. When you misread the local context you are going 

to be less effective in trying to persuade people to do what we would like them to do in our 

interest and Washington would not be receiving accurate and realistic information on which to 

base policy. In other words, the war in Vietnam was not going to be lost because of Cambodia. 

Sihanouk had to judge what was going on in Vietnam, not for sentimental reasons or idealistic 

reasons or whatever, but on a very clear understanding of how the power equation in Vietnam 

was working out and who was going to come out on top and how he was going to have to 

accommodate himself to them to keep them from taking any more of his country. He looked to 

China as his big protector against the Vietnamese and not the United States, because he did not 

believe that we were going to win. To me at that time it would have been inconceivable that if 

we decided to go in with the number of troops and weapons and the commitment that we made 

there that we would not have prevailed. 

 

Q: So at this point which you might call sort of a hinge time just before we really came in with 

full might, you left. 

 

HAVERKAMP: When I was in Cambodia there were 16,000 Americans in Vietnam and they 

were advisers, although we had people flying in AT6s with Vietnamese "observers". Early in the 

Johnson administration after Tonkin we made our big commitment. 

 

Q: That was an early Air Force trainer. 
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HAVERKAMP: Yes. They used them as attack planes in Vietnam. Kennedy was assassinated in 

1963 and in 1964 Tonkin Gulf happened around the time I left. 

 

 

 

JAMES G. LOWENSTEIN  

Staff of Senate Foreign Relations Committee 

Washington, DC (1967-1974) 

 

Ambassador James G. Lowenstein joined the Foreign Service in 1950. He served 

in France before joining the U.S. Navy in 1953. He reentered the Foreign Service 

in 1957. His career included positions in Ceylon (Sri Lanka), Yugoslavia, 

Luxembourg, and Washington, DC. Ambassador Lowenstein was interviewed by 

Ambassador Dennis Kux on June 6, 1994. 

 

LOWENSTEIN: Now the meetings with Sihanouk, when we first went there, were very 

interesting because in those meetings, Sihanouk kept saying, "Look, I know that you are 

bombing Cambodia. It is perfectly okay with me. You go ahead and bomb the North Vietnamese 

and Cambodia all you like. Just don't say anything about it, I won't say anything about. For God's 

sake just shut up. Forget all this compromising my neutrality business, it is okay, but just keep 

quiet." 

 

Mansfield had a strongly held view that Sihanouk was the only one in Cambodia who could hold 

things together. Part of his irate reaction to the war in Vietnam was as a result of its extension to 

Cambodia with the result that Sihanouk was toppled from office. I personally don't think the US 

had anything to do with replacing Sihanouk, but the fact is that what we were doing in Vietnam 

created an environment in which it was possible for those who wanted to topple Sihanouk to do 

so on the theory that they would then be supported by the United States, because they claimed 

that they were going to pursue the war more aggressively than Sihanouk had. Mansfield felt that 

Cambodia was doomed the minute Sihanouk was overthrown and, indeed, he was right. I agreed 

with him. It was very easy to see that that would happen. 

 

Q: What were his relations with Johnson? 

 

LOWENSTEIN: His relations with Johnson were okay. I mean, they agreed to disagree over 

Vietnam. 

 

***  

 

Q: Did you go around and get briefings in Washington? 

 

LOWENSTEIN: No, we didn't do much of that. Then, of course, there was the journalist part of 

it, how facts would emerge that were not the product of analysis. The most dramatic, I suppose, 

was how we discovered all the illegal air operations in Cambodia which was the subject of the 

report of April, 1973. Now we had gone to the embassy and been assured that the embassy had 

no role in these operations and that it was somebody else, the Cambodians, the Thais, or our 
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imagination. It wasn't happening. I was off interviewing a POW in French, that is a Khmer 

Rouge POW in a prison camp, to see what he had to say about what was going on. That is also 

the kind of thing that we would do. Dick was wandering around downtown Phnom Penh with a 

lady journalist from either the AP or UPI who had a radio, a five dollar pocket transistor radio. 

She said, "Listen, do you want to hear something interesting?" She turned on her pocket radio 

and there were American pilots talking to an American air controller. We knew from all of our 

experience in dealing with air operations in other places what these call signs meant. What they 

meant was that the embassy was vectoring the fighters. It was as evident as it could be. 

Furthermore, the radio's range made it impossible to argue that we were listening to Thailand. 

We were listening to a plane that was fifteen miles away. 

 

So we went in and confronted the embassy, and you will see this not only in the report, but in the 

appendix to the second volume of Henry Kissinger's memoirs there is an account of this and the 

problems between us and Tom Enders, who was then DCM in Cambodia. So, we went back to 

the embassy and said, "Now look, this is what we understand from what we heard from a 

transistor radio and other things and these are our conclusions just looking at the facts." The 

answer was, "It is none of your business." 

 

So, we sent Senator Symington, who was chairman of the relevant Subcommittee, a message 

through the embassy saying, "Here is what we found. This is what the embassy tells us. Our view 

is that we shouldn't leave here until the embassy gives us a briefing on exactly what they are 

doing, which was a violation of law, incidentally, and exactly what the air operation situation is 

here." We got back a telegram from Symington saying, "Wait right there, I will straighten this 

out." So we waited there, through a couple of nights of bombing raids, incidentally, in which we 

were taken out of our hotel to the basement of the embassy along with all the other Americans. 

 

Symington went to the Secretary of Defense and didn't get any place; went to the Secretary of 

State and didn't get any place. And, as I recall, he finally went to the President and said, "This is 

what these guys say, this is what the law says, this is what this Committee is considering in terms 

of legislation and they are going to stay out there until they get the briefing." So after about four 

days, we finally got our briefing and that is what led to a huge legislative brouhaha that really 

meant the end of these illegal air operations in Cambodia. 

 

While we were waiting, incidentally, I attended a dinner given by the American press at which 

they drugged my soup with hashish and I was unconscious for 48 hours. So it was just as well 

that we had to wait because as I said to somebody...in fact we were invited to the French 

embassy, the French Ambassador there was an old friend of mine and invited us over to dinner. I 

said, "Look, I can come to dinner, but I can't eat anything except some soup and you will have to 

forgive me for having a hand that shakes so much but this is what happened to me." He said, 

"Don't worry about it, the same thing happened to me the day before the Secretary of State for 

Foreign Affairs arrived and I couldn't even stand up when he got off the plane." 

 

I'm trying to think of other incidents where facts were brought to light by accident rather than by 

analysis. Fragging was one, air operations over Cambodia was another. Well, there were a lot of 

them but they don't seem to come to mind. Military briefings were very informative because all 

kinds of things were said that were so obviously not true that you could tell what was being 
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covered up by what was being said. It was a very curious thing. Dick had been in the military for 

a short time. I had been in the military for three and a half years and had been to a lot of staff 

briefings and had to do a lot of briefing myself. And I had been all through the Naval War 

College routine. So I had a pretty good sense of military presentation and military vocabulary 

since the military had this wonderful habit of inventing words to cover things that they don't 

want to say, so they use another word. "Terminate with extreme prejudice," of course, would be 

the great example. Although that was a CIA term, it could have been a military term. So it was 

very easy for me at a military briefing to figure out exactly what they were saying. Whereas, 

someone who hadn't had a long exposure to the military, would have found it a bit more difficult. 

 

The week before we invaded Cambodia, Dick and I were sitting in a hearing and I think Rogers 

was testifying. It was on the subject of what we were going to do in Cambodia. After the hearing 

finished, I remember we went to Fulbright and said, "There is something going on out there and 

we think we should go." So we went. By the time we got to Hong Kong, it became even more 

clear. The next morning we got on a plane and ended up in Vietnam. The following morning we 

found ourselves in a helicopter from a base in western Vietnam with the general who was 

directing the invasion of Cambodia. We actually went in with the troops and watched these guys 

crossing the border and running through Cambodian territory. Now, of course, when you do 

things like this...and we did a lot of things like this, a lot of things in helicopters, motor bikes, 

etc. -- when the military says that they are only shelling or bombing military targets and that 

there has been no "collateral" civilian injuries and you have been in a helicopter over the place 

that has been leveled, this kind of claim is not only patently absurd, but demonstratively untrue. 

And this was the kind of thing that the military kept getting themselves into. A tremendous 

pressure to produce results that led to tremendous distortions of the truth. My own theory is that 

this is how the United States got into all this trouble in the first place because the civilian leaders 

in Washington kept getting reports from the military that weren't true. And they didn't seem to 

have any way of going behind them and finding out what was really going on. So they were 

getting a distorted picture. 

 

So, it led me to conclude that whenever you get into something like this, the executive branch, 

especially the White House, ought to have its own independent investigatory group that would 

make sure that the President and the Secretaries of State and Defense were really getting the facts 

and not just the results of military reports being passed up the chain of command with no 

checking within that chain of command. 

 

***  

 

Let me give you an example on the third point. The way we discovered that the 

United States had illegally trained some Cambodians who were alleged to be native soldiers was 

that we were walking along a street and ran into one of these guys. I can't remember whether it 

was Dick or whether it was me, but one of us said to this fellow in French something like, 

"Where is the hotel?" Instead of answering in French, the guy said, "Say again, sir?" Well, it 

didn't take a genius to know where he had learned that phrase and it wasn't in the Cambodian 

army because we weren't training the Cambodian army at that point. So that is an example. And 

then we discovered that these were the Khmer Krom, who had been in Vietnam, who had been 

shipped over. These were Khmers who were basically Vietnamese who were part of the South 
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Vietnamese army who had been trained by the Americans. So that is the way you find out that 

kind of thing. 

 

Q: You tell in an earlier session how you found in Phnom Penh through somebody's girlfriend 

who was listening to a radio... 

 

LOWENSTEIN: Well, she wasn't somebody's girl friend, she was a well known correspondent, 

Sylvana Foa, who today, incidentally, as we speak is the UN High Commissioner for Refugees 

spokesperson. She was then a UPI correspondent. I went through that incident before. 

 

Q: Yes, but that was by chance. 

 

LOWENSTEIN: That's by chance. Let's take the using as many sources as possible part of it. 

When we were trying to find out exactly how many sorties we were flying over Laos and 

Cambodia, and who was flying them, the information was not given to us. I can't remember 

whether this was on security grounds or they didn't know, or the records aren't kept here, or it is 

none of your business, or we need authority from Washington, or whatever it was. But we didn't 

get it. When we stopped in CINCPAC, we were around there for two or three days and at some 

point somebody said to us, "You know, we have this fantastic computer and it logs in every 

single sortie in Indochina. It has an account of exactly when the pilot takes off, where he is 

going, what he has done and when he gets back." We said, "Well, that is interesting, we would 

like to see that." So they said, "Sure, sure, it is marvelous, you will be impressed." They took us 

into a big room and there was the computer. We said, "Well, just as a test case, what if we asked 

you what sorties had been flown in Laos last month." The guy said, "No problem." He punched a 

sheet and out came a map of Laos with every sortie listed. As I recall we went through all of the 

sorties in Laos and probably Cambodia as well. That is where the figures come from in the report 

that we did on the subject. They came from the CINCPAC computer. Now those guys who were 

sitting off in a room far removed from the theater of operation, knew more than anyone else in 

the world, except the Pentagon to which they sent their reports back. They knew much more than 

anybody in the theater in Vietnam or Okinawa. 

 

Q: They didn't know that the Pentagon didn't want you to know? 

 

LOWENSTEIN: And they didn't know that. There was another interesting incident in CINCPAC 

where we were trying to find out military assistance figures. We were trying to find them out 

without much success. We were at dinner one night with someone and he brought along a friend 

of his. This fellow said, "Meet Frank so-and-so from the comptroller's office in the Pentagon. 

Frank plays the computer the way Paderewski plays the piano." We said, "Oh, that's interesting. 

Since you can play the computer, can you pull up the figures on exactly how this military 

program works, what the funding is, the commitments were, where it came from, etc.?" Again 

we got the whole story. Now this fellow did know what we were supposed to be told and what 

we weren't to be told and that, of course, was something that we were supposed to be told 

because that was a congressional authorization. The fact is, nobody else knew how to do it. He 

also explained how this stuff was presented in order to meet various legislative restrictions on 

amounts, conditions, etc. So, indeed, he did know how to play the computer like Paderewski 

plays the piano. And the point is, that was where you get the information. It wasn't as available 
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as easily anyplace else. 

 

Q: One thing that puzzled me in your congressional discussions is the fact that you were later 

hired by Kissinger. It was my recollection that this was regarded, although you said it wasn't 

partisan, as a highly anti-administration effort trying to undermine the effort in Vietnam, etc. 

And you guys were very effective because of the things that you turned up, concrete incidences in 

which the administration was caught out, not telling the whole story. How come you got hired? 

 

LOWENSTEIN: I really can't answer that question. All I know is that when I went in to see 

Fulbright and said that I was going to leave and that I thought I would go to a business school or 

something, he said, "Well, I am seeing Kissinger tomorrow, do you want me to ask him whether 

he would like to have you back in the Foreign Service?" I said, "Well, sure ask him, see what he 

thinks." And I was told that the reaction was very favorable. At that point Eagleburger was 

working for Kissinger and made the same check and said that Kissinger would be delighted to 

have me back. In fact he wanted me to work on speeches. 

 

Q: It still surprises me. 

 

LOWENSTEIN: Well, I like to think it's because he thought the reports were really very good 

and some of them weren't criticizing the administration. The first Cambodian report in fact said 

that we thought the Cambodians really were worth supporting and we never in any report 

implied that the invasion had made inevitable a Khmer Rouge victory. What we did say was that 

it had driven the Khmer Rouge further into Cambodia because they had to get out of where they 

were as the US forces went across the border. So they were geographically in a deeper 

penetration than they had been in some ways. They were always along the Thai border and the 

Vietnamese border, but there was some movement into places they hadn't been before. Our 

argument on the Cambodian invasion was that there hadn't been any true consultation with the 

Congress, which there was supposed to have been and that militarily it seemed to us that it would 

prolong the war in Vietnam. If you go back and look at that first Cambodian report and the press 

reports on that first Cambodian report, you will see that in fact the administration used it as an 

argument that even we had agreed with them on certain things that they were saying about it. 
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Q: Today is the 2
nd

 of December, 1999. Mark, you came back in January 1968, and you were on 

the Laos-Cambodia Desk- 

 

PRATT: -until 1973. Again, a five-year assignment. 

 

Q: When you came back in 1968, could you give a feel for where Laos and Cambodia were in the 

Washington complex? Had the Vietnam War sort of almost overwhelmed this area, or was there 

a substantial group looking at this and figuring out what to do about it? 

 

PRATT: Well, obviously by 1968 the emphasis had been on Vietnam for some time, but Laos 

and Cambodia, the office of which was located right across the hall from the Vietnam Desk, was 

obviously very much involved in what was going on in Vietnam. In many cases, as I discussed 

earlier, there were efforts certainly to try to keep them somewhat separate and to try not to 

militarize, shall we say, the situation in Laos and Cambodia the way it was being increasingly 

done in Vietnam. 

 

Q: Could you describe a little bit of the structure in the Department of State, where you fit in, 

and then we'll talk about the issues? 

 

PRATT: Well, of course, this changed several times during the time that I was there, but there 

was, of course, under the assistant secretary, a deputy assistant secretary who handled Indochina, 

and I think that that was only Indochina, French Indochina, that is. And then the other deputy 

would handle the Southeast Asia or China or Japan. The biggest office was called the Vietnam 

Working Group, rather than just the Vietnam Desk, because of course it was also working on 

North Vietnam as well as South Vietnam, and it was seeing this as also an operation which had 

to include more about what the Defense Department was doing and then of course later on what 

the negotiations in Paris were all about, or even pre-Paris, the concept of negotiations which at 

that time was already being urged by Harriman on Johnson. 

 

Q: What were you doing? Start at the beginning. I'm sure it evolved and changed. 

 

PRATT: Well, in the beginning I was the deputy office director on the Laos side. There was an 

office director, and he had two sections under him, one Laos, one Cambodia. I was sort of the 

action officer on Lao matters. The head of the office was Tom Corcoran, who had his own 

experience in Hanoi before in the 1950s and also in Cambodia and Laos, so he was a well-

grounded hand for Indochina. 

 

Q: Oh, yes. One of our earliest oral histories was with Tom. 

 

PRATT: I see. Well, Tom was a very good, savvy officer who knew the substance and was 

concerned about being as effective as we could be, and he was not carried away by any of the 

particular enthusiasms of the morning. 

 

Q: Well, this is one of the things. Talking about enthusiasms, did you have the feeling where you 

were that one of the things we had to do was to almost sit on the CIA because, as we've talked 

about before, Laos had such a major CIA establishment there by that time? 
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PRATT: No - 

 

Q: Talk about the relationship. 

 

PRATT: Well, the relationship was basically that we felt that there was no chance or very little 

chance of doing what was best for Laos and Cambodia; we merely had to avoid the worst. And 

this, I think, is something which many officers in the Foreign Service gradually come around to 

realizing is the primary function of experts in the foreign affairs side when they look at what the 

elected representatives of the United States will be doing, and therefore how do you minimize 

the damage? How do you keep things from getting worse? So that was our approach. And the 

biggest threat did not come from the CIA. The CIA was already being slapped around by the 

military in Vietnam. It was already waning. All the operations which they had previously done - 

and done fairly well - in the Highlands, and I knew some of the people in Saigon who had been 

involved in those efforts, just as I knew some of the people in Laos, many of whom on the CIA 

side I thought were very savvy and very effective . . . So no, we did not really consider the CIA 

to be the major part of the problem. We sometimes considered some of the leaders - I mean, 

Shackley would have done things, and Devlin also. 

 

Q: Robert Shackley. 

 

PRATT: Shackley and then also Devlin, who went out there at that time. Some of these persons 

were being too responsive to the pressures put on the CIA by the military, by the Pentagon, to 

accomplish what we considered to be excessively "adventurist," activities, wasting and damaging 

the assets which we felt we had in Vang Pao and elsewhere in Laos. So it was really the 

militarization of the conflict in Vietnam and the lack of understanding of what the military 

problem in Vietnam really was. I'm sure when you've interviewed a lot of people who had been 

in Vietnam, many of them will be blaming the political leaders for not permitting this, for not 

permitting that, handling the military incorrectly, and the whole concept of the Vietnam 

"complex" within the military is something which I think certainly deserves much more attention 

and a much better look than it's ever gotten and probably ever will get, because the military is, I 

think, not very good in examining itself and in understanding its own shortcomings. Obviously, a 

lot of our political leaders deserve their criticism as well. I do think that Lyndon Johnson was 

very ineffective in having a good foreign policy, and I think he kept on Dean Rusk, primarily 

because he liked his Southern accent, far longer than Dean Rusk should have been there. I think 

in addition to that his handling of the military - because most Southerners, you know, generally 

have nothing but the greatest of confidence in military people, despite the Robert E. Lee's idea of 

what they are trying to get in their generals. And so I think that our biggest problem was really 

trying to have knowledge about the area and knowledge about the people involved, knowledge 

about how things were set up, and a feel for the people there that was almost totally lacking in 

the American military. I don't think that's necessarily true for some of the top civilians in the 

Department of Defense. We had some very, very good people, particularly later on, when 

President Nixon was in. I think Secretary of Defense Mel Laird was really a very, very good 

Secretary of Defense and had in his ISA office a group of very, very competent people. And of 

course nobody can fault Elliott Richardson as a Secretary of Defense, either. 
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Q: You came there just as the Tet Offensive was hitting? 

 

PRATT: Yes, I was in Washington when the Tet Offensive hit. 

 

Q: You were in the bureau. How was this perceived when it started and as it developed. 

 

PRATT: Well, of course, it was perceived primarily as an aspect of the political situation within 

the United States and the relationship between the government and journalists, which were both, 

of course, we thought, being rather badly handled. And one of the reasons for their being 

relatively badly handled is that they were being handled as part of an attempt to manipulate 

rather than as, let's say, getting a good policy which is going to be effective and then letting the 

chips fall were they may. It was already the beginning of, shall we say, "spin" running programs. 

And I think this is in part what some of the military complain about, but the point is they played 

their own role in this, to my mind. And what some of the most dishonest people giving the worst 

reports back as to what was going on were in the military. That goes from Westmoreland in 

particular. We all hoped that Abrams would turn this around, but he didn't. 

 

Q: Well, this, of course, is one of the basic problems with the military, in that it's in the culture 

that they have to give a positive view of what they're doing, rather than say, "We're losing." 

 

PRATT: That's right. 

 

Q: I think I've mentioned before during part of this period, 18 months from 1969 to 1970, I was 

consul general in Saigon. I would get these military briefings as I would travel around, and these 

were sort of well-rehearsed, canned briefings which were all supposed to show that I, the officer, 

and the command that's doing whatever it is, is doing a good job, even if it's not their fault that 

the job isn't being done well. 

 

PRATT: That's right. I quite agree. Now I, of course, was under the influence, when I was Laos, 

of the John Paul Vann school as well as the CIA school, because these persons, whom I would 

see most when I would go to Saigon as well as, of course, seeing my fellows in the embassy, and 

I visited a former colleague of mine who was with me together in Laos, Tom Barnes, who was in 

Ben Lam. And I visited him up there and ran into John Paul Vann [Ed: see Neil Sheehan, A 

Bright Shining Lie: John Paul Vann and American in Vietnam], who came in, and so forth. And 

there was no question but that the persons who knew Vietnam best were persons who could have 

found much better solutions than those which the military adopted when they came steaming in. 

For example, their concern about a field of fire going up a road there meant that they would chop 

down rubber plantations. Okay, well this alienated not only the French planters but it alienated 

all their workers because it destroyed their livelihood. And there they were trying to fight a war 

in which they required the support of the people they were dealing with, and they did the very 

things which destroyed the support of the very people they needed. So we felt that this was one 

of the biggest problems, and I know that the military thinks that they are merely in an 

engineering-type approach, dealing with matter and not dealing with human beings, and they 

don't think that that's part of their job, just as they don't think that, say, pacification or anything 

of that sort is part of their job. 
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Well, you can imagine what would have happened if you had tried to tell Eisenhower that when 

he had to deal with the French and they were invading France and had to say "To hell with all the 

French." Come on, you can't do that. Or for example, you've got McCloy and you say, "You 

don't have anything to do in Germany. The army has defeated Germany; now we turn it over to 

the Department of the Interior." You know, come on, the American military has been able for 

centuries to do the task which it's called upon to do. It's only now that they're saying, "Listen, 

you elected people have no right to tell us to do anything we don't want to do." And I think this 

was the major mentality, and one sees it still. I mean, everybody is saying how marvelous 

General Colin Powell was and how he restored everything form the disastrous . . . how 

marvelously he helped us recover from the Vietnam syndrome. Well, I think not. I think what 

we're seeing now in Kosovo and elsewhere is the continuation of the military's concept that it is 

what decides is supposed to be done and it's going to take any war that they're given and try to 

turn it into the war that they like. And that's why, of course, we continue to have the American 

military able to fight a big Soviet invasion from Eastern Europe into Western Europe. Richard 

Pearle yesterday was saying that he thought that it was appalling the way we're now developing 

all of our equipment basically designed to fight a Soviet invasion. And the procurement timing is 

many years, and therefore, by the time any of this stuff is produced, even if it might have made 

sense at the time it was started, does not make any sense. And there's no effort on the part of 

either the President or the Secretary of Defense to try to shorten procurement time to keep up 

with the very rapid change of technology. Well, the military, I think, is very much that way. It's 

very set in its way and believes that it should tell the civilians what war is, who the enemy ought 

to be, what they are supposed to do about them. 

 

Well this was our major problem about Laos and Cambodia, particularly Laos. Later on, of 

course, in 1970, the big problem was the invasion of Cambodia. That was, of course, one of the 

crucial things which called me off from doing time in my Laos work to doing also Cambodian 

work. And this is a time when- 

 

Q: About the spring of 1970. 

 

PRATT: -the spring of 1970 - and this is when Rogers also asked for the formation of a special 

working group on Cambodia, to look at various aspects of this. This is just when, of course, 

Kissinger was grabbing a hold of things from his point of view and changing the whole structure 

of how the Asian approach was done. 

 

Q: Well, I'd like to go back again. Let's talk about 1968, maybe to the spring of 1970. We're 

talking about your perspective at that time, and we're talking about the military. Now, by this 

time, the American military had had thousands of officers of various ranks serving as advisors. 

Serving in Vietnam you almost had to, even though it was a relatively short tour, get your ticket 

punched to move on. So I would have thought that you would have had the feeling that there was 

a pretty solid cadre of people who knew Vietnam in the military - or were they so isolated that it 

didn't seem to give you that type of expertise? 

 

PRATT: Well, I think that they were also shifted. And of course the ethos was such that those 

who did know anything about it were generally sidelined. As you know, the whole concept of 

command was such that people had to go in there with a particular type of command, and then 
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once they punched that ticket, then they were rotated out. 

 

Q: It was six months. There were usually two assignments in a year, which was a disaster. 

 

PRATT: Well the point is that also they were not highly valued for acquiring the knowledge and 

abilities which were required by the situation. They were highly valued for the way in which 

they could deal with Tan Son Nhut Air Base. I think if anybody in the future looks to see what 

the ratio was between - what do they call it? - nose - and tail? - that the tail, of course, was 

wagging this dog very early on, and the enormous layers, and the enormous bureaucracy of Tan 

Son Nhut Air Base - 

 

Q: You're talking about the Pentagon - 

 

PRATT: Pentagon-MAC-V headquarters there at the airport. 

 

Q: It was huge. 

 

PRATT: Which was huge, and which, of course, the military ran this for the benefit of 

themselves. And all the people who were also working on this, in large, large numbers in 

Washington, viewed this as their way - though some of them would say, in a cynical way, "Good 

Lord, if we keep this up, maybe we can turn this from a two-promotion war into a three-

promotion war." Then again, they would say, "Let's go off and make our inspection tour leaving 

the 28
th
 of this month and we'll come back on the 3

rd
 and we'll be able to get two months' combat 

pay." So they were viewing this war as part of their fiefdom, part of their way of getting 

something for themselves. This was no longer a concept of trying to win the war we had, even 

trying to understand the war and the enemy that we had. Now, admittedly, I think that certainly 

President Johnson was no great help. I mean there are some things that . . . Pulling a cheap trick 

like the Tonkin Gulf incident, if that is indeed what it was, was something which does nobody 

any good. Saying that he's going to fight this war without raising taxes, without putting any kind 

of strain on anybody - this also is no way to fight a war. 

 

Q: Including not drafting people in colleges and all of that in order to keep the pressure off the 

middle class. 

 

PRATT: No, you have to enlist the people rather than viewing them as the enemy. And we 

created not just the enemy in Hanoi; we created an enemy in the United States - by the way, in 

which we did not handle what this war really was. Now I think that in many ways it was a much 

more laudable war in that it was very much concerned to avoid too many casualties, one of the 

first times we ever considered that as part of what we were doing, but we were avoiding 

casualties of the enemy as well as for the U.S. for the benefit of the U.S. electorate, not for the 

benefit of the war that we were involved in. And in addition to that, we were trying to help 

escape what this war really was by coming up with mythology like that of Dean Rusk saying, 

"This is part of the world Communist movement, and it's all run out of Moscow, and everything 

we do in Vietnam is hurting the leaders in Moscow and the leaders in Peking who are in the 

chain of command from Moscow down to Hanoi, and from Hanoi down, of course, to Saigon." 

So I think that the concern to fight this as a creation for public relations and media purposes, 
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rather than seeing it as something that was a factual question and a problem which we had to first 

understand better ourselves and then to try to explain it better - this is, I think, also the fault of 

the top leadership. And obviously poor President Johnson was very badly trained to see this, and 

he did not have, I think, advisors of the caliber of, let's say, General Marshall and other people of 

the Second World War period who could have given him much better advice. Bunker was not 

bad, but Lodge was a disaster. 

 

Q: Mark, going back to this time when you were there - in the first place, what was the feeling at 

that time, by you and your influence group, that you were influencing - you know, I mean your 

working group that you were dealing with this? I mean, what you said now, was that apparent, 

and how well did you think that the Department of State, through the Foreign Service and maybe 

other experts brought in, was serving the cause or not serving the cause? We're talking about 

1968 to the spring of 1970. 

 

PRATT: Well, the talks in Paris had started, and Laos was one of the subjects which was 

occasionally included in that. We were not against holding the talks. In fact, we thought they'd 

probably be useful, and that, of course, was a small part of the problem which we were playing a 

more direct role in, and therefore we were encouraged to spend more time working on that than 

on, for example, what the military were actually doing. There was not much advice from the 

State Department asked for by the Department of Defense. The American military have never 

been very terribly fond of political advisors. I mean, they say they want them, and they try to get 

them to sit in a corner of the room and not interfere in what they would call their military 

matters. They are not quite as bad, perhaps, as doctors or lawyers, but they do feel they have a 

profession, and while I'm quite prepared to admit that they do, I think they occasionally 

misunderstand, as some doctors do, that they have to deal with the whole patient, the whole 

problem, and not just that part of it which they would like to have it limited to. So we did indeed 

feel that what we were trying to do was constrain them as best we could, and obviously by the 

time when President Nixon came in in January of 1969, we felt that there was perhaps a better 

chance of having an influence go from the political level to the military level and have the 

military understand better what its real problem was. However, we did not see that this took 

place that rapidly, because everybody else was sort of deferring to the military and its concept of 

what their war was. And of course they were chafing at the bit because they kept feeling that 

they were being kept from doing things which, as a military, they ought to be able to do, at the 

same time that they felt they couldn't criticize these decisions because they came from the lawful 

commander-in-chief. So everybody was very unhappy with what was going on: we because we 

thought the military did not understand what it really ought to be doing - and many of us were 

very much in favor of having direct pressure applied to Hanoi and doing effective measures such 

as bombing the rail lines into North Vietnam, blockading the ports, as was done to save the 

Christmas bombing - 

 

Q: Of Haiphong. 

 

PRATT: But the problem we had there was that at every point Dean Rusk would go in and say, 

"Ah, the Chinese are still just acting as agents of Moscow, and they're all together in this, and if 

we try anything above such-and-such, then the Chinese will invade, as they did in Korea." And 

we were saying, "Come on, the Vietnamese would never want the Chinese in," because the old 
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saying of Ho Chi Minh, that it's better to be in French shit for a few years than in Chinese shit for 

centuries. So we did not see the Russian and Chinese connection the way in which some of the 

political figures at the top were apparently presenting it. 

 

Q: What was the East Asian Bureau called in those days? 

 

PRATT: East Asia. It was before they added the Pacific. 

 

Q: In the view of the professionals - not of Dean Rusk, but in the view of the professionals - you 

did not see China as ready to move across the Yalu into North Vietnam and come down and 

attack. 

 

PRATT: Definitely not. We saw even the strains between the Chinese, who were building the 

roads in Northern Laos, and the Vietnamese, and how the Vietnamese wanted that road 

construction from the point of view of having supplies come in, but they did not want a large 

Chinese presence. At that time already, as you know, or later on perhaps, we were trying - and 

certainly the minute that Nixon came in we were trying - to get the China connection going in a 

separate way from the way in which it had been viewed by Dean Rusk, as merely a spin-off from 

the Vietnam one. Fortunately, President Nixon himself had already seen the importance of 

China. He had written about it in 1967, I believe it was. 

 

Q: A Foreign Affairs article. 

 

PRATT: The Foreign Affairs article, yes. So we realized, although he put India there instead of 

Japan or whatever it was, nonetheless he had recognized the importance in Asia of China, and we 

figured at some point we therefore would be able to have a more sensible China policy and not 

necessarily trying to split China away from Vietnam, because we were sure that China would 

continue to support the unification of Vietnam, because that, of course, was ideologically 

connected with their concern about Taiwan. Therefore, that was not something that we could do; 

however, we could expect Peking not so support Ho Chi Minh's desire for the creation of the 

greater Indochinese state, in which Vietnam would rule Laos and Cambodia and Thailand. 

 

Q: Well, now, I take it from what you are saying that your view and the view of others was a 

feeling that the Johnson-Rusk administration was by this time a spent force and maybe had gone 

down the wrong track and that you looked forward to the Nixon Administration. Of course, 

Kissinger was an unknown quantity at that time. 

 

PRATT: That's right, and certainly unknown for Asia, and insofar as known at all for Asian 

matters, shall we say, it was China that he was considered to be not very well informed about. I 

had friends from Harvard who ridiculed Kissinger's approach to China. He went to them and 

asked for briefings, and he said "Maybe I will take all afternoon to talk about China." And at the 

end one of them turned to the other and said, "Well, he does not know much about China, does 

he?" And he said, "He did not express the right views about China." And the other one said, "He 

didn't even ask the right questions about China." So Kissinger has been very good, I think, as his 

own publicist, but no one had very much knowledge of what he might do, despite the fact that he 

had made several trips to Vietnam, and some people say that he did ask some of the right 
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questions there. 

 

Q: When it happened, how was the Nixon-Rogers connection, this new administration? Did you 

have a feeling it was taking hold and beginning to do some of the right things? 

 

PRATT: Well, we learned very early on that it was Kissinger who would be grabbing hold. Of 

course, we knew that Nixon had his own views and was very much a key element in all of this, 

and therefore you could not really move without having some idea in your mind as to how his 

mentality would look at this problem. But nonetheless, it was Kissinger's emergence which 

startled, I think, Rogers. And very early on, of course, came to the attention of Elliott 

Richardson. If you can ever interview Elliott, I think you'll find that he'll be a very, very good 

source on what was going on there. But the minute Nixon came in, the State Department, basing 

itself on what Nixon had written and a bit of what he'd said about Asia, tried to start work going 

on China. And there was a speech, I think Rogers gave one in I've forgotten what the sequence 

was, but there was one by Rogers in Australia and another by Richardson in New York, which 

we sort of wrote and sort of suggested be given, which sort of tried to point to a maneuver 

concerning China. And of course, there was an immediate response from Kissinger and a 

directive from the White House that nobody should talk at all about China and this would be off 

limits. So then it became very clear that whenever something looked significant and important, 

that Kissinger would probably want to grab a hold of it. This also turned immediately, of course, 

to the Indochina situation. Kissinger grabbed a hold of that. 

 

Q: Well, did you all get hit by this flurry that Kissinger did on purpose of wanting position 

papers on everything of the State Department, which was according to everyone, including I 

think Kissinger, was basically designed to tie up the State Department while they went ahead 

with their own policy? 

 

PRATT: Well, yes, and in addition to that, the whole approach to the papers, in that you were 

expected to give your options, and they were supposed to go from the silly at the top to the silly 

at the bottom, and everything was always aimed for "option 3b" or something of the sort, which 

would be neither the high nor the low. 

 

Q: Well, the classic one was "abject surrender, nuclear war, or something in between." The 

something-in-between was always the one that . . . These could be gussied up, but basically that 

was how these things were designed. 

 

PRATT: So of course you spend your time spinning this, and these were often long papers, and 

they had generally very short time fuses. It was a little bit later, this time when I was involved in 

doing these, because we had to do even more than anybody else because we very quickly became 

first . . . the Vietnam Working Group was put under Bill Sullivan. Bill was not permitted to tell 

either the assistant secretary, Marshall Green, or Secretary Rogers what it was he was doing in 

many areas because he was considered to be working directly for Kissinger. That was when it 

was a Vietnam Working Group reporting directly to Kissinger. Then it was expanded- 

 

Q: The policy, was this before 1970. 
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PRATT: Yes, 1969. And then it was expanded to be the Indochina working group, so that Bill 

Sullivan, instead of being just the deputy assistant secretary-type setup, it was a separate office, 

and he was then put over the Laos and Cambodia, although Laos and Cambodia continued for a 

while to be still reporting to Marshall Green on some matters, and Marshall Green was kept in 

the loop for a while there. Then later on almost everything had to be handled through the 

Working Group, and as you know, that's a time when Kissinger was also establishing, or 

refurbishing, the inter-agency committees, and by that time the inter-agency committees were 

doing most of the work. That was the WSAG - the Washington Special Action Group - the Forty 

Committee, and the Senior Review Group. 

 

Q: At a certain point during this period we've blocked out, when you were in Laos and 

Cambodia, was it sort of understood that essentially you were working for Kissinger, and not for 

the State Department, and was there a Laos-Cambodia man or woman over in the NSC? 

 

PRATT: Yes. In fact, there was one for each. The Laos lost out; that is, the man of Cambodia 

was General Haig. General Haig sent his man, General Vessey, to Cambodia, and he tried to hold 

on to that. Of course, Kissinger was himself handling much of the Vietnam thing at that time, 

and the NSC tried to get into its hands Colonel Kennedy. 

 

Q: Richard Kennedy. 

 

PRATT: Richard Kennedy, yes, who was, of course, a deputy to Haig, and he wanted to be able 

to get a similar control over the Laos side of things and wished to have the Lao communications 

and all the rest of that be funneled through him, but the Defense Department said, "We are not 

involved in war in Laos. We won't touch it." CIA said, "Listen, we are doing the bidding of the 

U.S. Government, including the Department of State, in Laos, but we are not doing this as a 

regular CIA operation; therefore, we do not wish to be point man." 

 

Q: This was sort of disingenuous, wasn't it? 

 

PRATT: No, it wasn't. It was part of the internal U.S. Government bureaucratic fight. I 

remember when Laird went up to testify on Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia, he took Bill Sullivan 

and myself up there and said, "Well, of course, the Defense Department has nothing to do with 

Laos. If you want to ask questions about Laos, you ask the State Department." Because the 

fiction and, to a certain extent, the reality was that the American ambassador in Laos was 

running the operation, and whatever the CIA did, they did it at the behest of the American 

ambassador. If there was bombing in Laos, they had to go through the ambassador's office. You 

had your Mort Dworkin and so forth working as bombing officers. So Laird was very meticulous 

about this and said he would not be held responsible for this, that they did not have the command 

structure, they had no generals in Laos, and so on. This was part of the basic U.S. policy, which 

was to support Laos as an entity which should be considered as neutral as it could possibly be 

and could be returned to the neutral provisions of the Geneva Agreement. And therefore, this 

was something which got very down to the nitty-gritty of what policy should be. But the NSC 

didn't much like that, because it liked the Ollie North type approach. 

 

Q: Being in control of everything right at the center. 



 149 

 

PRATT: Well, primadonnaism - in other words, it's my country. In other words, it's not that there 

is a U.S. Government. These are all fiefdoms spinning off from Henry Kissinger, who distributed 

them as grand duchies to his various minions, and then they would try to use the other structure 

and play them off one against the other. It was very Byzantine, but as you'd guess from the way 

in which he had this Washington Special Action Group, Forty Committee, and Senior Review 

Group, with basically the same participants, and then different people would talk differently. If 

you got to the Forty Committee, then you'd have Richard Helms and probably Mitchell 

attending. 

 

Q: Helms was the head of CIA. Mitchell was - 

 

PRATT: Attorney general. So I would attend meetings on Laos, and because of the CIA role 

there, you'd have Helms. And because Helms was there, you had Mitchell. And then it would 

turn into the Senior Review Group, and it would be a different representative from the 

Department of State and so forth, but Hemming would always be in the chair, and he would 

generally walk in and say, "I've just talked to the President, and he believes we . . . " From there 

on. So this was a very different type organization. It was not from the President, who as you 

know was most reluctant to talk to many people, a very shy person, and therefore was delighted 

to deal with just one person and then feel that he had the real control going out in various areas. 

And Kissinger, of course, was very good in signaling both that he would do exactly what Nixon 

wanted and secondly in implying - even when it was not true - that he had just raised his own 

ideas with the President and the President supported them totally. 

 

Q: You are a Foreign Service officer, and in a way almost by instinct and by training, Foreign 

Service officers are supposed to figure out where power is in various countries where they serve 

and what buttons to push. I mean, was it pretty quickly apparent how this was working, and how 

were you, as a Laos officer, getting your . . . I mean, what were you doing in order to get what 

you wanted or what to get? Or was it all orders coming down to you? 

 

PRATT: Oh, no, no. So much of the orders, we tried to make sure that we drafted the orders we 

wanted to get. And it was networking that we did, and we developed, as backup to the inter-

agency approach, a network of people - and obviously when Person A was posted elsewhere, 

then we'd have to make sure that he introduced us well to the next person coming in - and we 

also had to work out something at our inter-agency level which we would then have to sell to 

other bosses. 

 

But we had some very bright people. We had, for example, Jerry Britten over in ISA, who could 

sell things to Laird. I mean he had access to Laird and would tell his immediate superior, and 

they had some pretty good ones. And we would generally try to I shan't say cook things, but we 

would try, since we were the ones who had the best knowledge, most detailed knowledge of what 

was going on, to try to make sure that we came up with, shall we say, the most sensible policies 

we could. For example, when we discovered that General Lavelle was bombing parts of the 

Chinese road - I was the one who detected that from some of the military traffic - we would then 

get to ISA. ISA got to Laird; Laird got to them, and they had the man fired, because to begin 

with he was manipulating an oversight in how some of the various lines on the map were drawn, 
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and he was anxious, of course, to avoid any kind of restriction on what he was doing, and from 

his point of view, if people that said that China was really running this whole thing or Moscow 

was running it using China, then obviously hit the Chinese. Well, that, of course, was just the 

time when we were trying to push to get our own dialogue going with the Chinese and say, 

"Listen, we can eventually agree at least on some things concerning Southeast Asia." So we, 

indeed, had our own little team, and we'd often get together just before some of the bigger 

meetings because the bigger meetings would generally include other people on Cambodia, other 

people on Vietnam, and so on, and therefore the Laos side would be I shan't say a sideshow, the 

way Willy Shawcross put it [Ed: Sideshow: Kissinger, Nixon and the Destruction of Cambodia] 

... and yet it was something where we knew that we had to be aware of what the big Vietnam 

questions were, because they'd be the things finely discussed. Then at the very end there might 

be a little fillip concerning what was going on in Laos. 

 

Q: Could you explain who Lavelle was? 

 

PRATT: Well, General John D. Lavelle was the general in charge of the Air Force engaging in 

operations in the Indochina sphere, and he was eventually removed and disciplined for violating 

his instructions. 

 

Q: He was up in Thailand. 

 

PRATT: He was in Thailand, yes. His was in Udorn, Thailand, which was the 7/13 Air Force 

headquarters for the Indochina area. 

 

Q: Well, in 1968 and 1970, what were your prime concerns, and how were things going as you 

saw them in Laos? 

 

PRATT: Our prime concerns were to try to keep the American military from doing things which 

would complicate unduly Souvanna Phouma's efforts to have Hanoi restrained by his actions 

with Moscow and Peking. In other words, his effort to convince both Moscow and Peking that he 

was not being un-neutral for, shall we say, bad reasons, from their point of view - that he would 

like to be as neutral as he could be and he wanted to Chinese to be involved, he wanted to have 

good relations between Laos and China. He believed that was important, and he could not do this 

if he appeared to be an American pawn. And therefore we had to have Laos look like something 

other than an area in which the American Government was just acting as though it was the 

colonial power and Souvanna Phouma was our puppet. This permitted him to remain on until he, 

of course, turned things over to his brother. 

 

But there was no need, we felt, for many of the incursions they wanted to do using American 

troops into Lao territory. We did not mind what the CIA was doing, which was trying to block 

certain guerilla operations - in other words, provided it was aimed at the Vietnamese. And 

similarly in the north, Vang Pao, and also in the far north, the other Thais up there. So that we 

considered to be far preferable to the way in which the American military operated. We therefore 

had to keep the Defense Department happy. As I say, the Defense Department at the upper level, 

particularly Mel Laird, was very sensitive to all this and for the most part not very well prepared 

to accept the more outrageous demands from MAC-V, you know, of widening the war just to be 
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able to widen it. So that was the major framework - trying to maintain Souvanna as best we 

could because we felt that it was valuable in itself, of all else, and we were very concerned, 

particularly when we had people like Bill Sullivan around, very concerned about the people of 

the country concerned, in trying to minimize the sufferings. We also, of course, had to do work a 

great deal on such things as the AID program for Laos. We supported the currency, so we'd go to 

the World Bank and IMF to work out supports for their exchange program. The second largest 

AID mission after Vietnam was in Laos. So we had across the board a whole range of things 

which we were trying to do, but the principal thing was to maintain the viability of Laos and to 

try to minimize the suffering of the people there, who were not actively involved against the U.S. 

- quite the contrary. And then to have against the Vietnamese use of Laos the kind of operations 

which would cause the minimum concern for Souvanna. Souvanna said that if you're hitting 

against the Vietnamese and it's clearly against the Vietnamese, they say they're not in Laos, well, 

they can't say they've been hit and they can't blame me for that because they say they're not even 

there. 

 

So this is of course . . . we then permitted use of American Air Force in Vietnam and then 

operations in northern Laos in support of that. This is when we put in directional radar in the 

mountains of northern Laos, and of course we had Vang Pao and his people as our marvelous 

troops were extracting the airmen. They were operating throughout the western part of North 

Vietnam as well as in Laos to pick up pilots, and so we had a number of operations which we 

were trying to control to make sure they served the purposes which had been decided upon. And 

I must say that the American Air Force and military did a very great job in all of that. 

 

Q: Was there any concern in putting these directional radars - because later one of these ones 

was old and rotten - 

 

PRATT: That's right. 

 

Q: Was there any concern about the isolation and the protection? 

 

PRATT: Yes, a great deal, which is why, of course, this was something which we had to work 

out with Vang Pao and I think it was the father-in-law - because he had several wives, and it was 

the father of one of them who was the chief in the area in which we put in the first one. And so, 

yes, one had to make sure that we knew the terrain, that we knew what the assets were and 

making sure also that this would be something for which the Meo would also feel that they 

wanted to fight. 

 

Q: During this time, 1968-70, who was our ambassador in Laos? 

 

PRATT: Mac Godley up until 1973. [Ed: G. McMurtrie Godley, career Foreign Service officer 

presented his credentials on Jul 24, 1969 and left post on Apr 23, 1973.] So let's see. I'm trying to 

think. Bill Sullivan, of course, was for a while, and then he came back. 

 

Q: Did you have the feeling that the so-called "bombing officer," the operation there, was well 

under control, that they knew what they were about and this was not something where it might 

get out of hand, although you talked about the Air Force? 
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PRATT: We knew that there were efforts on the part of the Air Force to push the envelope, and 

they would be prepared to be far more understanding if bombs got close to an inhabited village 

than the bombing officer and the ambassador were. But any failure on that score would be 

something which could be laid at the ambassador's door, and if reports came in about that, then 

there was a remedy - not that we reprimanded him, but he knew that there were people back in 

Washington watching over this. And so even Mac Godley, who liked to be very much a 

generalissimo, was aware that he was sent out there with an organization back here which gave 

him his orders and that he was expected, if he didn't like them, to come in and request that they 

be changed. But not to violate them. And as you know, I think most Foreign Service officers are 

far more respectful of orders and will indeed go in and try to get them changed if they think 

there's something wrong with them, and will not just disobey them because they think they're 

crap. 

 

I think that's also for example when, say, they questioned even the loyalty, Foreign Service 

officers had generally been quite trustworthy from the point of view of loyalty, something that 

you cannot say for some of the military. 

 

Q: Well, now, in the body politic, this was the period of demonstrations and all. Did you feel any 

repercussions of the antiwar movement on the Laos operation at this particular time, or were 

you off to one side? 

 

PRATT: No, we were right in the middle of it. I went up and talked to people. For example, I 

went up and talked to Reischauer and others at Harvard. When I came to Providence, my current 

wife was married to somebody else, and she gave a party in which they included the usual 

academic types, most of them not knowing very much about Asia, not really caring very much 

about Asia, but they were very passionate about all of Indochina. And of course I would get it in 

the neck. But yes, the whole question of the reputation of the Vietnam War was very 

problematic, particularly in intellectual and political circles in the United States. Certainly not 

very much was being done successfully to handle that, and this was true particularly , in think, 

under the Johnson Administration, but even under the Nixon Administration, when the effort was 

indeed made and both Kissinger and Nixon, I think, made some very cogent arguments, 

nonetheless, the ferment was very much there. 

 

Q: Something we may have touched on before, but let's go to the 1968-70 period again. What 

was your feeling about the whole of our effort in Vietnam? Was this a worthy cause, or was this 

in American interests, and all that? 

 

PRATT: Well, I think we basically considered that this was one of the more, shall we say, 

principled wars that we were involved in. We were not fighting it from any narrow aspect of U.S. 

interest. We did not have a defense agreement with the Vietnamese people or anything of that 

sort. It was not part of a treaty organization like NATO. It was not right on our doorstep, and so 

forth. We were therefore doing it for relatively high-minded reasons, trying to prevent - just as 

we would have done, obviously, if East Germany had attacked West Germany. We would have 

had far more cogent reasons for intervening, but the point is we had the same reasons that we 

should have had for preventing Stalin from moving as far to the west as he did. And this, I think 
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was something which was in the minds of people, that we had let this take place in Eastern 

Europe and we shouldn't permit something similar to be done in Asia. I don't know whether that 

was what the French really felt they were doing; I'm sure some of the French did. Others, of 

course, really thought that the French had been merely involved in holding on to a colony for 

commercial and other reasons. But I don't think that that was what was in the minds of many of 

the French. La mission civilatrice is something which very much influenced the French as well. 

So the fact that the French couldnôt do it - well, if the French had not been able to prevent Stalin 

from moving in to take West Germany, then perhaps the U.S. ought to be involved. Well, I think 

that this was part of the mentality. Now it's one thing to say you have a laudable goal, but the 

next question is what are your chances of doing it and what is the means you may have to use to 

accomplish this. We thought those second two questions were not well addressed. We obviously 

had felt that the earlier period, immediately following the departure of the French, had been 

badly managed. 

 

Q: That was 1954-55. 

 

PRATT: 1954-55-56, when for example the earlier Geneva agreements, which we'd been 

somewhat involved in, they called for elections et cetera and polling for reunification. Now 

should those have been provisions in that agreement? Well, we weren't determining what was in 

that agreement. And should we have tried to find some better way of handling this afterwards in 

order to blunt the obvious intent of the Indochinese Communist Party in Hanoi to replace the 

French to begin with and maybe even to move on Thailand next, because there was a Thai aspect 

to the Indochinese Communist Party as it was formed in 1931, and Ho Chi Minh had his first 

assignment in Thailand, where he was an organizer. So how are we going to see the problem for 

what it is and then try to determine how we best can handle this? And this is something in which 

I don't think we did a very good job. 

 

Q: Well, now, let's turn to spring of 1970. In the first place, I can't remember the exact timing 

because there was this rather infamous attempt by the South Vietnamese to invade Laos - 

Operation Lam Son 719executed in February and March of 1971 or something. 

 

PRATT: Something of the sort, yes, and it was up in what was often called the Triangle area. 

 

Q: Did you get involved in that? The idea was that the South Vietnamese were going to go into 

Laos to block the Ho Chi Minh Trail, wasnôt that it? 

 

PRATT: That's right. 

 

Q: And Lam Son 719 or something like that was operating. I mean, you must have been involved. 

 

PRATT: We were, and we, of course, recommended against it, only the decision was made based 

upon MAC-V, that, one, it would be a great success and it would be something which nobody 

would really notice. Of course it was noticed, and it was not a great success. So this is precisely 

what, say, Bill Sullivan, of course, was, he thought, one of the best persons to give advice on this 

sort of thing. I believe he was still in Laos at that time, and he argued against it and really 

challenged MAC-V et cetera - that they had been engaged in this, that, and the other thing along 
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that area and had never been able to do very much, and the losses, not only Vietnamese but in 

American operations (because Americans were going in with the Vietnamese) - and the 

American losses would be totally out of whack with what they could expect to accomplish. And 

indeed, that's the way it turned out. So often when we make our recommendations we knew full 

well that they might not be accepted. We were, after all, only one factor in this. 

 

Q: This essentially was an invasion of a foreign country, and so sitting on the Laos Desk, as this 

happened, did this have any repercussions? I mean, was there much consideration or some office 

talk about this? 

 

PRATT: There wasn't. The fact that it wasn't a success was what the most important 

repercussion. You notice they didnôt try it again in that area of Laos. But there was, you see, a lot 

of this went down to disputes about borders, and there was a little area where the DMZ came in, 

which was disputed, and some of the people were saying that this is what is being used by Hanoi 

to be able to say that it's not using Lao territory because it claims this little area, which goes 

around the DMZ, and therefore, we have just as much right to move in there as the Vietnamese 

have to say they're not in Laos because it's an area which had a peculiar background in the 

French time. I think there are some maps in INR where they worked on this. We tried to say that 

this is not what the Vietnamese had in mind. This is not something which is part of their 

mentality. They're going to deny it no matter whose territory they may eventually recognize it to 

be. But then again, they also considered all of Indochina to be their territory, from the point of 

view of what the Comintern gave them as their marching orders in the 1930s. So this was 

something which obviously caused Souvanna some pain, and of course it was in an area which 

they had absolutely no pretense to control and also an area which the Lao Communist movement 

could not really claim to control, because it was indeed in the non-Lao-inhabited areas. It was the 

Lao Tung, the tribal people, who existed on both sides of the border and so on. So this was 

something which was a problem, but it was primarily a problem because, of course, it was not 

very successful. 

 

Q: Well, let's turn to the events of the spring of 1970, when there was a joint South Vietnamese-

American incursion into what was called the Parrotôs Beak. What was the initial reaction you 

heard about it, and then what were you doing? 

 

PRATT: Well, we were involved very much. As I say, Rogers had established a little group to 

work on Cambodia, and this was before everything was being handled by Kissinger. And so one 

of the things that we were working on, and I was, of course, next door to the person who was the 

principal action officer on Cambodia, but was whipped into it because we had to write so many 

papers about Cambodia. And one of the key things was that we were trying very hard to 

convince the White House that Sihanouk, despite his failings, was more of a positive element 

than a negative element. We didn't think he was quite like Souvanna Phouma - he was not as 

much of a gentleman. Souvanna Phouma called Sihanouk "ce prince mal élevé" ï 'this badly 

raised prince.' We knew that there were problems with him, but still we considered that he had 

no personal interests and no national interests in permitting his country to be taken over by the 

Communists of Hanoi any more than Souvanna did. Therefore, the thing was how to make sure 

we kept him as much of an ally as possible, because he had prestige, he had international 

connections, he had support of many of his people. These were assets which nobody else in 
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Cambodia could readily lay claim to. So we were checking on him as he saw the increased 

operations of the Vietnamese in his own country. On one occasion, when he flew to a province 

bordering on South Vietnam to the north (I don't remember what it was), and he was asked to 

leave, and he felt that this was something which was going too far. The Vietnamese were already 

using Cambodia, from the northern route, as a supply route for parts to the Third Corps. 

 

Q: This was around the Mekong. 

 

PRATT: Well, west of Saigon. It was not up in the upper highlands, Danang and so forth. And so 

we also knew that he had been permitting the use of the port of Sihanoukville, also using then 

army trucks to convey some military equipment, again to the more southern parts of Vietnam, 

which the Communist was using. And we knew that he was not totally aware of this or was not 

totally aware of the volume. There was a big dispute between CIA and MAC-V over the 

importance of this, and it was the CIA which was charged with looking at port capabilities, 

checking on the ships going there, how many of them, checking on what the capacity of the 

cranes were to offload and so on, and therefore estimating the tonnage. Well, they got the 

tonnage wrong because they got the Belgian company's specifications for different cranes from 

those actually being used. However, they were fighting against MAC-V's claims that the tonnage 

was everything that was being used by the Vietnamese Communists in the southern part of 

Vietnam. In other words, nothing was trickling down from the North, and therefore, all of this 

tonnage was what their figures were. So as usual, you had two intelligence organizations arguing 

about the facts, neither of them right and both of them having their own reasons. Well, I don't 

know whether the CIA had any ulterior motive, but I think they really wanted to show that they 

felt that they were capable of making this kind of analysis, with photography and querying 

Belgian firms and all the rest of it, and come up with a correct figure. But in any case, MAC-V 

won the game, because by that time, of course, we had Al Haig beginning to grab a hold of the 

Cambodian side of things. And so of course they then decided on moving in to disrupt. We, of 

course, were opposed to this with then advising our political bosses to keep in good contact with 

Sihanouk while this was going on. But at the same time that we were advising that, MAC-V back 

in here in Washington was dickering with Lon Nol to depose Sihanouk. 

 

Q: Were you aware of this? 

 

PRATT: We were not fully aware of their intrigues in Phnom Penh, by no means, but we knew 

that there was something going on, and we knew that Lon Nol was making a play. And of course 

you had a much more distinguished and important figure, in a way: Sirik Matak, who was, I 

think, a fairly honorable gentleman. And so indeed you had people who were viewing Sihanouk 

as complaisant and supporting the Communists, whereas the State Department considered that he 

was doing as best he could to try to hold onto things. And there were certain things he felt he 

couldnôt do and there were things he felt that he could try to do by other means. And his whole 

departure from the country, his talking in France - which we could not get a kind of good readout 

which we could then play to our top leaders - and then, of course, his conversations in Moscow - 

and we lost contact with him there; we didn't even try to see him in Moscow. And of course his 

plane was going from Moscow to Peking when MAC-V moved and Lon Nol took over. 

 

Q: Well, now, we talked about mindsets, but it strikes me that the military is always looking for 
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that particular point that if you push a button you either knock out this road or you do this and 

that will change things dramatically. Do you have the feeling that the military got fixed on the 

supply side of Sihanoukville and all that? 

 

PRATT: Yes, that was almost their total motivation. 

 

Q: There seems to be a sort of an undercurrent - it's a very American thing, in a way - that there 

has got to be a gimmick, something that will unravel the puzzle, and if you just push somewhere . 

. . I mean, this is not just military, but our military respond to this idea that "this is going to be 

the key." Were we in CIA and State both sort of saying "no"? 

 

PRATT: Well, I think CIA was at that point pulling out of this because they had originally been 

very, very important in the whole operation in Vietnam and the upper highlands and the 

organizing of troops there. They had, I think, been relatively supportive of the Green Beret 

approach, but they had seen the American military move in and destroy the whole concept of 

irregular-type things in favor of spit and polish and parades and so on. And so I think by that 

time they had seen that if it worked at all they wouldn't be involved in it and they'd get none of 

the credit for it, and therefore they were sort of washing their hands. And this is when they began 

also to do the same, certainly, for much of Laos, although they were still hoping, I guess, in Laos 

that they could still retain some of this. And in Cambodia, of course, they had not been involved 

in much other than up near the Lao area, where they had gotten some Cambodian troops, which 

they had organized through Lon Non, Lon Nol's brother, and they were involved in certain 

operations in the Bolo Lands and other parts of southern Laos against the Vietnamese, using 

these Cambodians tied in with Lon Non, who was probably even more unsavory than his older 

brother. 

 

But the other key thing was, I think the American military has always wanted to have "their" 

man. In other words, they've not been very relaxed with political figures who themselves are 

aware of various complexities. They want to have their man whose mind is as simple and direct, 

military as their own. As you know, the American military picked Phoumi Nosavan in Laos. In 

the first place, they love military men, and I think that's going to be part of what we're going to 

have difficulty with in Bosnia and Kosovo. They're probably going to be in favor of the military 

leaders in Kosovo, just as they apparently almost all the military went out to Bosnia and was 

impressed by the Serbs there because they felt that the Serb military people were disciplined and 

behaved like true military men were, whereas the Bosnians were- 

 

Q: Were always committing war crimes. 

 

PRATT: That's alright - they donôt mind war crimes. As we can see, there was not much impetus 

on their part to do anything about Calley and the other people doing war crimes on our side, so 

they were always very indulgent about that. But they do like the military mind, and this, of 

course, is exactly what Haig thought that he had found in Lon Nol. 

 

Q: Did you find that there was any sort of residual resentment against Sihanouk on the part of 

the CIA because he had made a big point, back in the early 1960s, I guess, of kicking all the CIA 

out and made this not a place that the CIA could maneuver in. Was that around or not, I mean 
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the feeling about Sihanouk? 

 

PRATT: A little bit, a little bit, but I think, because I have known some of the people who had 

been there in the station in Phnom Penh, and many of them ended up with a considerable amount 

of respect for Sihanouk, so yes, he was difficult, but you know, the CIA, these are people from 

Yale and probably even from Harvard, and therefore they understand that people can disagree 

with them. They hadn't gone to West Point, where everybody agrees with you, and if they don't 

they're the enemy. So I don't think that they were nearly so . . . As I say, they were already 

cooperating with Lon Non and using the Cambodians for matters in Laos. And admittedly this 

was the southern part of Laos, which had originally been part of the same old kingdom of 

Champassak that, after all, you know the old Lao kingdom of Champassak claims the northern 

part of Cambodia as having been part of the kingdom of Champassak in the 16
th
 and 17

th
 

centuries. So indeed, the CIA has been involved there, and they found- [end of tape] 

 

Q: So you don't think the CIA was a problem. 

 

PRATT: No, I think the CIA people working at Tan Son Nhut Air Base and Saigon might have 

submitted an analysis of Sihanouk and what was going on which would not be supportive, but 

we did not feel in Washington that the top figures... because we had some very astute and I think 

broad-gauge people at CIA who participated in the Indochina working group. And they were 

always very sensitive to the more sophisticated aspects of international politics and so on. So 

they were probably pretty divided, just as there were certain persons in the Department of State 

who were divided as well, and they probably were supportive of this because they resented the 

fact that, while Sihanouk now had been very unhappy with Ambassador McClintock, who 

arrived with a dog under his arm and so forth-[Ed: Ambassador Robert Mclintock, career 

Foreign Service officer, presented his credentials on October 2, 1954 and departed post on 

October 15, 1956.] 

 

Q: That's McClintock. He did that in Beirut, too. 

 

PRATT: Well, anyway, the fact that he had difficulties with Sihanouk . . . Well, almost 

everybody had difficulties with Sihanouk. Sihanouk was a difficult person. But persons who 

really looked at what a leader of a country, with all of his failings, if he's able to accomplish 

something, then use his abilities, because you've got nobody else who's going to have 

comparable ones. Some people felt that Sirik Matak might be able to do that because, after all, he 

was related to the royal family. He never was able to take off. He never was able to compare 

with Lon Nol. Lon Nol, of course, was basically also able to say that he was the man of the 

Americans. But in any case, to get back to the whole question of Sihanouk, we had, I think, 

certainly in the East Asian Bureau, a general agreement that he was better than alternatives, and 

the State Department being what it is, you know, if you can get something which is better than 

something else, you generally go for it. You don't say, "Let's see if we can get the perfect 

solution, and if he isn't perfect, we'll make him perfect" - which is what I think the military 

believed. We also had seen the problems of trying to shape Phoumi Nosavan and having him 

with his military backers turn into the perfect leader. It gave us a disaster in Laos. And Souvanna 

Phouma, who was a prince in the sense of noblesse oblige, was able to accomplish things which 

Phoumi Nosavan never could have. This is something which we felt, you know, there again, the 
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American military went along - in fact were perhaps the principal impetus behind removing 

Diem - and then of course they were the ones who were always looking for the person to replace 

him, and one after the other they found disasters. And so we at the Department of State were 

looking out there and seeing what these appalling figures were that had gone one after the other. 

Then we saw the other side, the French, saying, "Ah, Big Minh is the one who really can handle 

this." And then finally at the end, Polgar running in to the ambassador and saying, "Maybe we 

can get Big Minh to solve the problem for us now." 

 

We did not find that the American military were very good in running foreign countries, 

particularly when they select a fellow general to do it. 

 

Q: Well, now, let's talk about the incursion, as it was called. How was this seen when you got 

brought into it - I mean, the accomplishments, and then what were we about? 

 

PRATT: Well, of course, we considered that the major accomplishment was the fact that 

Sihanouk was brought down and it polarized things. Two, we were just beginning to see what the 

Cambodian Communist movement - the new one, the one that started in 1966 - what that was 

beginning to do. We were monitoring, for example, the fact that they had moved west of the 

Mekong and were having their communications run by the Chinese and most of the 

communications going outside to Peking and equipment coming in from China. So one was 

seeing that you were dealing with a change. Now that, of course, was stimulated by the 

incursion. Secondly, we were looking at the general situation in the United States, and you know, 

it's very difficult to predict what foreign country the Americans can get an enthusiasm for. Who 

would have though that Tibet would be such a great spot for Americans to be picking for a place 

to fight a kind of battle. Well, Cambodia? Cambodia was far less important than what was going 

on in Vietnam, but we had enormous demonstrations here, and I went with my colleague, who 

was the principal action officer on Cambodia, down on the Mall, and we talked with the people 

there, and of course they were enjoying this as a bit of an outing as well, so my Cambodian 

colleague turned to me and said, "Well, you know, if they knew as much about what's going on 

as we do, they'd really be worried!" So our basic concern was that this was not going to be very 

effective and, secondly, that it would have repercussions which would be ones we could never 

really handle. 

 

I made a trip out to Cambodia as well as Laos in 1970. 

 

Q: Was this after this? 

 

PRATT: This was after this, yes. Of course, things were by then polarized and things were then 

also getting into the usual Asian corruption mode. How could they best utilize the American 

support? Was there any way of trying to restrain, let's say, the exploitation of this war for their 

own benefit, trying to keep the war from being done for the purposes of war. And so this was 

what we were concerned about because we didn't think they'd leave the troops there. We thought 

that it would end up, the bombing and all there rest of it, causing more havoc and sort of putting 

Cambodia into the pot, rather than being more like Laos, which was tied in with but could still be 

handled separately and you could come up with a final solution which probably then would have 

Sihanouk around and you'd have some areas where the Vietnamese would still be operating but 
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you'd at least not have sacrificed Cambodia in the process. We could not have envisaged what 

the Khmer Rouge would eventually do. We didn't think that Cambodians would be quite that 

bloody-minded. We knew they'd be much worse than the Lao because the Lao are basically a 

rather benevolent Buddhist people. The Cambodians are a more bloody-minded Buddhist people. 

But the thing is that we did see that this was "Vietnamizing" the Cambodian situation even more 

than . . . But they even held on to Laos and keep Laos from being so completely Vietnamized, 

but Cambodia was basically destroyed as a separate Gestalt. It was put within the framework of a 

kind of satellite of the U.S.. Lon Nol could never have the prestige that Souvanna Phouma had, 

including in, shall we say, Hanoi because Souvanna Phouma still had sufficient prestige in 

Hanoi. His younger brother would be the person who was still there, and he would go through 

the procedures of having the younger brother take over from the older brother and, you know, 

having things move a little bit more humanely. And of course also foreign support. 

 

Q: Did you sense, after the initial incursion, a sense that it didn't quite work on the part of the 

American military, or was there sort of a positive attitude maintained? 

 

PRATT: Well, we knew that one thing had been accomplished, but we felt that in the first place, 

Sihanouk was going to Paris, Moscow, and Peking to accomplish the very things that we sent the 

troops in to do - in other words, to cut down Vietnamese utilization of Cambodia for the southern 

part of Vietnam. And so we felt that this incursion and of course the seizure and the breaking of 

the route from Sihanoukville so that indeed that part was no longer used, nonetheless, that did 

not block the utilization of the northern route, and therefore we felt that Sihanouk could have 

accomplished everything that was being done by Lon Nol without the disadvantages of having 

Lon Nol around our necks. 

 

Q: What was the reaction from our embassy in Phnom Penh at this point? 

 

PRATT: Well, it was told to shut up. 

 

Q: What? 

 

PRATT: It was told to shut up. 

 

Q: Yes, but I mean, when you went out there, what were you getting? 

 

PRATT: Oh, I was getting the fact that they were finding it very difficult to find somebody to 

deal with because, of course, you had Lon Nol there. He was really the top figure. You had Sirik 

Matak. I believe at that point one still had Sami San. You had some fairly prestigious people 

there, but the political structure had been so much a personal garment tailor-made to fit Sihanouk 

that you didn't find it easy to change that and have another political structure put into place. Lon 

Nol thought he could do it somewhat through military means, but he didnôt have the prestige 

among the royal family and with top, very intelligent people like Song San to be able to tell them 

what to do and to run his own type of government. So you had considerable disorder. 

 

Q: Were we seeing the Khmer Rouge in this first period as being basically a Chinese tool rather 

than a North Vietnamese operation? 
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PRATT: Well, first we were seeing it as Sihanouk saw it as a rather disruptive student group. 

These persons were all students - the top leaders, anyway - who had been paid for by the 

Cambodian Government and the French Government, who had gone off to Paris and studied 

there. Some of them even became members of the French Communist Party and came back, of 

course, and had their own little movement inside Phnom Penh and working in various ministries 

of Sihanouk's. And so they were indeed considered the left fringe of the returned students, but of 

course they then left Phnom Penh, went into the woods, and of course they had to fight against 

the Vietnamese Communist Party, which had organized the Cambodians and which was, indeed, 

the old Communist Party movement which traced its history back to 1931, to the formation of 

the Indochinese Communist Party. This is not what Salatsar, Khieu Samphan, Ieng Sary had as 

their background. They, of course, had not been involved in the early anti-French Indochinese 

War. They did not have direct connections with Hanoi. They were rather anti-Vietnamese, which 

is why, of course, they initially went together with the Vietnamese part but then split off and had 

their communications handled by Chinese and so on. So the Chinese were merely a matter of 

convenience. None of them were of Chinese origin that we know of. Some of them, I think, were 

Vietnamese. I think Ieng Sary may have had some Vietnamese blood. But we didn't know too 

much about that Communist Party, just as we had difficulty in trying to tell people about the Lao 

Communist Party. Fortunately we'd had a RAND study and another book by Joseph J. Zasloff 

[Ed: perhaps the 1969 RAND research memorandum ñRevolution in Laos: The North 

Vietnamese and the Pathet Laoò] on the Lao Communist Party, which pinpointed the real party 

as opposed to the Neo Lao Hak Sat, which was the front organization. But we were having our 

problems because, of course, MAC-V considered them all to be run out of Hanoi, and we found 

it very difficult to try to convince them that, you know, Sihanouk says these people are different, 

they aren't tied in with the Vietnamese. They were not giving any significance whatsoever to the 

movement of their headquarters and the communications center from east of the Mekong to west 

of the Mekong. They saw no significance to any of Chinese connections; from their point of 

view it merely showed that China was supporting Hanoi and what Hanoi was doing. Of course, 

the suborning of Thai and all the rest of that along that border area was not something which they 

were able to see as it really was. And of course they were totally taken by surprise later on, when 

the Vietnamese attacked Cambodia. Why would they do that? Of course the Cambodians were 

trying to get the Vietnamese out of the Parrotôs Beak . 

 

Well, in any case, at that time, we did not consider that either the Vietnamese or the Cambodian 

Communists were a major threat. After all, if the Cambodian Communists required support from 

Peking, then Sihanouk was perhaps best able to figure out how to get them to give the minimum 

support, and maybe Sihanouk would not even have permitted support if he had been still sitting 

in Phnom Penh - but of course he wasn't. So that's another aspect, we felt, of the dangers of 

getting rid of Sihanouk, because Sihanouk would be able to make sure that this was seen as a 

Cambodia versus Hanoi type problem rather than a Communist movement inside Cambodia 

which other Communists, particularly in Peking, might feel they not only could but should 

support. 

 

Q: You talk about MAC-V. Did you feel that MAC-V was sort of its own entity, or was this a 

reflection of the Department of Defense? You're talking of you as a trained political officer 

trying to operate with power centers. Where did you feel things were coming from? 
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PRATT: Well, there was a big movement within particularly the Army staff, and of course that 

influenced the Joint Chiefs. So indeed, there were people in the military who would be prepared 

to go that route, and they were constantly supporting MAC-V. But it was the usual thing of a war 

being considered with rather narrow blinkers. 

 

Q: You're putting blinkers on it. 

 

PRATT: So you'll find people with those blinkers, including in the Department of State, because 

you get people who, shall we say, have never been to Asia, and of course they're inclined to say, 

"Well, there's only one way to fight a war; there's only one kind of war, that was what there is, 

and that is, you kill as many of the enemy as you can and lose as few of your own as you can." 

 

Q: Did you find within the Asian Bureau in the Department of State, was there a division 

between the real Warists and the other ones who said this is more complicated? 

 

PRATT: Somewhat. And even for example in the Vietnam Working Group there were some, 

particularly those who were closely tied in with the American military, who were inclined to take 

the position of the military, and of course were incensed with the way in which Sihanouk was 

permitting his territory to be used by the Vietnamese. And the fact that he didn't want to have it 

used by the Vietnamese and was trying the best he could to have it not used by the Vietnamese 

was something which they probably did not give much credence to. I mean, after all, who are 

these people who are doing something that we don't like. I mean, do we have to give them an 

order every time or shoot them if they don't? Well, maybe we do. 

 

So Sihanouk did not have as good a reputation here as he did in Paris, and after all, he'd been 

somebody who had fought the French and won against the French, basically. The French did not 

want him to become king, or when they made him king they did it because they thought he was 

young enough so he would do everything they told him to do, and they found out that he didn't. 

Well, nonetheless, they eventually came around to seeing that he wasnôt as bad as all that, and 

they found him flamboyant and interesting, and besides, he spoke French - whereas, of course, 

Sihanouk didn't speak a word of English, or wouldn't speak a word of English. He did speak 

English. He understood English pretty well. So Americans, and particularly the American 

military, did not respond easily to a prince like Sihanouk. He was quixotic, he was artistic, he 

had a lot of the character which we donôt consider a part of a serious political figure's character. 

 

Q: You know, I'm not an Asian hand, and as I say, my time in Vietnam I was really basically a 

Balkan hand, but I remember sort of in the corridors and in the Foreign Service - this is before 

he was deposed - Sihanouk was considered a pain in the ass by an awful lot of people in the 

service, and you'd here stories about, you know, you had to be careful about him because when 

he was on a diet he was particularly difficult to deal with and he ought to go back to France and 

sort of slim down for a while and then come back. I mean, he was a little bit of a figure of fun. 

Did you find this? You were dealing with a serious person, basically, as far as you were 

concerned. 

 

PRATT: As I say, we considered him both. In other words, he was a great figure of fun, and of 
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course, as you know, he used to himself engage in operas and plays and required members of the 

diplomatic corps to attend these dreary evenings occasionally. So indeed, he was a figure of fun, 

and he was quixotic and he was mercurial. And when I quoted Souvanna Phouma, even his 

fellow Asians felt that he was often rather hard to take. However, we had noticed, we had had his 

career from the 1950s on to look at, and when it came to really matters of great importance for 

Cambodia, he was a serious political figure, and even Souvanna Phouma recognized that, 

although he found he had bad manners, the way he treated Souvanna, and there was a famous 

story of Boun Oum, of course, who would have been Sihanouk's elder, visiting Stonshang [Ed. 

?], and he was greeted by Lon Nol, who welcomed him to Cambodia, and he said, "Oh, on the 

contrary, I feel as though I am welcoming you to Champassak." And when that got word back to 

Sihanouk, he forbade any further contact with Boun Oum. Well, you know, the little petty things 

he was quite capable of, and yet the basic fact that he was indeed aware and associated himself 

with Cambodia meant that he was a serious political figure, much more so than Lon Nol and of 

course Sirik Matak and Song San were both potentially serious figures. And of course Matak 

stayed to be executed, and Song San went off to Paris and was involved with the new emergence 

of Cambodia following the fall of the Khmer Rouge. 

 

But this indeed we kept arguing because we said, "Yes, we recognize his defects, we recognize 

how difficult he is to deal with," but you know, what else had you got? You have a system, a 

royal government, which is basically based on Sihanouk. All the people serving at his pleasure. 

You have no representational organization that means anything. These people are all emanations 

of Sihanouk, and nobody would dare go against him. And at least he's somebody who's 

considered to have some legitimacy, which is not what you'll get with a number of other political 

figures who are going to be equally authoritarian. So we argued that he has sufficient entrée in 

Paris - he can get the French to support him. The Russians probably like him even less than we 

do, but they nonetheless are going to see that maybe there's nobody else who favors their 

interests that much unless something comes from Hanoi to Moscow, say, "Block this man 

because we intend to do the following." So Moscow apparently gave him a fairly cool hearing 

when he went through, and then, of course, he hit Peking, and the Chinese eventually, of course, 

supported him through all this period despite the fact that they didn't like him one bit. If there 

was anybody who would consider him to be frivolous and all the rest of it, it's going to be a good 

old Chinese Communist system. And his womanizing - well, Mao hid his womanizing, too, but it 

was rather different. And on the rest of it, of course, they would consider him undisciplined and 

lacking in any kind of solid ideological base. 

 

Now, how they could be supportive of the Khmer Rouge is a different matter. That's one of the 

things I asked him when I was in Paris, of course much later. This is a time when Zhou Enlai's 

widow went down there and sort of conveyed prestige to them by her visit. And the person who 

was my interlocutor in Paris was sent there as ambassador. So how the Chinese could consider 

this Khmer Rouge group to be anything other than a group of ideologically deviant thugs, I don't 

know. And obviously in the end they finally did feel that they had to drop their support. But 

when it came to Sihanouk, we realized that the Chinese would be ambivalent also, but the point 

is, would they not prefer this? The fact that they were opposing the Vietnamese in Cambodia 

indicates that if they could have had Sihanouk, they would have stuck with him. They would not 

have supported Pol Pot's régime against Sihanouk if Sihanouk had been there, and that's in the 

end what really toppled Lon Nol. It wasn't the Vietnamese because the Vietnamese did not have 
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any means at that time to go beyond the utilization of the border area. So this was our view, and I 

think it would have been borne out if you could have replayed history and changed that one 

decision of deposing Lon Nol and invading Cambodia. 

 

Q: During the period after and up through 1973, when did you leave this job in 1973? 

 

PRATT: In 1973 I went first on a quick trip to attend the international conference on Vietnam 

and the last of the negotiations for that, and then was posted there in April. 

 

Q: Posted where? 

 

PRATT: In Paris. There was one important even of 1970 which I think I ought to fill in, and that 

was after Sihanouk was in Peking. The Indochinese people's summit conference was convened. 

Sihanouk attended for Cambodia, of course - 

 

Q: He was out of power by this time. 

 

PRATT: Yes. This was held in what they called the Vietnamese-Lao-Chinese border area. Some 

say it took place in Canton. Others say it took place in Nan Mei - Guangzhou, of course, now. 

And I don't know whether it's ever been fully established from the Chinese side just where it did 

take place. But this was, I think, a significant development which I was never able to convince 

the Department of State was that significant. In fact, INR wrote it in as "old wine in new bottles." 

I said, "No, this is China giving its blueprint for what is going to happen if and when Hanoi takes 

over South Vietnam. This is time when Zhou Enlai" - because Zhou Enlai attended, and I said, 

"You don't have Zhou Enlai attending this kind of thing unless there's something in it for China 

and unless it's important." And this is when I believe the Chinese said they were going to be 

supporting the non-Vietnamese-controlled Communist movement, the Pol Pot movement, and 

they were going to say that it was nominally under Sihanouk. This is when they insisted on 

having direct access to the Lao Communist movement, and not just the French organization of 

the Neo Lao Hak Sat headed by Souphanouvong. And they were therefore laying down their 

markers. While Hanoi could expect to reunite Vietnam and control all of Vietnam, it was going 

to have to leave Laos and Cambodia sufficiently independent so that China could maintain its 

paternal relations with two Communist movements. In other words, the expanding of the real 

Indochinese Communist Party. Now several years before that they had nominally disbanded the 

Indochinese Communist Party and referred to it just as the Lao Dong and said it was limited to 

Vietnam. And in fact they said there were two movements, one in the north and one in the south. 

Obviously that was not correct, but in addition to that, operationally speaking, they had retained 

strong movements in both Laos and Cambodia, and therefore they were reporting in to the 

Central Committee in Hanoi, and some of these persons were members of the Central Committee 

in Hanoi, and they were therefore under the direct discipline of the Vietnamese Communist 

Party, or Indochinese Communist Party as it was rechristened. 

 

***  

 

Q: Well, now, turning to the peace process, during the 1970-73 period, what were you doing? 
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PRATT: Well, we were back-up for such aspects of the negotiations in Paris as involved as 

involved Laos and Cambodia. Originally, of course, it was just Vietnam, and that's all that Henry 

was running to his special Vietnam Working Group. But then as early as Harriman even, 

Harriman said that we had to whip up positions on particularly Laos, because of course it was 

where the road went and there would be aspects of the Vietnam agreement which would include 

discussions of such things as the utilization of Lao territory by Hanoi and so on. And I think 

what he said afterwards, one of the major reasons for this is that we are very much at a handicap 

in negotiating with the Communists because they don't mind coming in every single week and 

repeating exactly what they said the previous week, but we get bored with that. We constantly 

want to say something different. We want to say something new, we want to try to get things 

moving, et cetera, whether they want these things to move or not. And therefore we find that we 

through boredom, without listening to ourselves speak, undercut the only real method of dealing 

with the Communists. Now of course, while Averell Harriman was not the most brilliant 

diplomatist in the world, nonetheless, he certainly was one of those who had the longest 

experience, particularly of dealing with Communism from, I guess, even from Stalin on. So part 

of what we had to do was whip up a few little things, of which I think some of them were 

supposed to be zingers, in that they should annoy the Vietnamese, who were saying we're not 

going to discuss this, it has nothing to do with it, we have no Vietnamese in Laos, et cetera et 

cetera - their usual line on this question. But at least it would mean something different. Each 

week we had enabled something new. So this, I think, is one of the key things that we kept on 

doing to have fodder for the people in Paris. 

 

Q: Before the plan of peace accord, all this was going on. Actually the military situation wasn't 

that awful, was it, in South Vietnam? 

 

PRATT: We considered that basically the political situation was very bad. We considered that 

they had a rather feckless régime and corrupt and not coming to grips with what the real 

problems were, and the American military had never wanted to fight that war and certainly didn't 

want to fight it the way in which the political leaders thought it ought to be fought. And so it was 

a bad situation. It wasnôt even the Tet Offensive in 1968 that let one see just how problematic 

this was, but even earlier than that. So lo, these many years later, we did not believe that the U.S. 

had come any closer to having a real idea of what the problem was and how it could be handled. 

That is, we thought maybe when the Christmas bombing took place that this would be an 

indication - and all it was just an indication - that they were finally convinced by China and 

others to take what they had and the good prospects that that gave them for getting more. 

 

Q: Well, as you were sitting on this Indochina task force, was there the feeling that if we wanted 

to do something we had better start mining the harbors, going after the guts of the thing rather 

than just nibbling at the edges? 

 

PRATT: Yes, and we, of course, as I said earlier talking about Dean Rusk, we never thought that 

China would follow through on a major program, say, sending troops in the way they did in 

Korea. This was not so important to China. Now obviously we wouldnôt want to get off on 

Yunan and Guangxi borders, so it's not a question of our occupying North Vietnam. But there 

was a lot more that we could do that would not bring necessarily any Chinese movement. But the 

point was if you're not prepared to do that, we said, you know, what you're trying to do is not the 
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way it can be accomplished - just as, for example, in the case of Laos we felt that trying to fight a 

frontal war with the North Vietnamese troops in Laos was a no win situation. Laos just did not 

have the manpower to take this kind of killing battle. You had to do non-positional warfare. You 

had to be guerillas and just do what you can do with a very much smaller force and don't delude 

yourself into thinking there's any way of turning it into the major positional warfare along the 

lines of World War II. 

 

Q: What were you getting from the embassy about the Thieu government in Saigon during the 

1970-73 period? 

 

PRATT: Well, ineffective, internal fighting. I mean you had Ky, who was a flamboyant figure, 

but not very - 

 

Q: He was vice-president. 

 

PRATT: And you had Kanh, who was not much better. I knew these persons somewhat in Paris 

afterwards, because of course a lot of them popped off to Paris. Thieu, of course, went to Hawaii, 

but I think I met with him once in Paris. But these were not impressive figures. 

 

Q: Was there almost a two-track reporting system? At the top the ambassador was Bunker for 

part of the time, and what was coming there, and then sort of the more junior officers who were 

out in the field - were they sort of reporting, not the official back channel, but you know, you 

were hearing . . . I mean, were you getting sort of a dual picture? 

 

PRATT: Oh, very much so, and of course we would get the standard view in Saigon, which we 

then called ñSaigonitis,ò where they were under the discipline and they all had to hew to the 

same line, or else. I don't think this was Bunker's imperial way of doing it. 

 

Q: You didn't have that feeling. 

 

PRATT: You didn't need that. But the people out in the field were the ones who felt that they 

were having difficulty in getting their voices through, and they said, "Maybe you think 

everything's going Jim Dandy in Saigon, but if so it's not being translated into progress in the 

boonies." And this was where, I think, all the corps coordinators and the people out in the 

various provinces and so on were very helpful to people like us because we would hear their side 

of the story even though that side could be filtered so badly coming into Washington from the 

places like Ben Long. 

 

Q: How would you hear their side of the story? 

 

PRATT: Well, they'd come through Washington. 

 

Q: So this was, in the Department of State parlance, "in the corridors" rather than through the 

official telegrams and all. 

 

PRATT: That's right. There were occasional reports that they let through - trip reports that 
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people did - and they were so informal that they didn't really try to argue anything in the way of 

policy but all had to be implicit in the trip report. 

 

Q: I wasn't a reporting officer when I was in Saigon as consul general from 1969-70, but I didn't 

get the idea that Bunker was particularly sitting on things, but there was a huge almost machine 

that would grind up and pasteurize anything that came through the official reporting process. 

And these were people sitting in Saigon. It's like reporting on the what's happening in the United 

States by reporting from Washington. But still, I'm sure the process was one that ended up 

reflecting the Saigon view of things. 

 

PRATT: Well, I think it reflected - because I talked to the people coming in from Saigon, who 

mentioned all of the things that they might like to have been able to report, particularly of course, 

for example, reporting on both the way the U.S. military was acting and also what the Saigon 

military was doing, and that, of course, was something basically off limits; in fact, that was the 

reason why I told Phil Habib that I was not really terribly anxious to go to Saigon unless I would 

be able to be reporting - since I would have been in charge of internal politics - unless I could 

report on the political activities of the Saigon military, I would figure that I had such a partial 

approach to it, even with the dissidents and the Buddhists and so forth, that it would quite 

unimportant compared to what the various Saigon generals were doing to each other. And he 

said, "Oh, well, forget about that. When you come down after you get here we'll decide what it is 

you can work on." And this is when I told Bill Sullivan that, well, "I think I'd prefer to go back to 

Vientiane," because there I knew that there was no ban on my dealing with the military, not from 

the point of view of what they were doing militarily but what they were doing politically - in 

other words, not pol-mil but mil-pol. And I was basically as much as told by Phil Habib, "Listen, 

I can't even get my hands on this, so how do you expect to be able to do it?" That, I think, was 

part of the big problem. The embassy was kept away by the enormous military establishment 

from the most important political actors on the scene, the military. 

 

Q: I have the greatest respect for the fighting prowess and the sacrifices made by the U.S. 

military, but over the years, in one place and another, including being an enlisted man in the 

military, I have been . . . the system is not very good for political sensitivity and reporting what's 

happening. Did you find that the reports that would come out of our own military tended to be - 

after you sort of looked at it - to be almost discounted because you didn't think they were very 

good? 

 

PRATT: Yes, and as I say, I agree with you about certainly the heroism of many of the people - 

not of all, by the way, of course, because as I mentioned as early as last night, there were a lot of 

people who merely considered this as a pathway to promotion and maybe they could even turn it 

into a three-promotion war rather than coming to grips with what their war was. Now admittedly 

they had big problems back in Washington, but if they had only explained to Washington what 

their problems were, then they would have to decide whether they were going to fish or cut bait 

back in Washington. But they kept saying, "Oh, no, can do, we will do it. Just give us the order 

and we will carry through," et cetera. And it obfuscated the difficulty of the real challenge facing 

us. But there again, as I said, I think individual reports, sometimes a trip report and so on, would 

show quite a bit, and individual reports from some of the military, when they came back here and 

they would be telling us what their experience had been, were very cogent. It's just that the 
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general military ethos was, I think, bad. They really were not able to tell who their real friends 

were. They considered American civilians to be the enemy and the press to be perhaps first in 

this group of enemies, and they considered all of the toadying Vietnamese military men, 

provided they had their shoes shined and gave a sharp salute, to be their kind of boy. But of 

course they were the ones who were the most responsible for the terrible situation we had and the 

fact that we weren't able to come to grips with it. 

 

Q: And also the real fighting Vietnamese generals tended to be pushed aside by the Tu cliques, 

werenôt they? 

 

PRATT: That's right. And of course they were anxious, and that's understandable in a way, to try 

to get the U.S. to fight the largest part of the battle and to have the largest part of the casualty and 

to be able to save their own military equipment, et cetera et cetera. It was not ever the kind of 

partnership which earlier on I believe the CIA had with some of the people in the Highlands, but 

of course they were dealing with non-Saigonese Vietnamese as well as montagnards, and 

therefore the very people that the French had found to be useful (because after all so much of the 

French Army was made up of Tai Dan and other Montagnards), was the group that the CIA 

found that they could deal with. And of course that's precisely what the American military 

wished to get rid of. In other words, they were much less concerned about proper prosecution of 

the war than about having what they considered to be a good U.S.-type military. It reminds me a 

bit of the complaints we are getting out of Kosovo and Bosnia, and we don't know how to handle 

this sort of thing. We aren't trained for that. Well, you had not such complaints coming out of the 

military who went into Germany or Japan after World War II. They would still do what they 

were told to do, and they wouldn't be crybabies and say, listen, we've never been trained to do 

police work or try to get bridges back up again and the economy going and so forth. None of that 

was particularly obvious after World War II. In Germany, some of our best administrators there 

were military. Often, they were indeed not career military; they were colonels brought in from 

running a brokerage house or something of the sort or businessmen, but many of them were 

career military, and they did a damn good job. 

 

Q: One thinks of Lucius Clay and all this. These were not fighting generals. 

 

PRATT: Well, even if they are fighting generals, they're also generals, and they have enough 

sense to know how to manage something and to follow the orders they were given. 

 

No, we really were wondering just how long this was going to play out. We had very little 

optimism about its coming out the right way or our way because we didn't think that we were 

prepared to do what would be required. Now of course you had the other dogmatists on the other 

side who every time there was a new directive coming out saluted and said, Oh, this is going to 

solve the problem for us. But Asian hands who had been working on this sort of thing for a long 

while felt that, yes, something can be done, but it can't be done using the methods which we are 

being given. 

 

Q: Did you think that we suffered a bit from gimmickry? There was always a rather easy solution 

to solving the problem. I think when I went out to Saigon, I remember the military saying,ò boy 

things are really going to turn around because we're going to give the villagers the M-16 
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standard military rifle.ò It was this type of thing, and there was always one solution to things. 

 

PRATT: Yes, and of course, as you may be aware, one of the key things about the whole route 

area was the attempt to devise brand-new gimmicks - gadgets, I mean, physical objects - which 

would report on the use of the trail and call in the aircraft and all the rest of it, all these sensors 

and the rest of it that they set their little boys in the laboratories to whip up. And none of them 

did work terribly well, certainly not nearly so well as the Vietnamese coolie carriers. And I think 

also the other was the other gimmicks that could have a slogan tied to them. It became part of 

sloganeering and to guess all we've got to do is to motivate the villagers, and so I mentioned 

what Roger Hillsman said way back then, 1963, that it's going to be so easy because all you do is 

just have the village chiefs understand that they're working also for Saigon and have all of the 

mandarins at the county level realize that they also must be defending the people, the individuals 

in their area. You know, you don't remake an Asian society that way, but that's precisely what 

the military thought they could do. They, I think, sincerely believed that they do their 

reengineering of human beings, and it's called Parris Island for the Marines, and once you get 

them through there you come out with a totally different human being, and that's what you have 

to do to these Vietnamese. And I think they just did not understand the nature of the problems 

that they faced. 
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and Washington, DC, and was ambassador to Indonesia, Australia, and the 

Republic of Nauru. Ambassador Green was interviewed about Cambodia by 

Charles Stuart Kennedy in 1995. 

 

Q: Now, as I recall, you left the Far East Bureau to become Ambassador to Indonesia from 1965 

to 1969. Did you have any dealings with Cambodia during that period? 

 

GREEN: No, but neither did the U.S. government have much contact. That had much to do with 

some ill-advised CIA operations against Dap Chuon, a Cambodia provincial governor, which led 

to Sihanouk's refusal to receive our newly appointed Ambassador to Cambodia, Randy Kidder. 

(So in effect we had no diplomatic relations with Cambodia from 1965 to 1969.) 

 

On August 17, 1965, shortly after my arrival in Indonesia as Ambassador, President Sukarno of 

Indonesia announced before a huge national day gathering, including delegations from China and 

North Korea, the formation of a new Peking-Pyongyang-Hanoi-Jakarta-Phnom Penh axis. In 

actuality this did not mean that Cambodia had abandoned its neutrality or that it had closed ranks 

with the Asian communist countries in any way. What it did signify was Sihanouk's personal 

friendship with Sukarno and his desire to gain greater leverage in his dealings with Hanoi. 
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Q: You mentioned that normal diplomatic relations were restored between Washington and 

Phnom Penh in 1969, and, as I recall, this was the result of goodwill missions President Johnson 

sent to Cambodia, one of those missions being headed by Chester Bowles, our Ambassador to 

India at that time. Now early in 1969 you were detailed to our delegation at the Paris Peace 

Talks on Vietnam. How did Cambodia feature in those talks? 

 

GREEN: Surprisingly little, to the best of my memory. Of course, it was at that time, early in 

1969, that the U.S. was beginning a series of secret B-52 attacks against Viet Cong sanctuaries in 

Cambodia. But at that time we knew nothing about those air raids, either in Paris or in the State 

Department. (Secretary Rogers may have been informed. I just don't know.) 

 

Q: Yet Sihanouk must have been aware of these B-52 raids involving Cambodian targets. Why 

didn't he protest? 

 

GREEN: I can only suppose that, if he did know, he kept quiet about it, because there wasn't 

much he could do to stop the raids and he wouldn't want to advertise his inability to do so. 

Moreover, if he did know, he might have derived some satisfaction that the hated Vietnamese in 

Cambodia were being bombed. 

Q: But there must have been some American officials in Phnom Penh who knew. Here you are 

sitting in a country which was... 

 

GREEN: You would think so, Stu, but in fact no American in Phnom Penh or Washington was in 

the know except for very few in the White House, DOD and probably CIA. Besides, we had no 

official relations with Cambodia at that time. 

 

Let me now turn to a major development that occurred in September 1969 when Sihanouk 

visited Hanoi to attend Ho Chi Minh's funeral. While in Hanoi, he entered into certain secret 

agreements with the North Vietnamese Prime Minister regarding the amounts of North 

Vietnamese supplies Sihanouk would allow to be shipped through the Cambodian port of 

Sihanoukville to Viet Cong and North Vietnamese forces operating in easternmost Cambodia 

against the South Vietnamese. The amounts involved were not large. 

 

Q: How long did this so-called Hanoi-Phnom Penh understanding last? 

 

GREEN: Not long. Some weeks after Sihanouk's trip to Hanoi, he tried to visit two northern 

provinces (Mondolkiri and Ratnakiri) but he found that he couldn't even enter these provinces 

which were under the tight control of Hanoi. That's when Sihanouk suddenly realized the true 

dimensions of the problem he faced in keeping the Vietnamese out of his country. It was 

probably at this point that he decided on the fateful trip to Moscow and Peking that he undertook 

several months later. 

 

Q: How did our government react to all these developments? 

 

GREEN: I don't recall that we were aware of all the foregoing events until a bit later. On the 

other hand, we had a number of practical problems in our relations with Cambodia, problems 

that involved Congress. 
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It was in October 1969 that I first met with Senate Majority Leader Mike Mansfield at the 

suggestion of Secretary Rogers (and presumably with White House approval). 

 

One of the practical issues was to find out whether Congress would be likely to approve the 

funds needed to meet Cambodian defoliation claims against the U.S. I can't recall the origin or 

reasons for those claims but I do recall that both Mansfield, and subsequently Nixon, believed 

such claims should be paid by the U.S. In fact, John Holdridge, an FSO detailed to Kissinger's 

staff, phoned me to say that the President reacted very favorably to the idea advanced in a memo 

I wrote. I mention this point specifically because it shows how closely the White House and 

State were cooperating on Cambodia at this stage, both together and with Congress. 

 

Another issue I discussed with Mansfield was the question of assigning any CIA personnel to our 

Embassy in Phnom Penh. State was opposed, while the White House favored it. But both CIA 

(Dick Helms) and Mansfield sided with State on this, and the idea was dropped because of 

Sihanouk's hyper-sensitivity to the CIA after the ill-fated Dap Chuon incident. 

 

Q: Turning to the fundamental issue of Cambodia's future, how did the U.S. plan to cope with the 

way North Vietnam seemed to be taking over parts of Cambodia. You mentioned two provinces 

already under their effective control, as well as the Ho Chi Minh Trail and Viet Cong privileged 

sanctuaries in areas of Cambodia bordering South Vietnam. 

 

GREEN: At that stage -- that is in late 1969 and early 1970 -- the White House and State seemed 

to be agreed on doing all we could to uphold Cambodia's neutrality. That seemed to be the only 

effective way of preserving Cambodia's territorial integrity. 

 

With the approval of Secretary Rogers, I met several times with French Ambassador Lucet in 

Washington to discuss how best to promote international support for Cambodia's neutrality, since 

the French seemed to be so keen on the idea. I also visited Paris to discuss this issue with 

Froment-Meurice who was my counterpart in the Quai D'orsey (French Foreign Ministry), and 

the French were seeking to promote support for Cambodian neutrality with China through the 

efforts of their Ambassador in Peking, Etienne Manac'h. 

 

Q: Wasn't there some kind of international group composed of representatives of Japan, 

Indonesia and Malaysia that was seeking agreement among all the principal powers on respect 

for Cambodia's neutrality? 

 

GREEN: You're right, but I can't recall the timing of this international group's efforts. I think it 

was a bit later that they visited Washington as well as Moscow, Peking, London and other key 

capitals. But their effort got no positive results because of Hanoi's strong opposition conveyed to 

Moscow and Peking. Anyway, it was all a futile exercise because of what was about to happen. 

 

Q: What was that? 

 

GREEN: Sihanouk left Cambodia in late January 1970 for France where he planned to spend a 

couple of months on the Riviera for health reasons. He did this often, but on this occasion he 
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may have had in mind to extend his absence from Cambodia in order to visit Moscow and 

Peking with regard to North Vietnam's operations in Cambodia. Anyway, Sihanouk departed for 

Paris, leaving the government in the hands of General Lon Nol and his Foreign Minister Sirik 

Matak. 

 

During Sihanouk's absence in France, there were growing student-led demonstrations in Phnom 

Penh against corruption involving the Sihanouk government in general, prominently including 

Princess Monique, Sihanouk's wife, who was running gambling casinos. There was also 

resentment against Sihanouk's inability to keep the Vietnamese out of Cambodia. Overall, it was 

clear that the better educated Cambodians were tired of Sihanouk's rule and had no trouble in 

gaining the support of students and the military. The peasantry was not involved, remaining loyal 

to Sihanouk. 

 

Starting with demonstrations in Svay Rieng Province, followed by the sacking of the North 

Vietnamese and Viet Cong Embassies in Phnom Penh by thousands of youth (probably with Lon 

Nol's connivance), Sihanouk angrily left France for Moscow on March 13. It was at that stage 

the views of State and the White House began to diverge. 

 

The deposing of Sihanouk by unanimous vote of the National Assembly on March 18 marked the 

beginning of a new era in Cambodia, which the State Department saw as fraught with dangers 

but which the White House saw in terms of opportunities to build up Lon Nol and strengthen the 

FANK (Cambodian army). President Nixon asked me to draft several personal Nixon-to-Lon Nol 

telegrams containing rather extravagant expressions of friendship and support. I was concerned 

that Lon Nol would read into these messages a degree of U.S. military support and commitment 

that exceeded what our government could deliver on (given Congressional attitudes in 

particular). 

 

I also regarded Lon Nol as lacking the qualities needed to lead his country out of its mess. I 

further downgraded him for having sent his family to Singapore for its safety, while the U.S. 

kept its Embassy families in Phnom Penh partly in order to show our confidence in the Lon Nol 

government. 

 

Q: But hadn't things progressed to the point where any restoration of Sihanouk was out of the 

question? 

 

GREEN: You're right, Stu. A solution based on Sihanouk's restoration was by then out of the 

question, at least for an indefinite time. So what to do? 

 

This prompted me to prepare a recommendation in the form of a 4-page memorandum reviewed 

and approved by my colleagues in State, including INR. With Rogers' approval, it was sent to Al 

Haig, Kissinger's deputy, since he was emerging as the key man in the White House on 

Cambodian policy. 

 

The memo analyzed Peking's and Hanoi's conflicting interests and motivations with regard to 

Cambodia. Peking, for example, probably saw its interests served by an Indochina composed of 

separate "independent" states, whereas Hanoi seemed bent on making all of Indochina 
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subservient to Hanoi. 

 

As to U.S. policy, I warned against active U.S. intervention in Cambodia since that would 

inevitably connote a continuing U.S. responsibility to sustain its government and that could not 

be achieved without a sustained large deployment of U.S. forces there -- an eventuality which 

was politically impossible given the mood of our Congress and people. Under the circumstances, 

our policy should be one of "waiting on events, saying little except acknowledging our broad 

support for Cambodia's neutrality." (France was still hoping to entice Sihanouk back to France 

and thence to have him return to Cambodia possibly with Soviet and even Chinese connivance.) 

As to South Vietnamese cross-border operations against communist sanctuaries in Cambodia, 

that should be encouraged but without any U.S. involvement, for we must do all possible to 

support the case for Cambodia's neutrality and territorial integrity. 

 

My memo was ignored/rejected by the White House. Haig, in fact, urged U.S. intervention, and 

the President, and then Kissinger (somewhat reluctantly), agreed. 

 

At about this time (early April 1970), differences arose within the State Department over the 

issue of U.S. military weapons assistance to Cambodia. All of us were opposed to U.S. force 

involvement, but Bill Sullivan (my deputy who was also chairman of the Interagency Task Force 

on Vietnam) favored sizeable U.S. arms assistance to Cambodia, insisting that all such assistance 

had to be overt. Concealment was both impossible and politically unacceptable. I argued that 

Congress would never approve arms assistance to Cambodia, at least not on any meaningful 

scale. Rogers supported Sullivan until he learned of how strong Congress' opposition was. 

 

Q: So what could be done to deal with the build-up of Vietnamese communist sanctuaries in 

Cambodia? After all, we were committed to a policy of Vietnamization; yet it was going to be 

most difficult to carry through successfully on that policy, if the communists could operate 

increasingly from bases in Cambodia. 

 

GREEN: Well, I felt that rather than trying to arm and equip the Cambodians (something 

Congress strongly opposed), we should encourage the South Vietnamese to conduct raids against 

these sanctuaries in Cambodia. However, Ambassador Bunker and General Abrams evidently 

sided with the White House in believing that the South Vietnamese were unable to conduct 

successful raids against these sanctuaries without strong U.S. support. My reaction to that thesis 

was: well, if that's so, then our Vietnamization program was a clear failure -- and we will never 

be able to get out of the Vietnam quagmire. 

 

It was at that point, around April 20, 1970, that Lon Nol sent Nixon a long telegraphic request 

for weapons to defend Cambodia. The request far exceeded levels which even the White House 

felt our Congress would support. 

 

So, at that point, Nixon evidently came up with a stratagem to gain strong Congressional 

approval for the secret plan he had evidently been drawing up with the approval of Bunker and 

Abrams (but completely behind the back of the State Department, including Rogers). He sent 

Rogers on April 27 (I believe) to the Hill to gain Senate support for a strong South Vietnamese 

attack against the sanctuary areas in Cambodia. I accompanied Rogers. 
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Rogers told the Senate Foreign Relations Committee that we had just received a request from 

Lon Nol for U.S. military equipment. Senator Fulbright asked for specifics about what kinds of 

weapons, and in what quantities. 

 

At Rogers' request, I then read out the list of specific requests. Fulbright exploded: "Why that 

must amount to over half a billion dollars!" Then Rogers said: "You tell them, Marshall, what we 

figure it all adds up to." 

 

I told the Committee that it amounted to $1.4 billion. 

 

This shock treatment had its calculated effect. Said Senator Church (with the nodding assent of 

his colleagues): "I have no objection to South Vietnamese involvement in Cambodia. Cross-

border operations are okay. Here, in fact, is a good place to test the effectiveness of 

Vietnamization." Said Senator Cooper: "The President now has support for Vietnamization. Let's 

not destroy that." 

 

Now, what Rogers didn't tell the Senators (evidently because Rogers didn't know) was that the 

White House was not just seeking Congressional endorsement for South Vietnamese attacks 

against the sanctuaries but also to have these attacks supported by U.S. ground forces. All this 

was, of course, to lower Rogers' standing with Congress: either he knew and was artfully 

deceptive, or he didn't know and was without influence. 

 

Q: When did you first learn of Nixon's decision to commit U.S. forces in the Cambodian 

incursion? 

 

GREEN: Let's see. I learned of it the day before the incursion was launched on April 30. So that 

would be at the WASAG meeting on the morning of April 29. I was astounded when Kissinger 

mentioned the President's decision to commit U.S. ground forces. When I registered my 

objections as State representative at that meeting, Kissinger said the operation was already 

approved by the President. I could see what a spot the decision put Rogers in with the SFRC. 

 

Rogers was subdued when I called him about the WASAG meeting. I gathered he had just given 

his reluctant consent to this ill-advised operation. 

 

I was with Rogers in his hideaway office on the 7th floor of the State Department late in the 

evening of April 30, listening to Nixon's announcement over TV of his rationale for ordering the 

incursion including U.S. ground forces. As Nixon concluded his maudlin remarks about the U.S. 

otherwise appearing as a "pitiful, helpless giant," Rogers snapped off the TV set, muttering, "The 

kids are going to retch." He clearly foresaw how the speech was going to inflame the campuses. 

That was several days before Kent State. 

 

Q: That was the incident when the Ohio National Guard fired on the Kent State campus 

protestors, killing three. 

 

GREEN: Shortly after the President's TV performance, there were several of Kissinger's staff 
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who resigned in protest. Less spectacular was the letter of protest signed by 200 in the State 

Department, including 50 FSO's. However, not a single member of my bureau (EA) was among 

the signers, for which reason Rogers rewarded me by naming me chairman of a new special 

group on Southeast Asia, which held weekly meetings for the next 18 months, and submitted 

analyses and recommendations to the Secretary of State. It had little influence with the White 

House. 

 

Q: Returning to the morning of May 1, 1970 -- the day of the incursion, what, in fact, was the 

State Department's responsibilities in supporting the President's decision? 

 

GREEN: As usual, in such situations, we in State, responsive to White House direction, 

immediately set about the task of giving diplomatic, VOA and other PR support to the 

President's decision (including explanations to Lon Nol why he was not consulted on the 

incursion). As a May 9 WASAG meeting in the White House basement concluded, Nixon 

wandered in and took an empty seat next to mine at HAK's conference table. He turned to me 

and said something to the effect that, whereas I had opposed the incursion, he appreciated the 

fact that I loyally carried out the President's decision. 

 

Q: Was that a compliment or a threat? 

 

GREEN: Probably both. All during May, I was the leading State Department briefer on events 

leading up to, and justifying, the incursion. I had to put up with some heckling in the State 

Department auditorium, but, by and large, the briefings went well, since we were assisted by a 

lot of "factual" information supplied by our intelligence regarding enemy losses of ammo dumps 

and the like in sanctuary areas. But the Senate, especially the SFRC, reflecting the angry mood 

of the media and campuses, finally passed the Cooper-Church amendment on June 30. By then, a 

reluctant Nixon had already ordered the withdrawal of U.S. forces from Cambodia. I suspect 

Rogers had some influence on that decision. 

 

Meanwhile Alex Johnson under White House pressure, had set up an informal group of legal and 

pol-mil advisers to figure out ways in which the U.S. could most effectively provide aid to 

Cambodia in the face of all the legal restrictions now in force. Tom Pickering proved to be the 

most effective member of this group which abided by the letter, but not the spirit, of 

Congressional restrictions. 

 

From May onward, two of my particular headaches (which put me at odds with HAK and Haig) 

were: (1) White House efforts to involve Southeast Asian countries, especially Indonesia, in 

support of the Cambodian military; and (2) Al Haig's missions to Phnom Penh. 

 

With regard to (1), the White House tried to supplement the paltry $7.9 million MAP program 

for Cambodia, established by presidential determination on May 21, through Indonesia and 

Thailand providing Cambodia with some of their MAP-funded equipment. However, the White 

House refused to face up to the fact that, under law, such transfers would have to be paid out of 

Cambodian MAP funds. The State Department was committed to report to Congress all such 

MAP transfers by September 30, 1970, and periodically thereafter. 
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The issue was further complicated in the case of Indonesia by how these White House pressures 

were creating some serious internal political problems within Suharto's government. 

 

At some juncture, I can't recall the date, Kissinger, before leaving Washington for the weekend, 

left with me a request to send a priority telegram to Ambassador Swank in Phnom Penh 

instructing him to seek Lon Nol's approval for (a) Indonesian military teams to provide field 

training for FANK, and (b) Thai AF planes to deliver supplies by air to FANK field forces. In 

carrying out HAK's request, I included a sentence in the telegram to the effect that it was only 

fair to point out to Lon Nol that costs for such Indonesian and Thai support were chargeable to 

Cambodian MAP funds. Lon Nol rejected the proposal out-of-hand. HAK was furious. 

 

Q: Well, I can see why he was, but you, as a State Department official had to answer to Congress 

on all these matters. 

 

GREEN: Yes. Moreover, it was not just a question of being honest and avoiding serious 

misunderstandings, but also a question of how such Indonesian and Thai involvement would 

spread the poison of Cambodia into other parts of Southeast Asia. Clearly our sights had to be set 

on damage control. 

 

Earlier I mentioned Al Haig's missions to Phnom Penh as being my second biggest headache. I 

tried unsuccessfully to have a State Department Cambodian specialist accompany Haig on his 

trips to Phnom Penh. I received only the skimpiest of oral reports form Haig about his trips, 

which left Mike Rives upset because he was excluded from Haig's meetings with Lon Nol. A 

more fundamental objection to Haig's missions was the way he was deliberately undercutting 

Rives and, after November 1970, Coby Swank. He arranged to establish an exclusive CIA 

channel between himself and Tom Enders, Swank's deputy, who was considered to be more 

activist and gung-ho (like Haig). From then on, it was Haig who was running the "sideshow," 

step-by-step building up our defense assistance team, replacing Fred Ladd (the sensible military 

adviser Alex Johnson had originally selected) with the loud-mouth bumptious General Mataxis, 

and generally undercutting any credible Cambodian claims to being neutral. Spiro Agnew's trip 

to Phnom Penh in late July 1970 was a PR disaster, with photos in the world press showing 

Agnew escorted by highly visible machine-gun toting SS men. Rives' efforts to get these men not 

to display weapons so openly resulted in Rives being fired from his job. Haig had been spoiling 

for an opportunity to have Rives removed. 

 

Q: Did you visit Phnom Penh during the period 1970-71? 

 

GREEN: Yes, twice. My first visit was in early July 1970, accompanied by my wife. We were 

traveling with Secretary Rogers, but for some reason he decided to stay in Saigon and sent us on 

to Phnom Penh for three days before rejoining his party in Saigon. Lisa and I stayed with Mike 

Rives. He had only a few officers on his staff at that time. In fact, he had no chauffeur, so that 

when he took us to the Paris Restaurant (excellent cuisine) the first evening, he drove the 

limousine separated from Lisa and me by the glass partition. (It's funny how little details like that 

remain fixed in one's memory.) Another thing I remember about this visit, which was the first of 

any Washington official during that period, was the good conversations in French that Mike 

Rives and I had with Lon Nol and Sirik Matak. Of the two, Sirik Matak was more impressive 
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with his considerable experience in diplomacy (Japan and the Philippines) and with his 

command of governmental operations, for he was in real charge of the Cabinet, just as Lon Nol 

was of the FANK. 

 

I had good, detailed briefings by Mike Rives, Fred Ladd, Andy Antippas and others in the small 

mission. 

 

They had mixed feelings about the foreign press corps and the visits of U.S. congressmen and 

other VIPs. The views of such visitors tend to be too assertive, hawkish and optimistic. The 

visitors seemed to be surprised how much better things looked in Phnom Penh than they had 

been led to believe. In fact, one group of five House members I met in Phnom Penh were 

irritated with the State Department for being so cautious about their visiting Cambodia. 

 

It was clear to me that Mike Rives had his problems with the foreign press whose numbers had 

dwindled from 100 in May down to 40 while I was there. These problems seemed to be related to 

Mike's shyness and unfamiliarity with how to handle the press. Mike also needed an experienced 

administrative officer who spoke French. 

 

On the other hand, Mike was highly knowledgeable, hard-working and courageous. He clearly 

deserved far more appreciation for his accomplishments than he got from Al Haig and the White 

House. 

 

Aside from my Embassy briefings, by far my most interesting conversation was with French 

Ambassador Dauge, who had a wide range of information sources (businessmen, missionaries, 

planters, government advisors). Dauge pointed out that the North Vietnamese in Cambodia 

treated the populace discreetly, never stealing, paying for their food and services, ever seeking 

good will and honoring the name of Sihanouk which resonates well with the peasantry making 

up 85% of the Cambodian population. At the same time, the North Vietnamese have made no 

real effort to set up political cells, relying for that purpose on the Khmer Rouge, long opposed to 

Sihanouk. 

 

Dauge attached more importance to the Khmer Rouge than did any other official I met in 

Cambodia. In his words: "Hanoi has been carefully training Cambodians in Hanoi for the express 

purpose of supporting the Khmer Rouge against Sihanouk, eventually bringing Cambodia under 

North Vietnamese domination." (Quoted from my diary.) Dauge continued: "These Khmer 

Rouge, unlike the North Vietnamese, are not making the pro-Sihanouk pitch that the North 

Vietnamese and Viet Cong forces are making in Cambodia." It is a "curious dichotomy" he 

concluded, "though I feel that Sihanouk has no future in Cambodia," one reason being 

Sihanouk's turning to China rather than to North Vietnam. 

 

I mention the foregoing in some detail because, quite frankly, I did not comprehend then, or for 

some time thereafter, the importance of the Khmer Rouge, or who they were or what were their 

goals. I guess I had them confused with the Khmer Krom, the Khmer Serei and the Khmer 

Communists. They were not conventional communists but rather extreme zealots out to remake 

the whole nation in the bloodiest manner. 
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At the time of this July 1970 visit, there was a strong nationalistic upsurge, with young 

Cambodians flocking to the colors. Phnom Penh was spotlessly clean and superficially peaceful, 

though ancient Khmer-Tonkinese hatreds boded ill and there were thousands of Vietnamese 

refugees crowded into holding areas along the Bassac River banks. Atrocities against 

Vietnamese refugees were widely reported, as were Vietnamese atrocities against Cambodians. 

 

I was well aware that the FANK was no match for the well trained and armed North Vietnamese 

and that the best we could hope for was to keep as much of Cambodia out of North Vietnamese 

control as possible and to retain as much of Cambodia's spirit of nationalism and appearances of 

neutrality as possible. In any case, we had to live with the realities of strong Congressional and 

public opposition to the U.S. getting further involved in Cambodia. 

 

Flying back to Saigon, Lisa and I rejoined Secretary Rogers' party headed for the Far East Chiefs 

of Mission Conference in Tokyo which I chaired. Since there were no U.S. representatives from 

Cambodia at the conference, it became my responsibility to provide the overall assessment of 

prospects in Cambodia. The record of that meeting has me concluding that, "Cambodia faces a 

tenacious and resourceful enemy, a collapsing economy and insufficient outside assistance." 

However, these are somewhat offset by "true nationalism, Buddhist antipathy toward the atheist 

aggressors, and a countryside generally hostile to the North Vietnamese and their puppet 

Sihanouk..." 

 

When I visited Phnom Penh in May 1971, in the company of Jack Irwin and Bill Sullivan, we 

were concerned, as we said in our report, "how the weight of official Americans in Phnom Penh, 

both civilian and military, were helping to suffocate Khmer nationalism and enthusiasm." We 

recommended that the size of our mission not exceed 100, that marginal programs be phased out, 

and that DOD should consider waiving end-user check requirements in order to keep down the 

numbers of Americans in Cambodia. By May 1971 a supplemental appropriations bill provided 

for well over $200 million in both economic and military assistance for Cambodia. Khmer 

leadership was more seasoned, having withstood many challenges. However the leaders were 

less sanguine, more sober about prospects. Rather than seeing victory in the offing as they had in 

1970, they were gearing up for the long haul, with FANK now 200,000 strong in comparison to 

35,000 in 1970. 

 

Yet more and more of Cambodia was passing under NVN control so that only Phnom Penh and 

the land corridors to Sihanoukville and to Thailand via Battambang were relatively secure. 

 

It remained pretty much that way through my remaining time as Assistant Secretary, with U.S. 

bombers pounding away at NVN positions largely in eastern Cambodia. The fate of Cambodia 

was now inexorably linked with the fate of Vietnam. It might have been otherwise. 

 

Q: It seems to me that this whole tragic saga throws a lot of light on personalities, as indeed all 

such crises do. First of all there is the question of Nixon and Kissinger. Of the two, who would 

you say was the more determined to go ahead with the U.S. ground force involvement in the 

Cambodian incursion? 

 

GREEN: I would say Nixon, because he had an absolute "thing" about being the tough guy (like 
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General Patton), especially so that the North Vietnamese would not take us for granted and 

would eventually be willing to settle on a peaceful solution. And, of course, Nixon had a lot of 

people in Saigon, both U.S. and Vietnamese, who agreed with that tactic, including Ambassador 

Bunker and General Abrams. 

 

Kissinger, in order to solidify his standing with the President and to weaken that of Rogers, was 

the President's willing accomplice in carrying out the fateful decision. But I cannot see Kissinger 

as urging the president to make the decision he did, for it brought Kissinger a lot of grief, as he 

must have known it would. Shawcross' "Sideshow," a best seller, is a blistering attack in the 

Nixon-Kissinger policies toward Cambodia, with Shawcross' comments about Kissinger being 

excessively unfair. 

 

Q: Your mention of trying to keep down the number of American officials in Cambodia reminds 

me of a long interview I did with Andy Antippas, who... 

 

GREEN: Oh, yes, I remember him well as one of the best informed officers we ever had in 

Cambodia. 

 

Q: Andy said that we were also flying advisers into Phnom Penh in the morning, but they would 

leave at night. The idea was that they didn't stay overnight, so they didn't count on the total 

number. That sort of circumvention of Congress was being too clever by half. 

 

GREEN: You're right; and of course people on the Hill including investigative staffers (of whom 

there are plenty) know, or get to know, all about such shenanigans. You can't operate that way. 

 

Q: What about the problem Coby Swank faced when he must have known that Al Haig was by- 

passing him in order to deal with Coby's deputy, Tom Enders? 

 

GREEN: Coby just learned to live with the problem. It didn't affect his standing with the State 

Department. On the other hand, Tom Enders was running risks by his by-passing official 

channels in dealing directly with Al Haig. Tom Enders has always been an ambitious officer, but 

he could see that, while events were elevating his standing with the White House, they might 

have the opposite effect with the State Department. I know, because Tom broke down at one 

point and confessed to me how all these events were affecting his sense of duty toward the 

Secretary of State. This was no play-acting performance. He was genuinely in anguish. 

 

Q: Let's talk about the role of the foreign service officer when faced with carrying out a 

presidential decision with which he disagrees. I recall there were several on Kissinger's staff, 

including one FSO (Bill Watts), who resigned over the president's decision to commit U.S. 

ground forces in the Cambodian incursion of April 30, 1970. 

 

GREEN: Alex Johnson has as interesting passage on this subject in his book, The Right Hand of 

Power. He points out that some 50 junior FSO's, none of whom served in Southeast Asia, 

addressed "a protest letter" to the Secretary of State over this decision. They were perfectly 

entitled to do this through the dissent channel, so long as it remained private and confidential. 

But they naively xeroxed multiple copies for a maximum number of signatures. Copies of this 
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letter reached the press. When Nixon found out about this, he ordered the Secretary to fire all 

who signed. Rogers and Alex eventually calmed the President down and none were fired. 

 

Q: Yes, but to get back to those who did resign on Kissinger's staff. How about you? After all you 

opposed the President. Did you at any point consider resigning over his decision? 

 

GREEN: Yes, but then we FSO's are like our military -- we carry out orders once those orders 

are determined and issued. Moreover, in my case, I managed to stay on to fight further battles 

over our Cambodian policy, at least insofar as successfully opposing White House efforts to 

involve Thailand and Indonesia in its losing proposition. 

 

Q: I think that's a good place to stop, unless you had any further involvement in Cambodia after 

1973. 

 

GREEN: Only in 1981 when I chaired the State Department's Advisory Panel on Indo-Chinese 

Refugees. By that time, the war in Vietnam had ended disastrously, although the disaster was 

even greater in Cambodia where Pol Pot's Khmer Rouge was still visiting some of the worst 

horrors in modern history on his fellow Cambodians, as well as on Vietnamese who were trying 

to flee from Vietnam through Cambodia to Thailand. 

I surreptitiously spent a day in a part of westernmost Cambodia which was not under Pol Pot's 

control. But all of that is covered in the report issued by our Advisory Panel in 1981. 
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Q: That's excellent. Then, in '69 you were up for grabs, is that right? 

 

RIVES: Yes, there was no assignment for me, so I took my vacation, went home, and I was 

sitting on the beach when I got a frantic call from Washington. It was Tom Corcoran, who was 

then the Laos-Cambodian desk officer, Country Director, and he asked me if I would be 

interested in being Charge, reopening the Embassy in Phnom Penh. The Department was not 

very enthusiastic about this idea... it was Tom's suggestion. They wanted somebody more junior 

than I was. But he persuaded them, and I came down to Washington, and it was agreed that I 

would reopen the Embassy in Phnom Penh. 
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Q: Can you give me some details about why the Embassy was shut down and what the situation 

was when you got out there? 

 

RIVES: Well, the Embassy had shut down, as I remember, the reason Sihanouk gave, was the 

interference by CIA. I think he was just fed up with America. He'd been infuriated, particularly 

by Rob McClintock when he was DCM in Saigon before he became Ambassador to Cambodia, 

who invented the name "Snooky." It gets back to people, you know. Sihanouk never forgave 

that. 

 

Q: I just might point out, as a diplomatic representative, it's never a good idea to make 

disparaging remarks about a chief of state, because it gets back to you. 

 

RIVES: Well, I don't mean to criticize McClintock, necessarily, because I admired him. He was 

a brilliant ambassador. 

 

Q: He was a brilliant ambassador, but this was not... 

 

RIVES: But he did foolish things like that... Anyway, for various reasons they were closed down. 

I think they had been closed down five years when I went there. Actually, the last Ambassador 

who was supposed to go there and didn't make it, was Randy Kidder. He got there, but they 

would never accept his credentials. So he had to leave. He retired. 

 

Anyways, when I was called in and asked to go out there, there were two people who were very 

interested. One was, of course, Marshall Green, the Assistant Secretary, and the other was 

Senator Mike Mansfield. Before I went to Cambodia, I was sent to see Senator Mansfield. It was 

understood by Sihanouk, and Senator Mike Mansfield insisted, that there would be an Embassy 

opened at the Charge level, and that there would be no CIA. If there was the CIA, the Embassy 

would be closed. 

 

Q: Really! This was Marshall Green and Mansfield? 

 

RIVES: It was Senator Mansfield, I think, who made the condition, the agreement with 

Sihanouk, that there would be no CIA. 

 

Q: He had talked to Sihanouk, then? 

 

RIVES: Apparently. And also that my general job would be to reestablish relations, and after it 

had built up, when things got better, we'd send an ambassador. So I went out there, and Elden 

Erickson had been out there already. He was waiting for me. He'd been out looking for buildings, 

that kind of administrative thing. So I moved into the local hotel at that time, and opened our 

Embassy there in one of the cottages. I had been there about two or three weeks or something 

when Senator Mansfield came on a visit. Meanwhile, I had called on the Foreign Minister, of 

course. 

 

Prince Sihanouk gave a luncheon for myself and Senator Mansfield, just the three of us. We had 
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a very pleasant lunch, and at the end, Senator Mansfield was really very kind. He got up and 

gave a little speech and told Sihanouk that he was hoping for better relations. He pointed out the 

fact that Sihanouk and I were of almost an identical age, and that he'd known me for years, and 

etcetera like that, and he hoped we'd get to be good friends. So that was a wonderful introduction 

to Sihanouk... 

 

From then on, things were pretty normal. You know, I had established some contacts and did my 

political reporting. I was completely alone there for a while, except for a secretary and then I 

finally acquired a little staff. We found a building on the river front and moved in. We used the 

servants quarters in the back for office space. We had no furniture, although we were told we 

were going to get some. The press became interested. Once in a while they'd come visit. 

 

But the thing that really got things going as far as the Cambodian situation went, was the secret 

bombing of Cambodia, of which I was completely unaware. At night Phnom Penh used to shake, 

literally. You could hear it. But I assumed it was on the border. And then one day one of our air 

attacks destroyed a Cambodian outpost up north, and that really did cause quite a furor. It was all 

publicized, so it was known. 

 

That evening, Sihanouk was giving a large party at his house. When you went to one of 

Sihanouk's parties, you were prepared to spend the night, because he not only had a good party, 

but he would join the orchestra. He was a very good musician, played three or four instruments, 

and of course, nobody could leave until he gave the signal. So as long as he was happy playing, 

we all had to stay there. 

 

That evening I went there prepared for the worst. The Chinese were there, and the Russians were 

there, and the French were there, and everybody else. They were all looking to see what his 

reaction would be to me. At first, I wondered whether I should go, but I thought, "What the heck, 

I'd better go." So I went, and this was typical of Sihanouk: he played it straight. He met me, and 

everything was wise and well, and I danced with Princess Monique, you know, and all that kind 

of stuff. All to the disappointment of all the other foreign guests. I think they expected him to 

snub me, you know, raise hell because of what had happened -- which he'd done already, 

privately. Afterwards, the press became more interested, there were more and more press people. 

And then, of course, there was the famous incursion into Cambodia. 

 

But before that happened, we used to go... (I just want to make one point clear here: Sihanouk 

was an interesting person, and I think we'd misunderstood him for many years. It was just about 

the time I went to Cambodia that I think the Department and the Government as a whole began 

to understand what Sihanouk really was. He was a patriot. What he did was for Cambodia, not 

for himself, and there were no real ulterior motives except for that.) When I was there, we used 

to go out in the country to open a rice mill or new plantation or something like that, from time to 

time. It became really rather a joke between me and the French Ambassador and the British to 

see who would be insulted that day, because we all took our turns. Every time he had an 

opportunity... He'd attack the United States one day, and then the next day he'd attack the 

Russians, and then he'd attack the French, and then he'd attack the Chinese, and then he'd let the 

British have it. So we all took our turn. We all braced each day when we went in to see who got 

criticized. But it was that way. It was deliberately done. 
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Q: How would he insult you? 

 

RIVES: He'd attack us, and he'd criticize the attitude of the United States for what we were doing 

in Vietnam, and he'd criticize the French for not helping them enough, and the Russians for 

being brutes, or something like that. 

 

Q: Would this be in public speeches? 

 

RIVES: Oh, yes! 

 

Q: He wouldn't come up to your face... 

 

RIVES: Oh, not at all! He'd make a public speech during the opening of a rice mill or something. 

He'd drag in one of us at each occasion. We would all be sitting there waiting, because we were 

all ordered to be there, you know. We'd all ride in convoys, and we'd sit there in the blazing sun, 

and then he'd insult us! But it was a balancing act, and he did it very deliberately. 

 

Q: It sound a bit like Sukarno used to do, but only to the United States. 

 

RIVES: Yes. And then, of course, the other thing I was supposed to do, which I never succeeded 

in doing, was to try to get him to accept our intelligence information about what the Viet Minh 

and the Viet Cong were doing. I gave that information to him and to the Foreign Minister 

regularly, but he would never acknowledge it, and he never did anything that showed he was 

taking action against them. He was not playing the Viet Cong game, but I think he realized he 

couldn't do anything about it. 

 

Q: We were talking earlier about the North Vietnamese, not the Khmer Rouge. The Viet Cong 

was pretty much limited to within Vietnam, wasn't it? 

 

RIVES: Well, the Viet Minh trail came through Cambodia. 

 

Q: The Ho Chi Minh Trail? 

 

RIVES: Yes, the Ho Chi Minh Trail came down through Cambodia. 

 

Q: You were there from when to when? 

 

RIVES: I got there in about September of '69, and I was removed in December of '70. 

 

Q: Did you go to see Sihanouk from time to time in person? 

 

RIVES: Oh, yes. 

 

Q: Can you talk about how one dealt with him. What was the Washington attitude toward 

Sihanouk? Or were there attitudes toward Sihanouk? 
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RIVES: I didn't have anything to do with this until just before I went to Cambodia, but my 

impression was that they all saw him as sort of a nuisance, a pest, amusing in some ways, 

dangerous in other ways, you know... a mixed reaction to him. Very few people, I think, 

understood him until about the time we reopened our Embassy. Except for somebody like 

Mansfield, who was always, I think, rather in his favor. And I think that some of our 

ambassadors appreciated him, what he was doing, but I don't think Washington really understood 

him. 

 

Q: What about when you were together with him? Would you go see him man on man? And how 

did he do? 

 

RIVES: Yes. He was always very polite, and we discussed whatever business I had to discuss 

with him. The only time I think he summoned me was after that bombing. 

 

Q: What did he do? 

 

RIVES: He gave me hell. He said the United States [action] was inexcusable, etcetera, etcetera. 

Q: What did you say? 

 

RIVES: There was very little I could say, except that I would find out what the facts were of why 

we had done this. There was no getting around it. 

 

Q: This was about when? 

 

RIVES: I don't remember exactly when it was. 

 

Q: Were you able to fly to Saigon from time to time to find out what was going on? 

 

RIVES: No, I never went to Saigon in those days. 

 

Q: Why not? Was this two different worlds? 

 

RIVES: It was pretty much two different worlds. I think I'd had visits from a few people in 

Saigon during the year, but there were completely different policies, and as I say, I was pretty 

much alone in Cambodia in the beginning there, so if I left, we'd have to close the Embassy, 

virtually. 

 

Q: In 1969, were visitors coming out from Washington at all? 

 

RIVES: No, not at the beginning. 

 

Q: Did Alexander Haig ever come out? 

 

RIVES: Yes, but that was later, that was after the bombing started... after the Incursion. 
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Q: I would like to get a little of the chronology. You arrived there in September of '69. The war 

was going very strongly in Vietnam, and America was beginning to Vietnamize the thing. But we 

had the B-52 bomber raids that were going on there, the so-called "Secret War." Of course, it 

wasn't secret... 

 

RIVES: Well, a lot of people didn't know about it. I was never told about it... this was sort of 

typical. This is another way in which Sihanouk played his game. He knew what was going on 

more than I did, and yet he never made an issue of it. Not to me. So I think he was accepting of 

certain things. A tacit acceptance of what we were doing, hoping we would help him, while 

criticizing for something when it became as obvious as the destruction of a Cambodian outpost. 

 

Q: Did he or other people go out and visit the outpost? 

 

RIVES: Well, they had photos and all that. 

 

Q: How about the press? 

RIVES: They weren't terribly interested until about the time of the Incursion. 

 

Q: When you say you went out and did your normal reporting, what does this mean? 

 

RIVES: Well, about talks with the Foreign Minister and all, meeting with the French, who were 

very cooperative. They had a general, I can't remember his name now, who was military attaché. 

The French were still important there, in a way. French was still the official language. And the 

French still had connections with military there, and the French general had very good contacts, 

so he was very good, very open about the information he had. And I tried to get to know 

Cambodians and other people in town. I also made visits a couple of times to rubber plantations 

way out in the Parrot's Beak... (In fact, I'm going to see the manager of the plantation where I 

stayed. He's coming to see me in Boston this month.) I traveled around as much as I could. I 

went to Angkor Wat, actually, and Sihanoukville (the port). 

 

Q: In Sihanoukville, was part of your brief to take a look and see what type of stuff was coming 

in? 

 

RIVES: We tried to find out, but we couldn't find out anything in those days. We knew what was 

coming through, and a lot came through the pipeline. 

 

Q: A lot of military equipment was coming into Sihanoukville. Would you see trucks heading 

off... 

 

RIVES: Not really. At least I didn't. I didn't have enough staff, really, to send them around to 

look. I didn't have any attachés or anything at that time. And when we went to Sihanoukville, 

quite often it was at Sihanouk's invitation. He had a beautiful villa there, and he would summon 

the diplomatic corps down there, and we'd have a swim and that kind of thing. 

 

Q: What were you getting out of the Department? Here we were, waging a major war; all 

attention was focused on it; and on one front... you were sitting in the rear of one of our 
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opponent's fronts. You must have been getting lots of stuff from the Pentagon and from 

everywhere else... 

 

RIVES: No, virtually nothing. No, because I just think they were just waiting for things to settle 

down. This had all occurred within a fairly short time. Now, while I was there, there were several 

embarrassing incidents. There was the famous incident of the ship... 

 

Q: The American Eagle. The reason I know the name of the ship... I was the Consul General in 

Saigon. I remember Admiral Zumwalt and I were trying to figure out what to do about that damn 

ship! Would you explain what the problem was? 

 

RIVES: You remember these people had seized it. 

 

Q: Two Americans. They weren't really ideological. They were sort of kooks. 

 

RIVES: Yes. I think they were cracks. One of them disappeared completely. We never saw him. 

The other turned up in Phnom Penh and we turned him over to the authorities, but then he 

escaped and was never heard from again. I think one, obviously, was killed, and one ended up in 

California. 

 

But anyways, the ship arrived and I was told there was nothing to hide there, it was all 

innocence. The Russians were making noises, as were the Chinese, so I invited the diplomatic 

corps to come down and look at the ship. So I went down to Sihanoukville with an entourage... I 

think the Russians refused to come, as I remember, or the Chinese... So we went aboard, and the 

thing was loaded with napalm! It was extremely embarrassing. Having been assured by 

Washington there was absolutely nothing to worry about. 

 

Q: I know. Admiral Zumwalt was at that time Commander of Naval Forces in Vietnam. I was 

called to his headquarters to say this was a mutiny. Mutinies are consular problems. I asked the 

question, "What's on the ship?" They said, "Napalm." I thought, "Oh, God!" 

 

RIVES: Well, Washington never said anything. 

 

Q: Never told you. We knew it! 

 

RIVES: Everybody took pictures, the press were all there, naturally! A great day! I said, "So 

what? It's not coming here, it's going off to Bangkok." So they finally released it after a good 

deal of uproar. That was the main excitement then. Then, of course, we had the Incursion. 

 

Q: Did the Incursion come after Sihanouk was deposed? 

 

RIVES: Oh, yes, 

 

Q: Can we talk about how you viewed the stability of Sihanouk? And also talk about the 

deposition. 
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RIVES: Sihanouk, you know, was always Number One. And he had these plots against him 

continuously. There was a very good system set up. What always happened was when somebody 

went too far, Sihanouk would exile him, usually to Paris. He'd have to stay there for a year or 

two, and then he could come back. This had happened to Lon Nol before. Of course, there was a 

group of people who were very much against Sihanouk. One was Lon Nol; one was Prince Sirik 

Matak, one of his cousins; and others, including the Foreign Minister, whose name I can't think 

of right now. 

 

Sihanouk went off to Paris -- he hadn't been there for quite a few years -- to take the cure and so 

on... As soon as he had gone, Lon Nol and Sirik Matak and the Foreign Minister, a triumvirate, 

took over the government. They announced that there had been a coup. (A little later, the 

Assembly voted Sihanouk out, too. They got the Assembly to vote it, all very legal.) And they 

sent word to Sihanouk that he was out. 

 

Sihanouk sent back an angry telegram telling them heads would roll, he was returning 

immediately. If he had returned immediately, he would have won. Because, I'll never forget, the 

night this all happened, I was out to dinner somewhere, and on my way home to the Chancery in 

my car, they were painting all the streets. The lines on the sidewalks were all being freshly 

whitewashed, and the flags were all being put up to welcome home the Chief of State. If he had 

done it, he could have won. But he didn't. He went off to Moscow. And in Moscow he got the 

word that the Assembly had voted him out. Instead of coming back again, he got mad and he 

flew on to Peking. That was the end. 

 

Once Sihanouk had been thrown out, the triumvirate called me in. We had a long talk, and they 

asked for help. I reported this to Washington. The decision was made that we should extend 

some assistance. But limited assistance. This was the Nixon Doctrine, which was, you remember, 

"We'll help those who help themselves when they need help." So this is the way things stood. 

 

Lon Nol used to call me in periodically, and we'd have a good chat. He'd ask for a lot of 

equipment, warships, B-52s, you know, and all that kind of stuff... and I told him no. At that 

time, since we were not openly giving them help, we entered into a very convoluted arrangement 

whereby the Indonesians turned over all their Russian weapons to us, which we then flew in by 

chartered aircraft to Phnom Penh, and gave Indonesia American equipment. The press, of course, 

heard about this, and they were lurking in the background. But I was instructed, and I was 

perfectly honest with them, and I said that I didn't know anything about American arms. 

 

Q: I was in Saigon at the time, and I can recall, they were going around collecting all the 

captured AK-47s in order to ship them up to Cambodia. 

 

RIVES: That's right. They came in by chartered aircraft, those, and also the weapons from 

Indonesia. Quite a lot of stuff came in. And about that time I started getting my first attaché. I 

had a military attaché and an air attaché. Eventually I got Jonathan Ladd, who was a retired 

Green Beret Colonel, who had been called back just for this special mission. He and I got along 

beautifully, because we felt the same way about what we should do about Cambodia. Which was 

to follow the Nixon Doctrine and help the Cambodians just as much as we possibly could. But if 

they fell, they fell on their own. 
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Q: I want to make this clear, because it's often maintained that the CIA worked up a plot to get 

rid of Sihanouk and Lon Nol. When you were there, there were no CIA people. 

 

RIVES: Until after the Incursion. As far as I know, there was no hanky panky... 

 

Q: How did we see the coup? 

 

RIVES: It really surprised everybody. The French, who as I say had good connections, were 

completely stunned. They agreed with me that if Sihanouk had come back he would have won. 

 

Q: It was seen as part of the natural forces within Cambodia. These were people who had 

wanted power, too... 

 

RIVES: Oh, yes. They'd been in the wings trying to get hold of power for years. 

 

Q: And Sihanouk gave them an opportunity by being out of town. 

 

RIVES: Yes. This was the first time they'd really been able to pull this off. 

 

Q: Excuse [the digression]. Back to passing the arms on, and your beginning to build up a small 

staff, which was essentially, what, military liaison? 

 

RIVES: Yes, and CIA, and, of course, USIA came in, too. At this early stage, things were still 

fairly well under control, as far as I was concerned. There was no equipment. We had no direct 

communication with Washington. We went through the PTT, which closed down at midnight 

every night. Washington, of course, was getting more and more alarmed, because they couldn't 

get the endless telegraphic traffic which they loved. So we finally got to the stage, unfortunately, 

where the Incursion took place. 

 

Q: The Incursion took place in the Spring of '70. 

 

RIVES: Right. 

 

Q: Which caused campus riots, Kent State, and so on. Before we get to that, what were you 

getting about the North Vietnamese role in Cambodia at that point? 

 

RIVES: Very little. The North Vietnamese were in Cambodia. They had an Embassy there, too, 

in Phnom Penh. 

 

Q: Was there a feeling, though, that there were parts of Cambodia that were essentially off-limits 

even to Cambodians because they had been taken over by [the North Vietnamese]? 

 

RIVES: Oh, yes. The French told me that. It was fairly well known. And when I went to that 

plantation in the Parrot's Beak, the manager told me, he said, "At night, this is a Vietnamese 

base. There's nothing I can do about it." In the daytime his workers went out and did their rubber 
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thing, and we were able to drive around. But at night, we stayed in our compound. What went on 

outside... 

 

Q: Did you get any feeling from your reporting and contacts with Cambodians about (a) how 

they felt about the Vietnamese in general, and (b) the North Vietnamese presence there? 

 

RIVES: I think the Cambodians have always hated the Vietnamese. They look down on them 

because, after all, Vietnam was part of the Cambodian Empire at one time. They disliked them 

very much. They rather admired the Chinese. But they hated the Vietnamese on the whole. And 

so when things went bad, after the Incursion, they turned. They destroyed the North Vietnamese 

Embassy, which was within sight of Sihanouk's palace, and then there were those slaughters of 

Vietnamese, throwing bodies in the river, and all that kind of thing that went on. 

 

Q: Before the Incursion, what was the role of the Khmer Rouge at that time? 

 

RIVES: You never heard of them very much. They existed; there were a few reports about them, 

but I don't think they played much of a role inside Cambodia until after they started moving in. 

 

Q: Let's talk about the Incursion. We're talking about the Spring of 1970. Could you explain how 

you were informed, how you were prepared for what was happening? 

 

RIVES: I was informed after it took place. It wasn't entirely Washington's fault, because I was all 

one-time pad. I'm sorry, we did have coding machines, but we had no direct communications. 

When the PTT opened up in the morning, we got our cables, and I was informed what was taking 

place, and to tell Lon Nol. So I immediately typed up the message and went to Lon Nol to 

deliver it. The press were all waiting there with TV cameras. I went in to deliver the message. Of 

course, Lon Nol himself was not all that pleased to be told ex post facto. But he accepted it, and 

when I came out, the press were all dying to get the hot poop. So I just showed them the bare 

facts. There was an incursion... 

 

Q: For someone coming to this years from now, what was the Incursion we keep talking about? 

 

RIVES: President Nixon decided there would be a limited attack into Cambodia, supposedly to 

capture the Viet Cong headquarters, which was never found and apparently didn't exist, but 

apparently we thought that it was there. It was a limited incursion, supposed only to last three or 

five days, something like that, to accomplish the objective and take out... The second objective, 

of course, was to include the newly trained Vietnamese troops to see how well they did. (They 

apparently did very well.) 

 

The result of the Incursion was two-fold. One, it failed in its objective of finding and destroying 

[the Viet Cong] headquarters; but it was very successful as an attack. What it did do was to push 

the Vietnamese back. Now, the Vietnamese had known this was going to happen a couple of 

days before, because the French general told me when the Incursion started, "The Americans had 

better move fast, because the Vietnamese are pulling back from the front towards Phnom Penh, 

and they're not going to succeed very well unless they do something in a hurry." I informed 

Washington about this. Something strange was going on, I knew. The President kept his word. 
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The Incursion lasted, what, three days, I think it was, and then they pulled out. As I say, I hadn't 

been informed, and nobody was supposed to come towards Phnom Penh, and, of course, the 

place by then was swarming with reporters, who came to see me. Of course, I was perfectly 

innocent about the whole thing, and I said, "There are no American troops around here." At 

which point, an American helicopter started circling around Phnom Penh with Charlie 

Whitehouse in it. You know Charlie Whitehouse. He was the Deputy Ambassador in Saigon. I 

sent a perfectly furious telegram to Washington about people flying over Phnom Penh while I 

was telling the press there were no [Americans] there. 

 

Anyways, that settled down, and then the Cambodians turned on the Vietnamese. There were 

quite a few slaughters, I think, here and there, and bodies floating down the river. At this point 

the press was really very anti-Cambodian. And anti-me. They criticized our government for 

allowing the Cambodians to do these horrible things to the Vietnamese, and why wasn't I doing 

anything about it. When I tried to explain to them, one of my favorite reporters, a very good one, 

Henry Kamm of the New York Times, who had been out there for years and was very able, kept 

attacking me. I would ask him, "Henry, what started all this?" If the Vietnamese hadn't been in 

Cambodia, hadn't started this, nothing would have happened." Well, they wouldn't admit that. 

 

This went on like this for months until one day, the New York... no, it wasn't the New York 

Times... the Los Angeles Times, Chicago Tribune, and a couple of other papers' [reporters] came 

in and asked me why I wasn't doing more to help the Cambodians. I explained there was just so 

much we could do, and we believed in the Nixon Doctrine and all that. At that time it was very 

amusing, because now they wanted me to say something publicly. I said, "Well, you're the ones 

who have built up all this anti-Cambodian feeling. Why don't you change it?" They said, "Our 

headquarters censor what we write, and they've taken a certain attitude, and it's up to them to 

change it." I said, "Well, that's your worry." So that was the press attitude. 

 

Q: Also, wasn't the press beginning to suffer... 

 

RIVES: We lost two or three people, yes. You see, they were so used to the War in Vietnam... 

When they went out there they went out in military convoys; they were protected by the 

American Army, and helped out... When they came to me, I told them, "Don't go out there, 

you're being foolish." Well, at the very beginning, the Cambodians, all these young kids, dashed 

out, full of enthusiasm, and they won a couple of skirmishes. From then on, it was all downhill. 

The press went out, and the press got captured and shot. Do you remember, Flynn's son... 

 

Q: Yes, Errol Flynn's son, Sean... 

 

RIVES: Yes, Sean Flynn. He's never been found. 

 

Q: I remember, there was another reporter from the St. Louis paper, a rather well- known 

correspondent, he wasn't killed. He was captured and somehow got out. 

 

RIVES: One of them managed to escape, I think. 

 

Q: I was at the other end packing up his effects. We thought he was dead. We were getting ready 
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to ship them home, when all of a sudden he showed up... 

 

RIVES: Well, about half a dozen were killed... 

 

Q: Don't you think this also changed the attitude of the press. All of a sudden they were no 

longer able to sit back and snipe away. 

 

RIVES: Yes. They criticized me for not doing enough about the press, too. [For not] going out 

and rescuing them. Well, I don't know how I was supposed to do that. It didn't worry me very 

much. Anyways, that was that part of it. 

 

Right after the Incursion started, Washington kept after me, didn't I want more people? And I 

said, "No. I'm perfectly able to do it by myself. A small Embassy is better." Meanwhile, also, I 

kept getting these messages from CINCPAC by the rear channels, via a full captain who would 

come up from Bangkok carrying messages to deliver that they didn't want to go through the State 

channels. So I'd get these things and send messages back. Admiral McCain kept pressing me to 

accept special communications facilities to communicate directly with him. I said no. 

 

One day, on a Saturday night, I got a message from Marshall Green saying, "A C-141 is arriving 

tomorrow from Manila with full communications facilities, including operators." Then at the 

close, "You will not object." So I got the message. 

 

All my traffic had been coded -- Goodness, I've forgotten what it was coded -- something Khmer 

something. It meant that only the top floor and the President saw it. Marshall Green had to go up 

and get permission to read it. What I didn't realize at this time, the President and Mr. Kissinger 

were running everything in Washington. 

 

So, anyways, I was ordered, and this huge plane arrived with all these generators, 

communicators, everything like that, they were all plunked in my little embassy. (We were 

instructed, also, to find a bigger building.) From then on, as far as I was concerned, it got more 

and more difficult. The CIA sent in their own communications thing. And the military sent theirs 

in. So I had three systems of communications, none of which spoke to each other, all operating in 

this tiny embassy. I really didn't know what the other people were sending. I kept getting 

messages from McCain about the back channel, and I refused to use it. He'd send me these 

outrageous messages, and I would reply through the State Department channels so that Marshall 

Green... 

 

Q: What was he trying... 

 

RIVES: Well, McCain was trying to help, but doing things that I didn't want done. He wanted 

military advisors. He wanted his special representative from his headquarters on my staff, which 

I wouldn't have. So I would reply to him through the open channel, through the State Department 

so Marshall Green would see what had been going on. It infuriated McCain to the point where he 

sent Ambassador Koren, my ex-boss in Brazzaville, who was then POLAD in CINCPAC, to see 

me, accompanied by an admiral. I must say, they were very nice, both of them, we had a very 

nice visit, and Barney Koren let me know very clearly that I was really getting into trouble if I 
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opposed Admiral McCain. Well, I did. I wouldn't give in. He never got his special 

[representative] there. But things were getting more and more difficult. 

 

I had another long talk with Lon Nol one day, at his request. He asked me for a lot of things, 

again. I did a foolish thing, in a way. I laid down the law to him, according to what I thought. I 

told him what the Nixon Doctrine was, and we were going to help him, as I had repeated before, 

but he was not going to get all this stuff. My mistake, then, was that I reported this to 

Washington verbatim. Within 24 hours, General Haig arrived. 

 

Q: He was with the National Security Council, Kissinger's Deputy. 

 

RIVES: Yes. He arrived with an interpreter, a young Army major from Saigon who could hardly 

speak French, and he went to see Lon Nol, and he refused to allow me to accompany him, which 

undercut my authority. I never did know what he said to him, completely. He came back and sent 

a telegram, which I was allowed to see. He said Lon Nol had burst into tears, which I had a hard 

time believing, but maybe he did. 

 

I have always felt that from that time on, it didn't matter what I said, I was not really believed in 

Cambodia. I think he went in there with orders, and he may not have promised B-52s, but he 

probably told Lon Nol, "Don't pay any attention to what Rives said. We'll back you up, don't 

worry about it, we'll take care of you," and all that kind of stuff, you know... Anyways, after that, 

it was much more difficult, because, as I say, I don't think I was believed when I said that they 

weren't going to get things. 

 

Before he went, I remember Haig said to me, "What do you think we should do about 

Cambodia?" 

 

I said, "I think we should help them just the way we're helping them now, but if they can't do it 

alone, we should let them go down the tube." 

 

He was furious! "What do you mean?!" 

 

I said, "It isn't that I don't want to help Cambodians. I think if they can't do it themselves, we 

should let them go and be beaten. We're trying to fight communism in Southeast Asia, I 

understand that. But in Africa, when the Russians lost Guinea, they pulled out. They faced facts. 

We should do the same thing here if we have to." Of course, that didn't go over very well. 

 

So anyways, after that, more and more staff came. We got a larger building. And it became more 

dangerous, of course. The Viet Cong were fairly close. 

 

Q: When you say Viet Cong, who are you talking about? The North Vietnamese army? 

 

RIVES: Yes. What they had done was pull back from the frontier until they got really quite close 

to Phnom Penh. Of course, the Cambodians then attacked them and got beaten like mad. It was 

about this time, also, that they started bringing in the Khmer Rouge. At that point we really 

started hearing about them, and they started playing a role in the fighting. But we didn't have any 
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idea how badly things would go. 

 

Finally, in the autumn, I was informed that an ambassador was coming, Emory Swank. I was 

asked to stay on as DCM. Usually when an ambassador comes, you know, he brings his own 

DCM, but I got a personal message from Marshall Green asking me to stay on, so I agreed to 

that. Coby Swank arrived and we settled in. He took over my house, and I got a new one. That 

kind of thing. Things were going on fairly well. The Embassy kept growing and growing. An 

AID expert came in and came out with a perfectly ridiculous recommendation for aid, which, I 

must say, I felt a little ashamed of myself, but as soon as this AID man had gone with his huge 

recommendation, I wrote a letter to Marshall Green saying it was ridiculous, he shouldn't get half 

of what he recommended, and I must say, Marshall agreed with me. 

 

After Coby Swank had been there about two or three months, I was suddenly informed that I was 

being transferred to Washington. I didn't understand why. Meanwhile, I forgot to say, what led 

up to all this, I must backtrack... 

 

Before the Ambassador was appointed, Vice President Agnew came out on a visit, a one-day 

visit. He arrived, and, of course, the military were all panicking about security. An advance party 

of Secret Service people came, who set everything up, and the CIA man, through his 

connections, actually got us permission to sweep the Presidential Palace. Can you imagine that 

happening in Washington? Anyways, they swept the Presidential Palace, at least most of it. 

When the Vice President came, I was at the airport. We all met him. They wouldn't allow him to 

ride in a car, so we had our Hueys... 

 

Q: Helicopters, yes. 

 

RIVES: He sat in the middle, the Secret Service man sat on his right, and I sat on his left, so that 

if anybody shot, they'd have to shoot through us. There was a man on the machine gun, you 

know. There was no room, so my legs were hanging out in the open... Anyways, we flew in and 

landed at the Presidential Palace, there was an honor guard, and all that kind of stuff. Then, we 

went in to have our meeting, and we went into a room which hadn't been swept. Well, of course, 

I didn't know which rooms had been swept. The Secret Service pushed Lon Nol and me out of 

the way, dashed in, guns at the ready. If anybody was in there, they were going to shoot him. 

Then we were allowed in and we had our conversation. 

 

Then we went out to have a State luncheon. There was a U-shaped table. At the head were Lon 

Nol, the Vice President, and, I suppose, the Foreign Minister. I was just round the corner. We 

were having lunch. There were no Cambodian security men allowed inside the dining room, only 

our Secret Service people and the servants. Right behind the Chief of State and Agnew were 

sliding doors, which were closed; in front of these was a man with a submachine gun pointing at 

Lon Nol's back. I summoned the Secret Service man over and said, "This is going too far. Get rid 

of that man and do it more discreetly." So they put a man there with a pistol, and at least it wasn't 

pointing at his back. Of course, all the other Cambodians could see this. I thought it was pretty 

incredible. 

 

After the luncheon, I asked [the Vice President] if he wouldn't come and visit the Embassy, you 
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know, raise morale and show the flag. But, no, that was too dangerous, they wouldn't let him do 

that, so we flew back to the airport and off he went. 

 

So I went back to the Embassy, and I was catching up on my work for the day. I was working 

about 10 o'clock at night, something like that. Andy Antippas was in the office with me. The 

Secret Service man came in, stood in front of my desk, and asked me how I felt things had gone. 

I said I thought they had gone very well. The Vice President had done just exactly what he 

should have done. He said the right things. (Oh, there had been an exchange of gifts, too, after 

the luncheon, but the Secret Service had been so anxious that we had never got to give ours. The 

[Vice President's party] had just left them. They picked up theirs but then just dumped ours.) 

 

Anyways, the Secret Service man kept pushing me, and finally I said to him, "Well, if you want 

to know, I thought you were a little too much of a presence, too obvious." And I explained this 

thing about the Uzi submachine gun. Then the man started [ranting], "Why the hell do we need 

to do anything with these little bastards! They're using us... We're protecting them..." and all that 

kind of stuff. 

 

I said, "You know, it goes both ways They're serving our purpose, and we're serving their 

purpose. All this protecting thing... I wasn't worried about the Vice President. You can't believe 

that the Cambodians would let anything happen to the Vice President of the United States, on 

whom they depend for everything. That's the least of my worries." 

 

The conversation went on in this way for quite a little while. I have an unfortunate habit, I think, 

when sometimes I want to be rude, I can be. And so I decided it was enough conversation. So I 

started reading my papers again. I had my glasses on, and I looked at him like that, and I went 

like that, and I cut him off. He stood there, in fury, I gather, and then he left. That was the end of 

our conversation. 

 

To go forward again, I was removed, got my transfer orders, and it was afterwards that I found 

out. I got back to Washington, I was assigned as Director of African Affairs in INR, put in exile. 

I knew something was wrong, but nobody would tell me anything. I found out later what really 

had happened. I'll cut it short. Andy Antippas worked for me in the Department also. He got 

more and more vibes about what had happened. And then I called Barney Koren, who was then 

in the Pentagon, Deputy Assistant Secretary for Information, I think. He checked around his 

[contacts]. Meanwhile, also, Marshall Green had been replaced. He was an Ambassador. Mack 

Godley was supposed to become Assistant Secretary. He never could get approved, but while he 

was getting his briefings, he called me in one day. Of course, I had been called back from INR 

and put in charge of Laos/Cambodia. He said to me, "You're number one on the White House 

blacklist. I've just been over there, and I've been ordered to remove you. You cannot get any 

posting in the State Department in which the White House has a say. I don't know what you've 

done, but you'd better find out and do something about it." 

 

So I called Koren, and he asked General Dunn, who was Agnew's Chief of Staff. Dunn had been 

an officer in World War I, in the Artillery, under Barney Koren. So Koren called him, and he 

confirmed what I had been hearing. What had happened was, when the Secret Service came 

back, they wrote a report on me in which they questioned my loyalty as an American. So when 
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Coby Swank was on his way out to Cambodia, he stopped and saw the President at San 

Clemente, who ordered him to remove me forthwith. I don't blame him, and I don't blame Agnew 

for doing that, because their lives are protected by the Secret Service. They didn't know who the 

hell I was, so they just removed me. 

 

The two things I resent are, one, the Secret Service had so much power. (This is one of the 

things... when I would see all these things about police power on the television sometimes, I have 

a certain visceral sympathy for people in trouble.) The second thing was my disappointment in 

the Department. Nobody said anything. I was put in INR. I was "protected". Marshall Green 

never said anything to me. Nobody ever said anything to me. 

 

Until I went to see General Dunn. I explained what I had heard had happened, and he said, 

"That's right." I said, "What am I supposed to do about it? I'm not going to retire. If worse comes 

to worse, I'm going to sue." He said, "You don't have to do that." Then he called up the 

Department of State, the Director General of the Foreign Service, and said, "Rives is clear." 

 

I came back to the Department, and I ran into Arthur Hummel, who was acting Assistant 

Secretary, in the hallway. He said, "Oh, Mike, I'm so glad to hear that all's well, that you've 

cleared things up." 

 

I said, "Art, did you know about this?" 

 

"Oh, yes, I've known about it." 

 

I asked, "Did Marshall know about this?" "Oh, yes, he knew about it." 

 

"Why wasn't I ever told anything?" 

 

"Well, Marshall doesn't like to have unpleasant things like that." 

 

So nobody was allowed to mention it. Nobody allowed me to say my own [piece]. They just 

accepted that I had made a mistake. If it hadn't been for Mack Godley, I would never have been 

able to get another post or promotion. 

 

I've always admired Marshall Green, all my life, and I've served with him and under him. But I 

must say, that attitude really sickened me. 

 

Q: Yes... A couple of questions back on this, what was your evaluation of Lon Nol? 

 

RIVES: I thought he was a well-meaning person. I don't think he was terribly intelligent. I think 

the driving force behind him was Sirik Matak. 

 

Q: ...who was the king's cousin? 

 

RIVES: Yes. And who was a very impressive, intelligent man, I thought. Also, quite nice. Very 

ambitious. Well, Lon Nol eventually pushed Sirik Matak aside. But I don't think he was all that 
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[capable]. 

 

Q: What was your impression of Spiro Agnew, the Vice President, the time when he came? 

 

RIVES: Well, he did what he was suppose to do, that was all I saw. He said the right things. He'd 

obviously been thoroughly briefed. He was following the instructions of the President and Mr. 

Kissinger. He followed, obviously, the Secret Service's advice about security. I don't think we 

had two words alone. 

 

Q: When you came back, first you went into African INR. I take it that was just a parking spot for 

a while, was it? 

 

RIVES: Yes. Well, I don't know what it would have turned out to be. I was there for about two 

years. Then Marshall Green called me down and assigned me to Laos/Cambodia Affairs. 

 

Q: You took that over when? 

 

RIVES: Let's see... I came back in '70. It must have been about '72/'73. 

 

Q: And how long were you there? 

 

RIVES: In Cambodian Affairs? Until after the fall... until '75. 

 

Q: When you took over there from '73 to '75, can you talk about how we saw things in Laos and 

Cambodia? 

 

RIVES: Things were getting pretty desperate in both those countries by then. Charlie 

Whitehouse was Ambassador in Laos. Coby Swank, at the beginning, was Ambassador in 

Phnom Penh. Then he was removed, and Enders became Charge and after that, Gunther Dean 

became Ambassador. I think the overall attitude was to try to do everything we could to help 

Cambodia. 

 

For a while, when I first took over as Director, Bill Sullivan was Deputy Assistant Secretary in 

charge of that area. He had a special group, which consisted of military, State people, NSC 

people, and others. For a while Mark Pratt, who was the Lao desk officer, used to go to these 

mysterious meetings, which I didn't know anything about. One day I questioned him, and I was 

told, "It's restricted." Then I went to see Bill Sullivan. I said, "Here, I am Country Director, and I 

don't know what my staff is doing. I'm not allowed to know. I'd like to have a transfer. I'm not 

interested..." 

 

So that stopped that. I went to the meetings, where I found out what our policy was, more or less, 

which was going all out, supporting [Laos and Cambodia]. It was interesting, because I found out 

how military equipment got there, who did what to whom, you know. 

 

That went on for quite a while, and then towards the end, the bombing got worse and worse. 

Enders called in more and more B-52s, that kind of thing, which I thought was a mistake. When 
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John Gunther Dean took over, of course, it was very much towards the end, and he came in with 

several suggestions. Meanwhile, we churned out papers, and a couple of times I prepared papers, 

hopefully to go to the NSC, and they'd get as far as Phil Habib, who was Deputy, and Phil would 

call me in and say, "Forget it!" They were papers suggesting various courses of action, like 

negotiations, things like that, trying to stop the war and everything like that. The NSC policy was 

to, well, to keep things going. 

 

One incident that occurred during my Washington stint concerned the so-called "Mayaguez 

incident", when the SS Mayaguez was captured by Khmer forces off Cambodia. I was called in 

the middle of the night, tried to find someone in the Pentagon to see if help could be sent but 

failed. Upon Secretary Kissinger's learning of the matter, he tried to accuse me of inefficiency, 

etc., but had to recognize I had done all I could. In any case, the Marines eventually retook the 

vessel with a lost of life. 

 

As an aside, I might say that famous book, Sideshow, by Shawcross, hit the nail right on the 

head, in the title: Cambodia was a sideshow. Everything that was done there was to help 

Vietnam. They didn't really care what happened to Cambodia. Anyways, when Dean took over, 

and it really got bad, he came in with a plan, and he said, "We've got to have peace. We've got to 

negotiate. We've got to talk to Sihanouk." Which I had recommended a couple of times before, 

but I'd been told, "It won't go." But this time, since it came from the Ambassador, and things 

were really getting desperate, he was summoned back to Washington. They had a meeting in the 

Secretary's office. I was allowed to take notes. I was told that I was to take notes; I was not to 

speak. 

 

And so I went up there. There were the Secretary and Habib and Dean, and, I guess, Ingersoll, 

who was Under Secretary at that time, and myself. Mr. Kissinger got up and greeted everybody, 

shook their hands, except me. He never looked at me. We sat down, and the meeting took place, 

it was an interesting meeting. The decision was made to try (of course, it was too late by then) to 

get hold of Sihanouk and see if he'd talk to us. We then got up and left. Again, the same 

procedure. Everybody [but me] got a handshake goodbye. Kissinger never looked at me. I was 

the country director, supposed to be running things, you know... Never spoken to, never allowed 

to speak. (Of course, I was used to this, because I had been through this with Mr. Kissinger at the 

UN when he talked to a Chief of State.) 

 

We went on, and, of course, Cambodia fell. John Dean came back in my office -- we'd known 

each other since Laotian days, old acquaintances, if not friends. He had his suitcase filled this 

thick with Eyes Only cables, which he carried by hand. 

 

Q: Henry Kissinger, by this time, of course, was Secretary of State. In a way, you were sort of 

persona non grata with the NSC, hence Henry Kissinger. 

 

RIVES: But he treated people like this all the time. 

 

Q: I'm surprised you were kept on, rather than... 

 

RIVES: But I had cleared my name, you see. Dunn had apparently said the right things... 
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Q: That might have been the Secret Service. But you were advocating negotiations, doing 

something. 

 

RIVES: He never saw those. I wasn't allowed to submit them. 

 

Q: Was there the general feeling that whatever you did really didn't make any difference? 

 

RIVES: Very little 

 

Q: There just wasn't that much interest. 

 

RIVES: It was just hold the line, I suppose. Do whatever we could... 

 

Q: Were we beginning to get a better feel for what the Khmer Rouge was like? 

 

RIVES: Not until the really end, no. They were doing very well... they turned out to be better 

fighters than anyone thought they would be. The French had always told me they thought the 

Cambodians could be the best troops in Indochina, if properly led and trained. Better than the 

Vietnamese, they felt. But there was no indication there would be that slaughter after the fall of 

Phnom Penh. 

 

Q: Did we see Sihanouk as being a viable alternative during this period? 

 

RIVES: I don't think so. Well, I think John Gunther Dean thought that he was a good guy to talk 

to. 

 

Q: But policy-wise, at least, we had written him off? 

 

RIVES: Oh, I think so. 

 

Q: You were mentioning Henry Kissinger at the UN. When was that? 

 

RIVES: It was when Kissinger was Secretary of State. I took him in to see an Indonesian, 

Suharto perhaps. It was the same procedure. I was instructed to take verbatim notes, but not to 

speak. 

 

Q: Was this just Kissinger treating underlings this way? 

 

RIVES: Oh, yes. 

 

Q: This wasn't that you were on somebody's list. 

 

RIVES: No. 
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included positions in Africa, Japan, Vietnam, Cambodia, Thailand, Korea, 

Canada, and Washington DC. Mr. Antippas was interviewed by Charles Stuart 

Kennedy on July 19, 1994. 

 

Q: Today is August 19, 1994. Andy, you came back to the Department, feeling that the end of the 

world had come. Although this was a matter of great concern to you, things worked out fairly 

well for you. As you have already said, you were assigned to the Embassy in Phnom Penh in the 

spring of 1970. 

 

ANTIPPAS: We had already reopened our Embassy in Phnom Penh in the summer of 1969, with 

Mike Rives as charg® dôaffaires, as I said. Mike had served in the Consulate in Hanoi, along with 

Tom Corcoran, before 1954. He had gone on to serve in Africa at a number of posts. He had 

been charge at least three times. He was selected to be charg® dôaffaires in Phnom Penh because 

he had no recent Indochina experience. Initially, the Embassy remained small, headed by the 

charge and with a small staff, including a military attaché, an Administrative Officer and one 

political/economic officer, two secretaries and a communicator. There were only eight 

Americans in the Embassy in Phnom Penh in March, 1970, when Sihanouk was overthrown, 

things began to happen, and world attention began to focus on Cambodia. 

 

I knew that everything was short in Phnom Penh, so when I stopped off in Saigon, I stocked up 

with a couple of suitcases full of whisky and other "goodies." As I mentioned before, I saw 

Admiral Zumwalt, who had been nominated to be the new Chief of Naval Operations. I met with 

Zumwalt on the morning of April 27, 1970, just a few days before we began the Cambodian 

"incursion" on May 1, 1970. I wondered later on if Zumwalt knew that this incursion was about 

to begin. Very few people in MACV knew about it in advance. The operation was only set up in 

the last three or four days of April, 1970. Even Secretary of State Rogers didn't know that we 

were planning this because on April 25, 1970, about the time I left Washington, he was testifying 

before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, chaired by Senator William Fulbright, that the 

United States had no intention of intervening in Cambodia. It made him look kind of silly after 

we marched in a five days later. 

 

I arrived in Phnom Penh on the afternoon of April 27, 1970. Mike Rives, the charg® dôaffaires, 

set me up in a little flea bag of a hotel in downtown Phnom Penh. We began work to find out 

what was happening, both politically and in terms of the war. 

 

John Stein, a CIA officer who had previously served in Africa, arrived in Phnom Penh shortly 
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before I did. The White House had insisted on a CIA presence because of the need to know what 

was going on, despite the opposition of Senate Majority Leader Mike Mansfield to such an 

assignment. 

 

It was interesting that Stein's "cover" in the Embassy was to be the Consul. He had never done 

consular work. Over the months that followed, whenever a visitor's visa or an immigrant visa had 

to be issued, one of us would have to go down to the consular section to handle it for him. Then 

he would sign it. Over the months, because I was an "activist" type and was out running around, 

looking at the war, riding in helicopters, and flying in the Air Attaché's airplane -- he had a C-47 

-- most of the journalists covering Cambodia at that time figured that I was the CIA guy, and 

Stein was the consul. It was sort of fun, and I always told Stein that I should have been put on the 

payroll, since I was the "target." 

 

Of course, we spent a very hectic summer in 1970. When the U. S. "incursion" of Cambodia took 

place, we didn't know about it. The "New York Times" correspondent almost "beat" Mike Rives 

to Lon Nol's residence to inform him that we had just marched into Cambodia. Henry Kamm, the 

"Times" correspondent had the news almost before Mike Rives did. The incursion created quite a 

clamor, of course. However, those of us who were there or had any experience with the 

Cambodian relationship to the war wondered what the big "to do" was all about. 

 

Q: We'd been bombing, we'd been shooting across the border... 

 

ANTIPPAS: As one U. S. 1st Division officer told me in Vietnam in 1968, when talking about 

the area called the "Fishhook," one of the places where our troops marched in, he called it, "Wall 

to wall North Vietnamese." There was nothing out there but North Vietnamese. So we wondered 

what everybody was getting so excited about. 

 

I was surprised at the incursion and, then again, not surprised. If you thought about it -- and this 

was the theory on which I based a paper at the National War College -- first, I didn't believe that 

the White House participated in the overthrow of Sihanouk. I think that it took place in spite of 

anything that the White House wanted to do. It had always been our perception and policy that 

we really couldn't influence events like that. To suggest that we were seeking to turn the 

Cambodian Armed Forces against the Vietnamese communists was ludicrous. It was like 

throwing the baby out with the bath water. I think that the White House, and particularly the 

State Department, was as surprised as anyone at the overthrow of Sihanouk. What happened was 

that things just got out of hand. This is not to say that there were no individuals in Phnom Penh 

who felt that Sihanouk should go and that if they, in fact, threw him out, the United States would 

have to go along with it. We would have no choice but to support those who opposed Sihanouk. 

 

One of the things that motivated an awful lot of these same Cambodians was that there would be 

a return of the American aid program, which many Cambodians remembered from the 1950's. 

They wanted that aid program to come back because of the corruption and opportunities for 

making money. 

 

That consideration came into play, and we became captives of that particular scenario, because I 

think that, if you put yourself in the place of the White House, here we were drawing down our 
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troops in Vietnam at this very time. We could see this. We could observe this phenomenon from 

Cambodia: the fact that American troops were no longer able to do the kinds of things that they 

had done the year before. We could see it in the maintenance of the aircraft that came to Phnom 

Penh -- the helicopters, for example. We flew around Cambodia in MACV helicopters. 

 

I think that the view was -- and the reason why they decided to go along with an incursion into 

Cambodia -- that they might be able to disrupt North Vietnamese supply lines. I don't think that 

anybody thought that there was a prayer of really "nailing" North Vietnamese "main force" units, 

which would have a very positive tactical implication. But if they could upset the North 

Vietnamese supply system, this would buy some time. Any time that we could buy was to the 

advantage of the withdrawal of American troops from Vietnam. Don't forget. A big concern was 

to avoid a kind of "Dunkirk". We didn't know what would happen in Indochina, but we didn't 

want a Dunkirk. We didn't want to have to shoot our way off the beaches, which would really be 

a terrible situation for any administration. 

 

I think that was the main motivation for the incursion into Cambodia -- and it worked. I think 

that everybody was surprised. I think that the incursion was a much tougher campaign than 

people recall. Some people think that it was just a "walk through." In point of fact the North 

Vietnamese fought very hard, and we took very heavy casualties in Cambodia. Of course, the 

North Vietnamese took the view, as did the Chinese communists, that we had precipitated the 

overthrow of Sihanouk, in order to turn the Cambodians against them. They did what they had to 

do. They turned 180 degrees around in their sanctuaries and started to attack the Cambodian 

forces. 

 

I think that the only thing left in dispute is how ,in the full light of the presence of international 

journalists, the North Vietnamese could explain the overthrow of Sihanouk by Cambodians, and 

the subsequent occupation of Phnom Penh by Vietnamese troops. The communists had always 

denied having sanctuaries in Cambodia. That was a big question in our mind. Of course, what we 

did not know and did not learn for almost another year was that there was an "outside" as well as 

a "home grown" Khmer Rouge movement. There had long been a Khmer communist party. It 

was really as pitiful in terms of its military capability as the Cambodian Army. Even the 

Cambodian Army could keep the local Khmer Rouges on the run. But what no one knew was 

that in 1954 the Viet Minh, when they withdrew from South Vietnam and Cambodia, where 

there had been some small unit actions before the battle of Dien Bien Phu, took some 5,000 

young Cambodians to North Vietnam. They took young Lao with them as well, for training and 

indoctrination, with a view to sending them back to their home countries to start a revolution at 

such time as the party decided that was the thing to do. 

 

Over the intervening period, which was something like 16 years [1954-1970], the "home grown" 

Khmer Rouges had often pleaded with Hanoi to send back these cadres to help reduce the 

pressure that the Cambodian Army was putting on them. The North Vietnamese had always 

refused to do that. They had always refused to play that card because Sihanouk was cooperating 

with them. He was giving them pretty much everything that they needed and wanted. They had 

border base areas and were able to buy rice and medical supplies. They were getting weapons 

through Cambodian sources, and, of course, the Cambodians were making an awful lot of money 

from this trade, as we all knew, including Lon Nol. 
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We did not know, in fact, that there was a very large number of Cambodian cadres available to 

start a Cambodian civil war. It was just a question of how the North Vietnamese would explain 

this. 

 

One of the other things that we did not understand was that by June, 1970, the North Vietnamese 

had fought their way almost all the way to the Cambodian-Thai border. They occupied the 

Angkor Wat complex. By June, 1970 they besieged Siem Reap, which is two-thirds of the way, 

across Cambodia, to Thailand. Very quickly, it became impossible to drive across Cambodia, 

which we used to be able to do. We used to be able to drive from Saigon to the Thai border in 

about 24 hours, if you caught all the ferries right across the various rivers. Nobody seemed able 

to explain what the North Vietnamese were doing, going all of that distance, because by that time 

the Nixon administration had already announced that the incursion was going to be very limited 

in duration -- two months -- and that American forces wouldn't go any deeper than 25 kilometers 

inside Cambodia. 

 

In fact, it became a great game for the journalists to drive, say, 26 kilometers into Cambodia 

"looking for the Americans" so that they could make a scandal out of their report. There was an 

interesting kind of byplay once in June, with a number of international journalists, including 

some Americans, who were cut off by North Vietnamese North of Phnom Penh. They had gone 

out to watch some operation. You were never safe, even with a Cambodian battalion around you. 

One of the American journalists came rushing into the Embassy when I happened to be duty 

officer one afternoon. He said that they needed American helicopter support to bail the 

journalists out. They were up on Route 6 some place. I carefully explained to him that U. S. 

forces were precluded from going into Cambodia any deeper than 25 kilometers. However, I said 

that I would note the interest of the journalists and report this to the Cambodian Ministry of 

Defense. The Ministry of Defense had the responsibility of protecting these guys. 

 

I reported all of this to Mike Rives and to the Military Attaché, who, of course, referred to all of 

these guys in very scatological terms, more or less in the sense that "They can go screw 

themselves." I managed to convince the Colonel that he had better report it to the Defense 

Ministry in case the journalists were caught and murdered as seemed to happen quite regularly. 

 

It became very evident a year later when we became aware of the existence of all of these North 

Vietnamese-trained Cambodian cadres that what the North Vietnamese had been doing in going 

so deep into Cambodia was the classic communist ploy: getting as much of the population as 

possible with a view to dragooning them into the Khmer Rouge army. That's what they did, in 

fact. These 5,000 Cambodian cadres came back to Cambodia, created units, and set up training 

programs. Two years later, by the time of the Easter offensive in South Vietnam in April, 1972, 

the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong main force units which had been fighting the Cambodian 

Army up to that point withdrew from Cambodia and went to South Vietnam to participate in that 

offensive. The bodies of Cambodian communist soldiers began to be found on the battlefield 

instead of Vietnamese. It was very clear that we had been fighting Vietnamese [communists] up 

to that point. After that, it was Cambodian [communists]. 

 

One of the things I did was to debrief two "ralliers," two Khmer Rouge cadres who had come 
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back from North Vietnam, had survived, and had surrendered to the Cambodian authorities. Most 

of those who did surrender were killed by the Cambodian Army. But these two guys managed to 

survive. Apparently, they had been picked up by American intelligence, taken to South Vietnam, 

debriefed, and then sent back and turned over to the Cambodian authorities. The Cambodian 

authorities decided that they would "exploit" these men and introduce them to the press, as a 

demonstration of the "perfidy" of the North Vietnamese, that the North had been planning this 

for many, many years and that it was all part of the "international communist plot." 

 

I persuaded the [Cambodian] military spokesman, who, interestingly enough, was named Lt Col 

Am Rong. This was always greeted with great hilarity by the press. He was actually a very nice 

fellow but dumb as a post. He was a decent individual and tried very hard to do his job. We 

became very friendly. 

 

I asked him if he would let me debrief these ralliers before he released them to the press, because 

I wanted to get a little "scoop" myself. I was irritated to discover that, in fact, they had been 

debriefed. These two guys told me that they had been taken to South Vietnam and debriefed by 

some [American] intelligence agency, given a briefcase, a pair of combat boots, and a little 

money, and sent back to Cambodia. We in the Embassy in Phnom Penh never saw the report of 

their debriefing. We were never told what they had found out. So, I thought, "Well, screw these 

bastards [who had debriefed the two Cambodian Khmer Rouges]. I'm going to talk to them and 

then report by an LOU [LIMITED OFFICIAL USE -- a low level security level for a document] 

or an UNCLASSIFIED despatch for widest possible distribution. 

 

I took the interpreter from the Political Section of the Embassy in Phnom Penh and told him, 

"We're going to talk to these guys." That had been my practice. I found a number of old 

characters who had been involved in the "Khmer Issarak" [Free Khmer] movement, all of the 

anti-French types, and anybody we could talk to, and just vacuumed up as much information as I 

could, still heeding Tom Corcoran's dictum, "Don't send us what's in the newspapers. Tell us 

what the hell is happening." 

 

So I debriefed these guys extensively. They were very impressive individuals. I viewed all of this 

with a great deal of personal alarm. I said to myself, "If they [the Khmer Rouges] have 5,000 

guys like this, we are really in trouble. We don't have anybody like these people and we never 

will.  The political process [in the United States] had dictated that there would be no "Secret War" 

in Cambodia, as there had been in Laos. I think that it had been the intention of the White House 

[to do the same thing in Cambodia as in Laos]. There would be no opportunity to train a 

Cambodian military establishment, even in the "half baked" fashion that we had been able to do 

in South Vietnam over the years. The Cambodian Government would never have any kind of 

"level playing field" in terms of trying to fight [the Khmer Rouges] themselves. The only kind of 

people that we were able "to toss into the pot" to even the state of play were the Khmer Krom, 

the ethnic Cambodians who had worked for the American Special Forces -- the "Mike Force," or 

"mobile forces," as they were called. The Khmer Krom were very good troops. They were all 

given the opportunity to be discharged from the Special Forces under Vietnamese [government] 

control and be transferred directly into the Cambodian Army. Several battalions of them were 

transferred to the Cambodian Army. 
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Of course, I knew nothing of this, as I was in Cambodia. We in the Embassy really weren't "in 

the loop," as it were, because we didn't have the secure ability to talk to the Embassy in Saigon. 

In fact, Mike Rives was not even able to get time off to go to Saigon for consultations. The 

amazing part of this whole thing was that here was the American charg® dôaffaires in this tiny, 

beleaguered Embassy [in Phnom Penh], with no real opportunity for consultations with Saigon to 

find out what the "big game plan" was. All I remember was that one day I came out of my "flea 

bag" hotel and was standing on the main street in Phnom Penh. I saw a couple of Cambodian 

soldiers standing there that didn't look anything like any Cambodian soldiers I'd seen before. 

Their uniforms fit, they didn't have any weapons, they had real combat boots -- not just some 

kind of sneakers or loafers or something like what Cambodian soldiers usually wore. They 

looked like soldiers. You could tell just by their bearing. 

 

Then we discovered that, in fact, there were hundreds of these guys encamped in the Olympic 

Stadium. They'd been brought in from South Vietnam, set up in the Olympic Stadium, and then 

parceled out to various Cambodian Army units as cadre. So that was our contribution. I found 

out about this because Lon Nol's younger brother, [Lon Non] had asked to meet with us in the 

Embassy. So Mike Rives sent Bob Blackburn and me to meet with him. Lon Non came to 

Blackburn's house and brought two of these Khmer Krom officers with him. The Khmer Krom 

officers, wearing US Army fatigues without insignias, started telling us what their requirements 

were. He said that they needed 81 mm [mortar] ammunition, medical supplies, call signs for the 

Forward Air Controllers, and all that. We had to explain to them, "Fellows, you now belong to 

the Cambodian Army, and we aren't going to give you anything. You are not going to get any 

direct support from the United States." Their disappointment was really quite palpable. I think 

that it came as quite a shock to them that there was not going to be a "Secret War" [in Cambodia] 

which would be stage-managed by the United States from Saigon. 

 

Two other things happened during the first couple of months that I was in the Embassy in Phnom 

Penh. On May 4 or 5, 1970, we were informed that another Special Mission aircraft was coming 

into Phnom Penh with a brigadier general on board. We were instructed to receive him and take 

him to visit Lon Nol. We were all wondering who this brigadier general was. Brigadier generals 

in the Vietnam War were as common as doughnuts. In fact, they went out to get the coffee. 

 

We went out to the airport and met the aircraft. The brigadier general who arrived -- very 

recently promoted to brigadier general -- was named Alexander Haig. He was accompanied by a 

young NSC [National Security Council] officer named Winston Lord. I had known Winston 

Lord from my very early days in the Foreign Service, from which he later resigned. Win Lord, of 

course, was very well connected with the Republican Party. His mother was Mary Lord, of Lord 

& Taylor [department store] and a very big, moneyed figure in the Republican Party in the 

Washington, D. C., area. Win Lord was the "note taker" for Brigadier General Haig. Al Haig 

was, in fact, the office manager of the NSC staff. This was his first big assignment under Henry 

Kissinger [then Special Assistant to President Nixon for National Security Affairs]. He was told 

to "go out and find out what the hell's going on in Cambodia" and give Kissinger an assessment. 

 

This was four days after the Cambodian "incursion" began on May 1, 1970. I don't know what 

happened. Blackburn and I really weren't privy to what went on. We didn't participate in most of 

the meetings with Al Haig. 
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However, my general appreciation of the situation was that Haig did not like Mike Rives. I think 

the chemistry was bad. Rives has a an effeminate manner, sort of high class English manner. 

Haig thought he was gay. Mike was all man though. He had fought as a Marine private under 

Chesty Puller on Guadalcanal in the Second World War. Rives came from money in Newport, 

Rhode Island where he counted Claiborne Pell as a neighbor. Rives was also a descendent of a 

signer of the Declaration of Independence. But he wasn't everyone's cup of tea so speak. We 

became good friends and I worked for him for over four years in Cambodia and the Department. 

 

Rives had not been particularly cooperative with MACV in Saigon. During the first year after the 

Embassy in Phnom Penh was reopened Rives had complained bitterly, almost constantly, about 

border incidents. He had said that if MACV wasn't able to control events more effectively, the 

result would be that the Embassy in Phnom Penh would be kicked out of Cambodia again. This, 

of course, was viewed with a great deal of anger by the MACV establishment, from Gen. 

Abrams on down. I had this directly from Admiral Zumwalt. They were wondering whose side 

this guy [Mike Rives] was on. This is the kind of thing that I tried to communicate to Rives. I 

told him that he really should be careful, because he was angering the "establishment" in MACV. 

 

Q: By this time you were an old hand in Vietnam and in the area. Can you talk a bit about Rives? 

Where was he coming from and how did he operate? Was he trying to play the classical 

diplomat's role, keeping a low profile, and avoiding upsetting anything? Was he saying that 

diplomatic relations with Cambodia were far more important than any other considerations? 

 

ANTIPPAS: Yes, that was it. His instructions from Marshall Green [then Assistant Secretary of 

State for East Asian Affairs] were that it was important to establish relations and get a dialogue 

going with the Cambodians. You should understand that Mike Rives did not talk to Sihanouk. He 

never saw Sihanouk or the Prime Minister of Cambodia. The highest level Cambodian he talked 

to, during that whole period before the overthrow of Sihanouk, was the Foreign Minister. Those 

were his instructions: keep things "low key." There was no Embassy building. He reopened the 

office in August, 1969, in one of the rooms of the Royal Hotel [in Phnom Penh]. He sort of hung 

the flag out the window. One week after he arrived and established his presence, Senator Mike 

Mansfield came and had a meeting with Sihanouk. The State Department was operating from 

that point of view: we mustn't anger Senator Mansfield and we mustn't anger Senator Fulbright, 

who was angry enough because he felt that he had been led down the garden path by the State 

Department in the past. I think that Mike Rives was just doing his job. 

 

Admiral Zumwalt told me that one of the other things that angered the Saigon "establishment" 

was that, during the coordinating conferences which were held from time to time, when our 

Ambassadors from Thailand, Laos, and Vietnam would get together to discuss what was going 

on at the theater level, they were angered by Rives' absence from those meetings. However, as 

Rives explained it to me, when I discussed it with him, he said, "Hey, I didn't have an airplane. 

How was I supposed to go? Furthermore," Mike said, "Marshall Green told me to 'stay put' [in 

Phnom Penh]." Marshall reportedly said, "I don't want any other junior officers to be chargé 

dôaffaires in your absence." Mike continued, "How was I supposed to get down there? It was 

only an hour's flight to Saigon, but I didn't have an airplane. To get to Saigon, I would have to go 

to Bangkok and then from Bangkok, fly commercially to Saigon, which would take a whole day. 
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I'd be absent from the office for, maybe, three days, and that was unacceptable to the EA [Bureau 

of East Asian Affairs] front office. Nobody ever sent a plane for me. Nobody ever thought about 

sending a plane to pick me up." 

 

Mike Rives was very conscious of [the importance of] not appearing to be manipulated from 

Saigon. He said that it was very important that it not appear that he was getting his marching 

orders from Ambassador Ellsworth Bunker or General Abrams [in Saigon]. But this got him into 

trouble, because he was perceived [as having no interest in the area discussions], plus the 

"nattering" that he periodically did about incidents along the Vietnam-Cambodia border. This 

made it appear that he was not a "team player." 

 

However, I think that Mike Rives was very much a "team player." He was trying to pick up as 

much intelligence as he could, given the fact that he didn't have any CIA presence [in the 

Embassy in Phnom Penh] to help him, he had one Political Officer, and he had a Military 

Attaché who was a drunk and apparently wasn't there half of the time. The Embassy in Phnom 

Penh was really not very well set up. [If he had gone to Saigon for these meetings], he would 

have gone from this eight-man Embassy which was operating out of the servants' quarters of 

what was to be the Ambassador's residence in Phnom Penh to this enormous Embassy in Saigon. 

 

Don't forget that after the overthrow of Sihanouk and the U. S. "incursion" into Cambodia took 

place, the Cooper-Church amendment was passed. This amendment limited the official 

American presence in Cambodia to 200 people at any given hour of the day. This made it almost 

impossible to set up a logistics operation whereby you could supply the Cambodians, once we 

decided that the non-communist Cambodians were going to survive and that we weren't going to 

be shot out of Cambodia. Suddenly, Cambodia became sort of the living example of the "Nixon 

Doctrine," which stated that we would help anybody who would help themselves. The 

Americans weren't going to do the fighting, but we would help others. 

 

The "Nixon Doctrine" was mocked by the liberal press and by those who felt that we were doing 

the wrong thing in Cambodia. However, the fact of the matter is that the Cambodians did fight. 

They didn't do it very well, but they did fight. They lasted for a long time, and they distracted the 

attention of something like four "main force" North Vietnamese/Viet Cong divisions. I used to 

know the numbers of these divisions: the First and the Seventh North Vietnamese Divisions, the 

Ninth Viet Cong Division, and something called the "C-2" Division, which was made up of 

Vietnamese fishermen recruited from around the "great lake" [Tonle Sap in Cambodia]. The 

Cambodian Army kept these Vietnamese units busy, while, of course, they were being battered 

the whole time. The Cambodian Army was something of a joke, in terms of being able to fight. I 

used to say, "I wouldn't go out to look at the war with anything less than a brigade because, given 

all of the corruption which took place, including the fact that you had all of these 'phantom 

troops' to pad the payroll, when a brigade went into action, you didn't know if there was a 

brigade or a battalion. The chances were that you probably didn't have much more than a 

battalion out there." 

 

To answer your question, I think that Mike Rives did what he was told to do. I believe this was 

his natural inclination. He never talked much about the propriety of our involvement in the 

Vietnam War. he was probably against it but he was a good soldier. he did what he was told. 
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After he got into trouble for this, because of what happened, he then got into deeper trouble. This 

is all very much an object lesson to a younger, observing officer such as myself about how to 

avoid getting into trouble and how Washington works. 

 

In early August, 1970, Spiro Agnew, the Vice President of the United States, was to make a short 

visit to Phnom Penh to encourage the Cambodians. It was to be a four-hour visit. He was to fly 

into the airport. He wasn't even going to drive into town from the airport. They were going to 

helicopter him in. He was going to have lunch with the acting Chief of State, Mr. Cheng Heng, 

former President of the National Assembly, and fly out. In fact, I never even saw the Vice 

President of the United States. I stayed in the Embassy during the visit. The Secret Service was 

there. There was a lot of concern about his security, because there was fighting right outside of 

Phnom Penh. I guess that, in the "great scheme of things," it was fairly heroic on the part of 

Spiro Agnew to fly into a besieged capital like this. 

 

I remember -- you couldn't miss it, as we all occupied the same office space -- that when the 

chargé dôaffaires had an important visitor, Blackburn and I would pick up our files and leave the 

room and sit outside with the secretaries. Depending on who the visitor was, Mike Rives might, 

in fact, move out of his chair and sit on an orange crate. He made a big deal out of the fact that 

he was getting so little support out of the State Department from Bangkok. Mike Rives was a bit 

of a theatrical character. He was an old Africa hand, used to operating on very slim rations. 

 

I will recount two incidents which kind of give you the atmosphere of what we were up against 

in dealing with Washington. Vice President Agnew came to town and, of course, the Secret 

Service did their usual "thing." In the exit interview, after the Secret Service left -- and remember 

that they'd been in Phnom Penh for two weeks, programming this visit out and working out 

exactly what was going to happen during this four-hour visit -- we had gotten to know these guys 

fairly well. I had had some experience with the Secret Service during the 1966 visit by President 

Johnson to Manila for the seven-nation conference on Vietnam of the troop contributing 

countries. I wasn't particularly daunted by these Secret Service guys. 

 

Mike Rives sort of bawled out the Secret Service guys for the "heavy-handed way" in which they 

had handled the [Agnew] visit. For example, when Agnew "trooped the [Cambodian] honor 

guard line," off camera the Secret Service was "covering" the honor guard with sub machine 

guns. Another Secret Service guy, with a drawn Uzi sub machine gun, sat behind the acting 

[Cambodian] Chief of State at lunch! When they took Vice President Agnew on a tour of the 

Royal Palace, Sihanouk's palace, and led him into a room that hadn't been scheduled for a visit, 

the Secret Service got all excited. They unceremoniously pushed Mike Rives out of the way 

because he was in the line of fire. They literally shoved him out of the way and charged around 

with drawn sub machine guns. 

 

Mike Rives was very upset about this. He said, "You [Secret Service] guys come to town and 

leave me with the pieces to pick up. You know, I've got to work with these people." This was the 

Cambodian honor guard which had received [international] luminaries such as Zhou En-Lai, 

Tito, Castro, and people like that. They weren't exactly "slouches" in terms of protecting people. 

Mike said, "Don't you think that I'm interested in the security of the Vice President of the United 

States?" I'll never forget what the Secret Service guy said. He said, "I don't give a damn. All 
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these guys have got their hands out, anyhow." In effect, he was saying, "Screw you, Mr. Chargé 

dôAffaires." 

 

We learned subsequently that the Secret Service went back to Washington and told Vice 

President Agnew, "You know what that guy in Phnom Penh said about your visit? He said, 

'Agnew comes to town and leaves me with the pieces to pick up.'" Well, that remark really tore 

it, as far as Mike Rives was concerned. The State Department was told [by the White House, 

"Get rid of this guy [Mike Rives]." 

 

So he had all of these strikes against him, despite doing his job. Anyway, it was an object lesson. 

I learned, "Boy, it doesn't take much to screw up." If you get crossways with these guys, they can 

cut your throat, and you don't even know it happened. So Mike Rives was given the 

Distinguished Honor Award of the State Department and was transferred to INR [Bureau of 

Intelligence Research] to cover African affairs. Marshall Green [Assistant Secretary of State for 

East Asian Affairs] told me, when I went back in June, 1970, to pick up my family that Rives 

was in trouble and that he [Marshall] had been ordered to "fire him." However, Marshall was 

trying to avoid doing this. 

 

When Coby Swank was appointed Ambassador to Cambodia, Bill Sullivan [Deputy Assistant 

Secretary of State for East Asian Affairs] told me that Coby, who had been Bill Sullivan's DCM 

[Deputy Chief of Mission] in Laos at the time of the beginning of the "Secret War" in Cambodia 

in 1964, was his choice to be Ambassador to Cambodia. Despite Coby Swank's being a Soviet 

specialist and although he had served in China in 1946 as a soldier and later on in Laos with Bill 

Sullivan, he really had had little Foreign Service Asian experience. However, Coby offered Mike 

Rives the job of DCM in Phnom Penh, to serve under him. Mike accepted the offer. Mike had 

had hopes that he would be appointed Ambassador to Cambodia, but at that time that sort of 

thing almost never happened. Charges d'Affaires were not usually upgraded and appointed 

Ambassadors. We're doing that more frequently now. It makes a certain amount of sense, 

actually, for an officer who is knowledgeable about the country to be appointed Ambassador. 

 

However, Mike's days in Phnom Penh were numbered, because very shortly thereafter Tom 

Enders was appointed to be the DCM in Phnom Penh. Tom had his own "friends in high places," 

but Tom was in trouble on his own. He was about to be kicked out of Yugoslavia, because he 

had had his difficulties with the Ambassador there. Anyway, Tom was "larger than life" when he 

came out to be DCM. Mike was relieved from duty and moved sideways to INR, to a "nothing" 

job, because the position was later abolished. 

 

Mike ultimately replaced Tom Corcoran as Laos-Cambodia Country Director, sort of over the 

objections of the White House. People in the NSC [National Security Council] staff, had also 

developed a bias against Mike Rives. One such FSO, now a senior ambassador, complained to 

me at the time of my own assignment as desk officer for Cambodia that the NSC staff really 

didn't like having Mike Rives appointed as Country Director for Laos-Cambodia. However, the 

Personnel people concluded, "Well, the hell with you guys. We're going to take care of 'our' 

guys." 

 

So I think that there was a perception that Mike Rives had been "shafted." You can probably say 
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that Mike hadn't been very "clever" about the way he handled himself. I'll make a kind of 

philosophic observation. Here we Foreign Service Officers train ourselves on how to observe and 

analyze what's going on in foreign countries, but we don't do a very good job of analyzing how 

our own government operates and what it takes to "operate" within our own government. You 

really have to be smart and clever about this kind of thing. 

 

Taking the kind of "absolute" positions which Mike Rives did was not helpful. Here is another 

example of what he did to "anger" the "establishment" in Vietnam. Before we had satellite 

communications between the United States and Vietnam, they had a "tropospheric scatterer" 

system. What happens is that you "bounce" the sound or radio wave off the tropospheric layer of 

space downwards. In effect, it's a kind of satellite communications. That's what we were using at 

that time, in 1970. The Embassy in Saigon very much wanted to establish a "tropospheric 

scatterer" unit [in Cambodia] for its own communications. Mike Rives was against it. He said, 

"We should communicate by telegram so that we'll have a paper record of what's going on." He 

continued, "Too many things get decided over the telephone, and there's no record of the 

decision." That's a very interesting principle to fight for, but not to fight and die for. This issue 

was one of those "white birch stakes" which was sharpened and driven into his heart. 

 

Mike Rives was really fighting the system. I think that he also fought the idea of rearming the 

Cambodians with anything more than AK-47's which we could buy from the Indonesians or 

whatever we collected on the battlefield in Vietnam. 

 

Q: I remember that the Department really made an effort at the time of the Cambodian 

"incursion." I was in Saigon. They went around and collected all of the AK-47's they could find. 

 

ANTIPPAS: Hanging up on the wall? 

 

Q: As souvenirs. Actually, I wanted one. It happened that just at that time I was told, "We're 

sorry but we're collecting all of them to send up to Cambodia." 

 

ANTIPPAS: That's right. In fact, I think that we bought about 40,000 AK-47's from Indonesia. 

But that wasn't enough. The big problem in supplying the Cambodians with these weapons was 

the ammunition supply. We would have had to set up an ammunition factory. It really became 

simpler to re-equip the Cambodians with M-16's, M-1's, and other American equipment, for 

which we had an ammunition supply. I remember all of that. 

 

In fact, the guy who was selected to run the "Secret War" in Cambodia, which never really got 

off the ground because of the Cooper-Church amendment, was a guy named Jonathan ("Fred") 

Ladd. Fred Ladd was a retired U. S. Army colonel. We became very good friends. I met him in 

the State Department in Washington in June, 1970, when I went back to collect my family. 

 

When it became clear that we weren't going to be "shot out" of Phnom Penh and that there was a 

job in the Embassy there for me, Mike Rives said that he wanted me to be assigned to the 

Embassy as a Political Officer. He said, "Look, you've got two weeks to go back home and bring 

your family back." I tried to do it and almost succeeded in doing it. I flew home and collected my 

wife and infant son. She was pleased enough. She didn't want to stay in Washington by herself. 
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Fortunately, we hadn't unpacked most of our effects, so we threw it all back in the lift van and 

left town. 

 

Q: Did you go through Saigon when you moved to Phnom Penh? 

 

ANTIPPAS: I don't think so. We flew directly to Phnom Penh from Hong Kong if memory 

serves. We were permitted to have our families in Phnom Penh. [In Washington] Tom Corcoran 

had introduced me to Fred Ladd. Ladd had commanded the Fifth Special Forces Group in 

Vietnam, until the time of the "Tet" offensive of 1968. He went back to Washington and retired 

from the Army after that, in 1969. He went down to Florida to open up a charter fishing business. 

Fred was very well known in the Army "establishment." His Father had been a regular army 

Major General and he had attended but was washed out of West Point. He attended OCS in the 

Second World War. He was very close to senior General officers like Fred Weyand and 

Creighton Abrams. He was mentioned in David Halberstam's book, "The Best and the Brightest" 

as one of those people who had spoken up early in our Mission in Saigon, saying that the 

corruption of the Vietnamese was going to do us in, if we didn't handle things right. Ladd had 

had a lot of career experience in special operations, running around with the Kurds in Iraq, riding 

camels, and that sort of stuff. He had also served as military assistant to Secretary of the Army 

Wilbur Brucker back in the late 1950's. 

 

Interestingly enough, Fred Ladd and Al Haig had been aides de camp to Gen. MacArthur at the 

time of the Inchon invasion during the Korean War [1950]. Fred was a captain and was senior 

aide. Al Haig was a first lieutenant and was the junior aide. So Ladd's relationship with Al Haig 

went way back over twenty years. It was Al Haig who decided that we needed somebody to run a 

"Secret War" in Cambodia. He felt that Mike Rives, was not the man to do it. Haig persuaded 

Ladd to come back into the government, in the State Department, as a Foreign Service Reserve 

[FSR] officer Class Two and to be the Political-Military Counselor in the Embassy in Phnom 

Penh. 

 

I remember Tom Corcoran's specifying to Mike Rives at that point that Ladd, as an FSR-2, 

would be the next most senior officer after Rives. However, Ladd was never to be left as Chargé 

dôAffaires of the Embassy. The State Department was going to remain in control of the Embassy. 

Well, Fred Ladd really didn't know an awful lot about the Foreign Service. He really wasn't an 

"empire builder" at all but he was a "results-oriented" kind of guy. He firmly believed that the 

only way to succeed in a situation like the one we had on our hands in Cambodia was not to 

repeat what we had done in Vietnam but, in fact, to set up a kind of Special Forces operation to 

harass the communists on their own turf. He felt that building a large, "main force" operation as 

we had done in Vietnam, would create enormous problems for ourselves, including corruption, 

which would be our undoing and which we were very familiar with, based on what had happened 

in Korea, China, and Greece. 

 

Fred Ladd was a "can-do" kind of man. He knew everyone in authority in Saigon and could 

"interface" with the Saigon brass very well. He had access to Gen Weyand, who was then 

Deputy Commander of MACV and became Commander of MACV after Gen Abrams left 

Saigon to become Chief of Staff of the Army after Westmoreland. 
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Q: Gen. Weyand was later the Chief of Staff of the U. S. Army. 

 

ANTIPPAS: Yes. Ladd was "well wired" into the system. We in the Embassy in Phnom Penh got 

as much out of MACV in terms of materiel as anybody could reasonably get. This was at the 

same time that Admiral John McCain, who was CINCPAC [Commander in Chief, Pacific], 

decided, "By God, Cambodia is going to be under ME." He said, "I am going to run things in 

Cambodia, not MACV." 

 

So the line of authority went directly to Ladd from CINCPAC. In fact, Admiral McCain came to 

Cambodia a couple of times while I was there. It was probably a mistake to have CINCPAC 

running the Cambodian war. The military support aspect, if not the strategic aspect of our whole 

effort in Cambodia should have been run out of Vietnam. But we had this other layer of 

CINCPAC running things. 

 

That's where we were in the fall of 1970, when it was decided that Cambodia was going to 

survive. The Nixon administration was going to draw on all of the military assistance programs, 

worldwide, to find money to support Cambodia. Over the shrill screams of everybody in the 

world, like Israel, Greece, and God knows where else we were giving money to. We had to 

support Cambodia. 

 

In fact, the Deputy Director of P/M [Office of Political- Military Affairs in the State Department] 

at that time, was Tom Pickering [later Director General of the Foreign Service and Ambassador 

to the UN and to the Soviet Union]. He was another very bright and upcoming officer who was a 

classmate of Tom Enders. They had competed ferociously throughout their careers. These two 

people were just larger than life. They were so smart that they made your teeth hurt! Pickering 

found the money in the worldwide military assistant program (MAP) to give to Cambodia. 

 

By the fall of 1970 we had a limited operation going on in Cambodia. There was no "Secret 

War." We were limited to 200 Americans in country at any given time. We were getting military 

assistance for the Cambodians, who were getting out and conducting some operations, but they 

turned out, for the most part, disastrously. In October, 1970, they had the "Chenla" operation, a 

multi-battalion effort directed up Route 6 to try to open up the road to Kampong Thom and Siem 

Reap. Of course, the Cambodian Army walked right into a divisional sized North Vietnamese 

ambush. It reminded me of General Braddock and the French and Indian War [1755]. The 

Cambodians were really clobbered. They lost 13,000 men. It set the Cambodians back very 

seriously. They lost a lot of the hard-won ammunition and equipment that we had given them. 

 

The another blow fell in December, 1970, when Viet Cong "sappers" attacked Pochentong 

Airport in Phnom Penh and blew up every airplane there. They also blew up the ammunition that 

was being delivered at the airport. The whole thing was such a fiasco that Gen Lon Nol had a 

stroke because of the stress of that moment. 

 

The Viet Cong probably did us a favor by blowing up all of these old airplanes because Lon Nol 

had the damndest collection of aircraft that you ever saw. He had MiG-17's, French Fouga-

Mystere jets, and a whole collection of "junk," none of which was much good for close air 

support of the Cambodian Army. Because of the loss of all of this equipment and supplies we 
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started delivering some helicopters, with the cooperation of the Vietnamese. Also, we started 

giving them some T-28 trainers, which had been turned into excellent close support aircraft. 

They were very good. 

 

Q: You're saying that Lon Nol got rid of all of these old aircraft. 

 

ANTIPPAS: All of the aircraft that they had been given by the French, Russians and Chinese 

over the years. In effect, it was a blessing. 

 

Q: Andy, I'd like to go back to an earlier period. You were sent to Phnom Penh on April 27, 

1970. You were told to "find out what's really happening." We're talking about a situation where 

you had to "hit the ground running." You knew about Cambodia, but this was not your "beat." 

One of the things that I'm trying to do with these oral histories is to pass on information on how 

to do things like this. 

 

ANTIPPAS: Tradecraft. I think I can tell you. Here's an interesting little anecdote about that. I 

told you that I had volunteered to go to Vietnam in the first place. I figured that was the only way 

that I was going to get a political reporting assignment. I was one of those who felt that I had to 

try this. I didn't really know what the Foreign Service was all about. I'd joined the service before 

we had the "cone" system. I didn't particularly like the "cone" system. In fact, I was dead set 

against it. 

 

Q: The "cone" system involved your area of specialization in the service. The "cones" included 

administrative, political, economic, and consular. 

 

ANTIPPAS: Exactly. I remember that when I was in Kobe, U. Alexis Johnson became 

Ambassador to Japan. He had been Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs and President of 

AFSA [American Foreign Service Association] at that time. We're talking of 1966. Ambassador 

Johnson came down to Kobe for a visit to the Consulate. Another officer named Charley Duffy, 

an economic officer who later resigned from the Foreign Service, and I spoke to Ambassador 

Johnson at a reception held for him and Mrs. Johnson. I had known U. Alexis a little, because 

Steve Johnson, their son, was a class behind me in the Foreign Service. We'd been part of the 

Washington junior officer crowd. Afterwards, we were in Saigon together. I had known 

Ambassador Johnson on a personal level. I said to U. Alexis, with Charley Duffey, that we didn't 

think that it made a lot of sense to have this "cone" system. I hadn't joined the Foreign Service to 

do just one thing the rest of my career. One of the reasons that I had joined the Foreign Service 

was to avoid doing just one thing throughout my career. 

 

It was clear to me that I was doing very well as a consular officer. I'd gotten two promotions in 

succeeding years and I really did like consular work but I wanted to try something else. I felt that 

if I were put "on a peg," so to speak, I would never get to do anything else. I didn't feel that I 

would advance to my greatest capacity. 

 

Anyway, I volunteered to go to Vietnam to do political reporting. I had learned a little political 

reporting in Douala [Cameroon], when I served as acting Principal Officer for four months. I 

spent a lot of time doing political analysis on the ruling political party in West Cameroon. In my 
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graduate studies, political analysis was my "bag." So I wasn't exactly a neophyte. My biggest 

problem in political reporting was learning how to do it and learning how to write. Writing was 

the biggest problem that I had. That's something that you only learn after you get into this 

business. Being a journalist doesn't exactly prepare you to be a good Political Officer. 

 

I did "hit the ground running" [in Phnom Penh]. One of the things that I was asked to do was to 

go to the military press briefing every morning and find out what was going on. Of course, all of 

the journalists were there. Some of them would go out in cars and look at the war, which could 

be very dangerous and very injurious to your health. In fact, during the first year of the 

Cambodian War, 17 journalists were killed. They went out to look at the war and never came 

back -- ambushed by the Viet Cong. 

 

Q: You mean the Khmer Rouges. 

 

ANTIPPAS: No, they were Viet Cong [operating in Cambodia]. There were very few Khmer 

Rouges at that time. They were really not militarily active. I am persuaded that the people that 

they ran into were Viet Cong, who weren't about to let Western journalists tell the world that 

they were captured by Vietnamese on Cambodian soil. The journalists may have been handed 

over to the Khmer Rouges for captivity or other disposition, but I think that they were captured 

by the Viet Cong. 

 

I would go down to the briefings and find out what was going on. We would get bits and pieces 

of reports from all and sundry and would go back and write this up in a daily "sitrep" [situation 

report]. I started to expand my horizons a little bit. As I said previously, I was the first American 

diplomat to go to the Cambodian National Assembly since the overthrow of Sihanouk. I 

introduced myself and met the people there. You may recall that it was the National Assembly 

which actually overthrew Sihanouk. They're the people who changed the constitution and said, 

"He's out." They created the Cambodian Republic. The acting President of the National 

Assembly was In Tam. He was also Governor of the province of Kampong Cham, Northeast of 

Phnom Penh, in the rubber plantation country. The province itself is bisected by the Mekong 

River. East of the Mekong River was very much "Apache country" [communist controlled]. 

Kampong Cham town, the province town, which is on the West bank of the Mekong River, was 

the scene of several very heavy battles. This governor, who was a career Ministry of the Interior 

type, had police experience and training. I came to the conclusion that he was probably the best 

trained military guy that they had, since he was about the only one putting up an effective fight 

against the communists. He was actually holding his own. 

 

He would drive down from Kampong Cham to Phnom Penh, down Route 6, every couple of 

days, to attend to the business of the National Assembly. We became very good friends, dating 

from those very first days in May, 1970. Of course, I also got to know a lot of other people in the 

National Assembly. I started to pick up bits and pieces concerning what made Cambodia "tick." 

 

Q: French was the language you used? 

 

ANTIPPAS: French was the language. You didn't need to speak Cambodian [at the time]. That 

came later. Just like in Saigon. You didn't need to speak Vietnamese for dealing with the Foreign 
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Ministry. So the [Cambodian] National Assembly became my "beat." In that way I got a lot of 

inside "dope" on what was going on. 

 

In Tam, the President of the National Assembly, became quite a political power. In fact, he ran 

for the presidency in 1972. It was stolen from him by Lon Nol, and we let Lon Nol get away with 

it. In Tam really had been "my" candidate to be president. Had he become president, I think that 

the Cambodians would have put up a much better fight. But it was problematic, and the White 

House -- and particularly Al Haig -- were very concerned that if we "lost" Lon Nol, the military 

who were beholden to him might disintegrate. Given what had happened to [President Ngo Dinh] 

Diem and the dynamic of what had happened [in 1963 and subsequently in South Vietnam], 

nobody wanted to fool around with the situation in Cambodia. So we let Lon Nol get away with 

stealing the 1972 election. 

 

At any rate, there were lots of to-ing and fro-ing politically, and In Tam became "my" source. In 

fact, I even had a big "to do" with the Agency [the CIA] when they tried to recruit In Tam and 

put him on their payroll. I found out about it when In Tam told me that he'd been visited by an 

Embassy officer who had offered him medical treatment in Laos and all of that sort of thing. I 

went storming back to the Embassy to see John Stein, [the CIA Chief of Station and] my 

colleague at the "flea bag hotel" in April, 1970. I told him, "Look, we don't have to pay a nickel 

for this guy. He tells me everything we want to know. In fact, if he's put on your payroll, he'll be 

discredited, in my view. I'm mad as hell that you're trying to take over 'my' contact." John Stein 

backed off. The guy who had been assigned to recruit In Tam, Tom Ahern, was one of the guys 

later captured in Iran [when the Embassy in Tehran was taken over in 1979]. He was an Agency 

guy who spent 444 days as a "guest" of the Ayatollah Khomeini. He had a German wife named 

Gisella. Our families were great friends. We had been in Saigon at the same time. Our wives 

were friends in Bangkok, where they were "safe-havened." 

 

Tom was just doing his job. I said, "Look, this is 'my' contact. I developed him, and he's going to 

be 'mine' as long as I'm around [Phnom Penh]." 

 

[During my time in Phnom Penh] a daughter of Sihanouk was still there -- I think her name was 

Bopha Devi. She was a classical Khmer Ballet dancer. She was arrested by the new Cambodian 

Government and put on trial. We in the Embassy decided that convicting her would not be 

useful. It would make Sihanouk look like a hero in various quarters if his daughter was 

"railroaded" into jail. I used to attend her trial, just to demonstrate that the American Embassy 

was very interested in this matter. 

 

Q: This is how one influences a situation, in a way... 

 

ANTIPPAS: Exactly. I didn't say, "Look, damn it, let her go," but I made it very clear that we 

were concerned about what was going on. The Cambodian authorities got the message very 

clearly. 

 

You may remember that in 1969 an American merchant ship, the "Columbia Eagle," which was 

carrying munitions... 
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Q: Yes, Heavens, I remember that. 

 

ANTIPPAS: The "Columbia Eagle." We had a program in Phnom Penh in 1970 called, "Take a 

mutineer to lunch." Two mutineers had taken over the ship and were imprudent enough to do this 

about the time when Sihanouk was overthrown. They took the ship into Sihanoukville and found 

that they had taken it into the wrong country. [The Cambodian authorities] put these guys into a 

Navy jail on the Mekong River. The Cambodian authorities were really kind of fed up with these 

guys by May, 1970. They didn't want them. They used to take them out to lunch from time to 

time and during one outing one of them escaped. They never saw him again. We figured that the 

Khmer Rouges caught him and killed him. The other guy was mentally unbalanced. I can't 

remember his name exactly. Perhaps it was Glatkowski. I've got it in my files somewhere. He 

may still be in custody. A U. S. court had asked for his arrest. U. S. Marshals were flown into 

Phnom Penh to pick him up. 

 

During the time this was being set up, Blackburn and I "entertained" this guy to make sure that 

he didn't get lost. We had this program, "Take a mutineer to lunch." We used to feed him. We 

took him out to the airport to deliver him to the Marshals. They never got off the airplane. I 

suppose that there was some legal consideration in that, that they were still on American 

territory, in a sense. We bundled this clown on the aircraft, and he was taken back to the U.S. 

You were probably involved in that. 

 

Q: When the ship was hijacked, I think that it was carrying napalm... 

 

ANTIPPAS: And "iron" bombs. 

 

Q: It was on its way to Thailand. I remember that everybody was chasing around. I think that 

was the only time I ever met Admiral Zumwalt in Cambodia. He was working up a scheme to get 

this ship. Then, when the ship was picked up, just after the Cambodian "incursion" in May, 1970, 

one of my U. S. Coast Guard officers -- because I had a Coast Guard detachment attached to the 

Consulate -- came in and said, "The South Vietnamese Navy people say that they know where 

these guys are. Do you want them 'taken care of'?" I said, "Good God, no." That's what they 

were talking about -- killing them. I guess that he felt that I could just wave my hand and say, 

"Do what's necessary..." 

 

ANTIPPAS: And have them "terminated with extreme prejudice." 

 

Q: Yeah, I was mad as hell about it. I said, "Tell the South Vietnamese Navy, 'No, no, no.' Stay 

out of this affair." Just to finish this story off and to satisfy my own curiosity, what were they 

trying to do? 

 

ANTIPPAS: I think that it was basically an "anti-war statement." They were just a couple of 

kooks. One of them, I swear, was mentally unbalanced. They were a couple of disreputable 

characters. They weren't old guys and really weren't very smart. How they got away with it -- I 

don't remember the details. 

 

Q: What happened to the ship? 
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ANTIPPAS: The ship was released very quickly. The Cambodian authorities just took these two 

guys into custody. The ship and the rest of the crew were released. I never met them. Of course, I 

didn't get down to Sihanoukville to see the ship when it was there. It was gone by the time I got 

to Cambodia at the end of April, 1970. These two guys were still in jail. I had had some 

experience with people captured in Cambodia when I was in Vietnam. We had two instances that 

I dealt with, when I was the "border incident" guy. 

 

One case involved a U. S. Army LCI [Landing Craft, Infantry] which went up the Bassac River 

en route to Can Tho [South Vietnam] or some place like that. It was traveling inside the IV 

Corps area with a crew of 21 on board. They had a few cases of beer. I guess they all got 

"bombed out of their minds" somewhat and sailed right up the Bassac River and into Cambodia. 

They were seized by a Cambodian gunboat. I remember that General Abrams [then commander 

of MACV] was mad as hell that this had happened. I used to get this information from Army 

lieutenants who handled Cambodian affairs. They used to sit "behind the screen" [against which 

slides were projected] at MACV briefings. So they heard everything and they would pass it on to 

me. It was just as if I had attended the MACV staff meeting. 

 

They told me that the Rear Admiral who was Commander of Naval Forces Vietnam -- probably 

Zumwalt's predecessor, because this was about 1968 -- said, "Well, it wasn't one of my ships. 

This was an Army LCI." General Abrams erupted and said, "No, God damn it, it was one of 

mine. How the hell did this happen?" It had a forklift on it to handle crates, POL [Petroleum and 

Other Lubricants], and stuff like that. 

 

Sihanouk kept the crew of the LCI for a fairly long time before he finally released them. He 

arranged to have them treated them quite well. Now and then they would be taken to "floating 

brothels" for feminine companionship and they would be taken to lunch. Sihanouk arranged to 

have a white, tropical suit made for each one of them. When they were repatriated, they came off 

the plane wearing these white suits! The U. S. military [in Saigon] didn't know what to make of 

this. 

 

The other case was a little more serious. We had these reconnaissance aircraft -- [De Haviland] 

Beaver's [Canadian made]. You remember them -- high wing monoplanes. They were loaded 

with SIGINT [Signals Intercept] equipment. They used to fly up and down the Cambodian-

Vietnamese border, listening to enemy tactical communications. On this occasion a Beaver, 

flying along the Western border of Tay Ninh Province, adjoining Cambodia, was shot down and 

crashed about one kilometer inside Cambodia. I remember how excited everybody got because it 

was loaded with all of this equipment. [MACV] called in an air strike on it and blew the plane 

up. The pilot and crew were captured by the Cambodians. Fortunately for the aircrew, the 

Cambodians beat the Viet Cong to the scene. They took them to Phnom Penh. I don't think that 

anybody really realized what these guys were or that they were quite important from the 

technical point of view. They could have ended up in the Soviet Union, for all of that. We finally 

managed to get them back. 

 

That was part of my job [in Saigon], keeping in contact with the Australian Embassy [during the 

time when the U. S. Embassy in Phnom Penh was closed, and Australia was the "protecting 
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power."], the Canadian Delegation to the ICC [International Control Commission] and all of that. 

 

Q: Getting back to your service as a Political Officer at the Embassy in Phnom Penh, could you 

talk a little more about the international press there, which was all over the place. 

 

ANTIPPAS: Of course, Cambodia was "the" story at the time. During the fall of 1970 the 

reporters were distracted by the civil war in Pakistan, which led to the establishment of 

Bangladesh. But for three or four months Cambodia was "the" story. Everybody was waiting to 

see the Vietnamese communists march into Phnom Penh. It all quieted down after we ended the 

Cambodian "incursion" and President Nixon was seen to have kept his word that this was an 

"incursion" and not an "invasion." 

 

The international press were a mixed bag of people. I had a pretty good relationship with a 

number of them whom I had known in Saigon where I had occasion to brief them. One such was 

Francois Sully who wrote for UPI and was killed in a helicopter crash in 1971 with Vietnamese 

General Do Cao Tri, the III Corps commander. He was a pretty good journalist and had been a 

very good contact of mine in Saigon. He understood the war and what it was all about, so we had 

a good relationship. There were others. The New York Times reporter, Henry Kamm had a 

political ax to grind, as did the AP [Associated Press] representative. A lot of the contact 

between the Embassy and the international press was "confrontational" in tone. It was our side 

versus their side. These guys were out to embarrass the Nixon administration, and they certainly 

embarrassed the Cambodians, who weren't doing all of that well in the field. For example, there 

were the atrocities that took place -- on "our" side. One of the habits that the Cambodian 

Government people had, when they killed a Vietnamese, was to cut out his liver and eat it -- raw 

-- to ensure that the dead man never went to Vietnamese heaven, or whatever. [They believed 

that] his soul would wander eternally. Or they would decapitate bodies of prisoners, and people 

would walk around with these heads. That became a big controversy. Of course, it is 

embarrassing when your "clients" act like headhunters. Then there was the "child soldier" issue. 

The press would become aware of the fact that there were 13-year-old Cambodian Government 

soldiers, carrying AK-47 rifles. This was a big thing. 

 

Q: I remember seeing pictures of that. 

 

ANTIPPAS: Anything that was embarrassing to the Cambodians, of course, was an 

embarrassment to us. It's funny how "what goes around, comes around." You remember Moose 

and Lowenstein? 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

ANTIPPAS: Jim Lowenstein and Dick Moose, both former Foreign Service Officers who 

resigned from the Foreign Service and went to work for Senator Fulbright as investigators. This 

was when the staffs of Congressional Committees began to be expanded. Moose, of course, was 

from Arkansas. Lowenstein was probably from New York. Moose and I had never served 

together, but we had both been in Cameroon [at one time or another]. I think he served with Walt 

Cutler, when they were very young officers and we had just opened up the Embassy in 

Cameroon. 
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When Moose and Lowenstein came to Phnom Penh, they were out looking for all of the "dirt" -- 

whatever they could find to feed to Senator Fulbright to "flay" the Nixon administration with, 

such as the treatment of refugees or the failure to take care of refugees. The fact that we were 

doing very little for the Cambodian refugees was an embarrassment. In 1972 I had to testify 

before Senator Edward Kennedy's Refugee Subcommittee on our treatment of refugees in 

Cambodia. 

 

Of course, Moose and Lowenstein weren't particularly welcome in the Embassy at any time. 

They knew it and figured that they were "going to get the ball in play anyway," so they spent 

most of their time in Phnom Penh talking to the press. They'd get all of the "dirt" from the press 

and then would go back to Washington and feed this into the system. Then Senator Fulbright 

could take the administration to task. 

 

It was ironic that one thing that some of the journalists would do on Saturday evenings was to 

have "couscous" [North African barbecue] parties. The trouble was that the "couscous" was 

laced with "hemp" [marijuana], and they'd all get a "buzz" on -- they'd all go ga-ga. Moose and 

Lowenstein didn't know this the first time they were invited. The press had a great time feeding 

them with this marijuana "couscous" and got them "bombed out of their minds." This was 

reported. I remember how frantic both of them were to send a cable to the staff director of the 

Senate Foreign Relations Committee to explain what had happened. [Laughter] We all got a big 

laugh out of that. 

 

In fact, a free-lance AP photographer and the AP reporter pulled the same thing on my wife Judy 

and me. We were invited to the AP guy's house. Judy was pregnant with our second child at that 

point. There was a young woman from the Singapore Embassy and the two journalists, who were 

feeling no pain. They were drinking, and I think that they were smoking something. We just said, 

"Look, we don't do that. Don't feed us anything." We thought that we knew our hosts well 

enough so that they would respect our concerns. By the time dinner was served, we were very 

hungry. We had something like minestrone soup, and I ate everything. But the "spinach" turned 

out to be marijuana. I got "bombed out of my mind." The young woman from the Singapore 

Embassy was much worse affected. She became hysterical and very frightened. The two 

journalists who gave the party were having a hell of a time. They were laughing their heads off. 

Judy and I drove the Singapore woman home. Then we decided to go back to the party. The 

effects hadn't hit us yet, for some reason or other, the way they had hit the young woman from 

the Singapore Embassy. We thought that she was nuts, or something. It seemed like a nice party, 

and we liked these two guys. It was a mistake to go back to the house, because it didn't take very 

long before the effects of the marijuana hit us. It's a wonder that we got home in one piece. I was 

mad as hell that they would do this to us. 

 

Q: Of course. 

 

ANTIPPAS: It was very common. The Cambodians used marijuana on a recreational basis. They 

would collapse in the afternoon in their hammocks and smoke a "joint." They felt that this was 

no problem. 
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Q: What was your impression -- or the Embassy's impression -- of Lon Nol and his coterie? 

 

ANTIPPAS: I think that those of us who had to deal with the problem of Vietnam had contempt 

for him. Maybe "contempt" is too harsh a word. I think that we really understood his limitations. 

He really was a limited individual. He wasn't all of that smart. He was clever, to a certain extent. 

He was experienced. He had basically been a policeman during most of his career. He had 

worked for the French and had been "around the track" a number of times -- Prime Minister, 

Minister of Defense, and all of that. And now he had himself proclaimed "President of the 

Republic of Cambodia." 

 

However, his heart attack in late 1970 really limited him. We flew him to Hawaii for treatment. 

We thought that this would allow us to arrange for a real change of government and get a 

stronger hand to run the Cambodian military. It was quite clear that it was all going to be 

"downhill" if we didn't get the Cambodian military under control. However, in April, 1971, he 

came back to Cambodia. The heart attack had crippled him, but he was still functioning, to some 

extent. Of course, the Cambodian military wanted him back, because they had their "feeding 

frenzy" in the U. S. aid program. 

 

His younger brother, Lon Non, became a real "shit disturber." That's the only term I can think of 

to describe this guy. I am convinced that he was the guy who started the trouble in March, 1970 

in Phnom Penh -- the anti-Vietnamese demonstrations which got out of hand. They resulted in 

the sacking of the PRG [Provisional Revolutionary Government -- the Viet Cong] and the North 

Vietnamese Embassies. This created the situation in which the communists withdrew 

diplomatically and set off the attack on the Cambodians. In other words, he altered the status quo 

in Cambodia to bring the Americans in. He and his little coterie succeeded in doing that. 

 

The group around him included some Cham's. These were Muslims from northeastern 

Cambodia. He controlled the 15th Infantry Brigade, the largest unit in the Cambodian Army. It 

was not supported under MAP [U. S. Military Assistance Program]. We would not support it 

militarily because he would not observe the requirements that we levied on him, in terms of 

operations, strength, unit size, accountability, and all of that. Since he was "the first one at the 

trough," he had this enormous brigade which did very little fighting and which was very 

obviously created to be the Palace Guard. We felt that this guy was a real problem. He had been 

the "point man" in spoiling In Tam's run for the presidency in 1972. 

 

This was very clear. I used to make a point of going to In Tam's house very openly to see him, 

because I knew that Lon Non's guys were watching. I wanted them to understand that the U. S. 

Embassy was very much interested in In Tam. He was, in effect, under the Embassy's protection. 

I even brought my son with me on these visits. In Tam kept a monkey up a tree. My son liked to 

go and play with the monkey. 

 

In late 1972 or early 1973, after I had become Cambodia desk officer in Washington, we started 

getting CIA reports that Lon Non was talking about staging a coup d'etat against his brother and 

taking control of the Cambodian Government. I remember writing a memorandum to Bill 

Sullivan [then Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian Affairs], through Mike Rives, 

who was the Country Director for Laos and Cambodia. I analyzed the situation and concluded 
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that Lon Non was fully capable of making a coup attempt. From what I knew about him, he was 

going to present us with a "fait accompli," as he did in 1970, and we would be "stuck" with him. 

He would become "our bastard." I didn't think that he was smart enough to be "our bastard." It 

was bad enough to have the onus for starting something like that, but he really wasn't smart 

enough to pull it off. I recommended that we "get rid of him." I recommended that we tell 

Marshal Lon Nol -- he had not only made himself President but also Marshal of the Cambodian 

Army -- that his brother had "to go." Obviously, we were not in the business of assassinating 

people any more, but somebody had to find a way to get rid of certain difficult people, somehow. 

 

Interestingly enough, Marshall Green [Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian Affairs] 

approved the memorandum I wrote on the status of Lon Non. I saw the copy he had signed. It 

was decided that someone would go to Phnom Penh to tell Lon Nol this. Bill Sullivan decided 

that Al Haig was to be the messenger. Al Haig had just left the White House and the NSC. He 

had just received his fourth star [had become a four-star general] and was then Vice Chief of 

Staff of the U. S. Army. Haig didn't particularly want to go, but he was Lon Nol's "buddy," so 

Bill Sullivan said, "You've got to go and do this, because you have enough prestige so that 

Marshal Lon Nol will accept this." Haig was President Nixon's friend, and all of that. 

 

There was then the question of who from the State Department was to go to Cambodia with Al 

Haig on this mission. The first choice was Walt Cutler, who was then Bill Sullivan's Special 

Assistant. I think that Roger Kirk had gone on to be Ambassador to Somalia or some such place. 

However, Walt was getting a divorce from his wife. He felt that he had traveled enough with Bill 

Sullivan -- to Paris and so forth. He said, "No, I don't think that I want to go. Antippas wrote the 

damned memorandum. Let him go." I was not Al Haig's first choice. He didn't remember me 

from meeting him in Phnom Penh in early May, 1970 or subsequently in Phnom Penh again in 

1972. When we took Haig out to the airport at the end of this May, 1970 visit. I told Him as I had 

Admiral Zumwalt, "I don't know whether we're going to be shot out of Phnom Penh, but do you 

have any jobs on the NSC staff?" He said, "Well, we have a really small staff. but if you don't 

have anything in hand when you come home, come and see me." The point of this was that at 

this stage of my life I was keeping my options open. 

 

By this time it was late March or early April, 1973. Fred Ladd had left Phnom Penh and was 

working in P/M [Political-Military Affairs], but with a special responsibility to keep the 

Secretary of State informed about what was going on in Cambodia. This was before Henry 

Kissinger "pushed" William Rogers out of the position of Secretary of State and assumed that 

position himself. This was at the height of the "secret bombing" of Cambodia -- or "not so secret 

bombing" of Cambodia. The debate in Congress on the War Powers Act was just building up. 

Fred Ladd's job was to go over to the Pentagon and find out "who was bombing who" and come 

back and report to Secretary of State Rogers. 

 

At that point we were being cut off from circulation of what they used to call, "The Yellow 

Peril." This was a book with yellow covers published daily which reported all of the bombing 

strikes which took place in Vietnam and elsewhere. Because the White House was so paranoid 

about "leaks". The State Department was cut off from distribution of "The Yellow Peril." Even 

the Secretary of State didn't know whom we were bombing at this point. Ladd used to go over to 

the Pentagon and find out what was going on. He and I had retained a friendly relationship. 
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At the same time I had thrown this other issue into the pot, that we had to get rid of Lon Nol's 

little brother. Ladd persuaded General Haig to take me along on this trip to Phnom Penh. 

However, Haig did not accept me because I was the most knowledgeable on Cambodia, because 

I wrote the memorandum, or anything like that. The way that Ladd persuaded him was to say, 

"You know, Antippas fought in the Korean War" and that I had received a direct commission. It 

was on those grounds that Haig accepted me. 

 

I spoke to Haig a little bit during that trip because we went to Bangkok, Nakhon Phenom, 

Vientiane, Laos, Phnom Penh, and Saigon. There was an effort to camouflage the real purpose of 

the trip, which was to get rid of Lon Non. During the trip I told Haig, "We desperately need a 

competent Cambodian Ambassador to the United States to help us talk to Congress. The guy 

that's there now is an old, French-trained diplomat, whose basic function is to sit there and look 

ambassadorial. Meanwhile, we're getting our brains beaten in. I've got just the candidate to be 

Cambodian Ambassador. His name is Um Sim". Um Sim had been Director, then Minister of 

Posts and Telegraph. He was a Fulbright Scholar. He went to the University of Southern Illinois 

at Carbondale, IL in the 50's. He was one of the people I met in Phnom Penh early on and was a 

good friend of mine. I told Haig, "He's articulate, he understands what the problem is, and he 

could help us make our case in Washington, which is something that we desperately need." 

 

While in Phnom Penh, Haig persuaded Lon Nol not only to get rid of Lon Non but also to 

appoint Um Sim Cambodian Ambassador to the United States. When we were on the way back 

to Washington on the Special Mission aircraft, Haig came back to where I was sitting and said, 

"Well, I got your guy for you." This was great. I spent the next two years collaborating directly 

with Um Sim in working the Hill on the AID program and fighting the battle of who was to 

represent Cambodia in the UN -- the Phnom Penh government, Sihanouk, or someone else. 

 

Q: I'd like to go back to the time you were in Cambodia from 1970 to 1972. 

 

ANTIPPAS: May, 1970, to February, 1972. 

 

Q: Was Mike Rives the Charg® dôAffaires during the whole time you were there? 

 

ANTIPPAS: No. Mike Rives was Charge from August, 1969, until Coby Swank arrived in 

August, 1970. He served as DCM until November, 1970. Tom Enders came in to replace him, 

and Rives went back to the Department. 

 

Q: How did Coby Swank deal with matters in Cambodia? 

 

ANTIPPAS: Swank, of course, is an enormously decent guy. He is a very nice guy -- a man 

whom I have liked and admired from the time of my first assignment in the State Department in 

1961, when he was Secretary of State Dean Rusk's senior staff assistant. Here was a guy at the 

apex of power in the State Department who took time to be very decent. Of course, I'd watched 

his career since then. He'd been DCM in Laos and later in the Soviet Union. 

 

He was obviously in line to go on to very great things, as he was a Russian specialist. However, I 
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think that he was not the guy for Cambodia, particularly to try to control the U.S. and Cambodian 

military apparatus. He took great pride in the fact that he didn't have much military background, 

apart from having been a private first class in the Quartermaster Corps, in Special Services in 

China, or something like that. He had never fired a shot in anger. He took great pride in that. 

 

Well, we were dealing with an unusual military apparatus in Cambodia. In such circumstances 

we needed a guy like Fred Ladd to deal with the Cambodian military, and we certainly needed 

someone who had the confidence of a guy like Fred Ladd. Tom Enders also had no military 

background, but he has a very strong personality. He had his marching orders from somebody, 

presumably Henry Kissinger who had been his professor at Harvard. Tom knew what he was 

about and was very clear in his own mind. There was no question of who was in charge when 

Tom Enders was around. 

 

This is not to say that Coby Swank wasn't in charge, but I think that he really didn't quite 

understand the "game," as it was played in Cambodia. Of course, he had had no direct experience 

in Vietnam, so he didn't understand how that whole mechanism worked. Only those of us who 

had dealt with it understood the "mind set" of the people we were in contact with. 

 

I think that the biggest mistake we made [in Vietnam and Cambodia] is that we tolerated the 

corruption and let the people we supported get away with it. This lost us a lot of support from 

Congress and from the public more generally. Secondly, there was the unlimited bombing of 

Cambodia. Of course, the Embassy was found out to be heavily involved in the targeting. In fact, 

Moose and Lowenstein found out that Tom Enders was heavily involved in the whole system. 

These two guys found out from journalists with little FM radios bought in Hong Kong which 

could pick up the communications with the FACs [Forward Air Controllers] from the airport 

control towers. It was an "open secret" that the U. S. Embassy was running the bombing 

campaign. That really didn't "play" very well in Congress or elsewhere. 

 

Now, I would say -- and this is what I said in my paper at the National War College -- that we, 

the Cambodian Army, obviously needed bombing support. Since the Cambodian Army didn't 

have much artillery, they needed the Air Force equivalent of flying artillery. But what the U. S. 

Air Force was doing in Cambodia was just horrendous. It was engaging in "carpet bombing." I 

remember that when I accompanied Al Haig to Southeast Asia in the first week of April, 1973, 

we visited Seventh Air Force headquarters in Thailand. We were standing in the Officers' Club 

having a drink. By this time I was physically exhausted. Lt. Gen John Vogt, commanding the 

Seventh Air Force told Haig, as we stood there, "We have reconfigured the B-52-D's. We can 

carry more 'iron bombs.' 

 

At that time CINCPAC [Commander in Chief, Pacific] Admiral Noel had come out against the 

"carpet bombing" of Cambodia. I remember General Vogt telling Haig, "Don't let them turn us 

off. We have to continue to hit them [the communists] hard." I have to imagine that Haig, being 

basically a "political" general, went back and told the White House that we should not fail to 

continue the bombing. I think that the political overhead in any White House has to be careful 

not to appear to refuse the military their requests, especially if the venture might end 

disastrously. 
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I was in Phnom Penh during that trip and spent three days talking to people in the Embassy, 

including the Air Attaché, who said, "These guys [the air crews] drop sensors. If anything moves 

out there at night, they put in an "Arc Light" [carpet bombing] strike. So the Cambodian Army is 

afraid to move at night. If a herd of cattle moves out there, first thing you know, they're 

obliterated." 

 

Q: "Arc Light" was the code name for B-52 "carpet bombing" strikes. 

 

ANTIPPAS: Exactly. This campaign became terribly counterproductive, and now and then we 

made serious "mistakes". The B-52's at various times blew up an airfield, a hospital, and the 

ferry crossing [of the Mekong River] at Nhiek Luong. 

 

Q: This is Tape 4, Side A, of an interview with Andrew F. Antippas. 

 

ANTIPPAS: Anyway, I imagine that Al Haig went back and told the White House and pretty 

well told the Washington "establishment" that we cannot stop the bombing of Cambodia. If we 

lost the war, the same military guys calling for these extreme measures were going to say, "The 

President of the United States did not do everything at his disposal to win the war." 

 

I think that the "carpet bombing" was a terrible mistake. I watched us lose our Congressional 

support for this enormous amount of bombing that was going on and the killing that was taking 

place. Sydney Schanberg won a Pulitzer prize for his reporting on the bombing of Cambodia. He 

was one of those who delighted in reporting on all of the missteps that we were making. Yet we 

had plenty of tactical aircraft, like the F-111's, that could have been used as flying artillery and 

air support. 

 

Q: There is a problem that goes on [when you use air power]. All you have to do is to think back 

to Wurzburg and Dresden and World War II. When the generals have these weapons -- 

particularly the Air Force -- they don't see what happens. They get too concerned about the 

tonnage of bombs they can drop. They don't really think about what is happening on the ground. 

 

ANTIPPAS: It's a very mechanical thing. 

 

Q: There is a view that "more is better," and all of that. It often doesn't work that way and can be 

counterproductive. There are two more things that I would like to talk about during the time that 

you were in Cambodia. First, you mentioned something about a Foreign Service inspection while 

you were there. 

 

ANTIPPAS: We had an abbreviated Foreign Service inspection in late 1970. It really wasn't one 

of the usual inspections. The inspectors happened to be in the area and were asked to visit Phnom 

Penh, more generally to help to "sort out" the Embassy. Obviously, we desperately needed help, 

because we had such a limited staff. Suddenly, the Embassy was expanded from eight to 200 

Americans, organized very much "on the hoof" [in an unplanned way]. So the inspectors came in 

to see what they could do to provide us with some guidance on how to put everything together. 

 

I remember that one Inspector was Allen Morland, who, you will recall, was head of the Visa 



 223 

Office. I think that he finished up his career as Consul General in Toronto. He was a senior 

inspector on this team. I took him aside and talked to him about my concern about my own 

future. I said, "Look, this is what happened to me in Vietnam, where I was 'low-ranked.' I wasn't 

sure whether I was going to be "shot out of the saddle" [selected out]. I said that I didn't know 

why this had happened, but I was really concerned about my future. I said that here I was in 

Phnom Penh, helping to fight the good fight in Cambodia. Anyway, he took note of some of this, 

went back to Washington, and reported it. He was very positive. I think he helped. This is one of 

the things that really struck me about those inspectors, as had struck me when Randolph Kidder 

came with the inspectors to Cameroon in 1964. Their attitude was to help people to fix things, 

instead of functioning as they do now. I found their attitude an ideal use of the inspection 

function. 

 

Q: The other point concerned your time in Cambodia. You have been talking about how inept the 

Cambodian Army was. Here you had a very proficient and very professional North Vietnamese 

Army. Why didn't they just take over the country? When you left Cambodia, what did you think 

about the future prospects at that time? Could you address both of these points? 

 

ANTIPPAS: I think that we all wondered about that. When you think about it, the Cambodian 

Army only controlled most of the population centers, most of the provincial capitals. They 

controlled very little of the countryside. The North Vietnamese pretty much had the run of 

things. In retrospect, I think that the North Vietnamese could have "cleaned their clock" [i. e., 

wiped out the Cambodian Army] at any time. I think that they could have taken over the country 

as early as May, 1970, had it not been for the U. S. "incursion" into Cambodia. I think that they 

saw their basic role as keeping the Cambodians tied up in knots while they trained the Khmer 

Rouges to take over. They basically sought to keep the Americans and South Vietnamese 

occupied and spread out. They knew that the Americans were withdrawing. If they didn't know 

that from battlefield activity, they certainly knew what was going on at the Paris peace talks. So I 

think that the Vietnamese didn't overthrow the Cambodian Government, not because they 

couldn't, but because they decided not to do that. It's as simple as that. There's no other 

explanation why this rag-tag outfit that the Cambodian Government had become was not wiped 

out very quickly. 

 

I certainly expected that to happen during the first month I was there [April-May, 1970]. 

 

What did I think was going to eventually happen in Cambodia? I was very pessimistic about 

what was going to happen when I left Cambodia [in 1972]. I was terribly impressed by these two 

Khmer Rouges cadres whom I debriefed in detail. Even allowing for exaggeration, the fact that 

the communists had large numbers of these people available to them to set up whatever they 

were going to set up, while they watched our own presence diminish day by day in Vietnam 

made it very evident to me that the Vietnam War was not going to be decided in Cambodia. 

Obviously, Cambodia was part of the problem, but we weren't going to be able to solve the 

problem in Cambodia. I felt that we really weren't helping ourselves on the political level by 

letting Lon Nol do everything that he wanted to do -- by allowing the corruption to take place, 

which simply was sapping the will of the Cambodian people. Obviously, the Cambodian people 

wanted to fight. No Cambodian that I knew wanted to be communized. 
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Q: No Cambodian or Vietnamese. 

 

ANTIPPAS: Or the Vietnamese. For their part, the Cambodians despised the Vietnamese of 

whatever political persuasion. They just wanted to be left alone. Cambodia was a very viable 

little country which could function very well on its own. There was no population pressure and 

no starvation. It was very attractive in its own sense. I really had a tremendous sense of 

foreboding and of doom. 

 

I might note some of my interests in Cambodia. Early during my tour in Cambodia I traveled up 

in the northern part of the country, around Kampong Thom, Siem Reap, and Kampong Cham, 

which are North, Northeast, and Northwest [of Phnom Penh]. This area became my "beat." I used 

to go up there by helicopter and talk with provincial governors and take a look around and see 

what was going on. I did this regularly enough that I did some reporting on these trips. 

 

I could appreciate what was happening. I became very familiar with the region. We noted that 

after the Khmer Rouge took over, after I left Phnom Penh but while I was on the Cambodian 

desk in the Department, the people in the Political Section in Phnom Penh were my friends. One 

guy, David Carpenter, had been in the Political-Military Section in Vietnam and then Cambodia 

when we were there. Bill Harben was the Political Section chief and was a "great old pro" in the 

Foreign Service. We were all on the same wave length. We were privately corresponding with 

each other all the time. I knew a lot that was going on which wasn't coming in through the 

official cables. They were simply writing me letters, telling me what was going on and sending 

me lots of information. 

 

Early in 1973 Khmer Rouge "main force" units started to concentrate around Phnom Penh, 

encircling the capital. A lot of heavy fighting was going on outside of Phnom Penh. Many of the 

provincial capitals were left unguarded by the Khmer Rouge "main force" units. In Kampong 

Thom, which is half way from Phnom Penh to Siem Reap, the town was surrounded. You could 

shoot across the perimeter -- that's how small it was. 

 

Then, when he discovered that there were no Khmer Rouge "main force" units around some of 

the provincial capitals, the Governor of Kampong Thom went out and contacted a lot of the 

villages in the area. When the people realized that there were no Khmer Rouges to inhibit them, 

they all headed into Kampong Thom itself. David Carpenter sent photographs taken from 

helicopters of masses of people streaming into the government controlled towns. The 

Cambodians knew that there was nobody to protect them. Not only were Cambodian Army 

forces unable to feed them but they were unable to protect them. But, when they could get away 

form their villages, the people did so. That was a major indication to us that the Cambodian 

people didn't like what was happening to them. 

 

The second thing was that I got to know the senior monk of the major Buddhist order in 

Cambodia, the "Mohanikay" order. The senior monk became one of my contacts, and I used to 

visit him just to talk to him, just to be able to report on what he was thinking. He came from the 

town of Oudong, which is 35 miles Northwest of Phnom Penh. It had been the capital of 

Cambodia between the time of Angkor Wat and the advent of the French protectorate in 1850 in 

Phnom Penh. It was just a little town of a few thousand people, but it was basically known for 
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several special pagodas there. It had a giant Buddha -- the only Buddha that faces North, instead 

of East. It faced North more as a gesture to China than anything else. 

 

Anyway, the senior monk came from that town and therefore was interesting. Well, the Khmer 

Rouges took that town in the spring of 1974. I still have a picture taken from an SR-71, a very 

high altitude reconnaissance aircraft that overflew Cambodia. Every household in the town was 

burning. I guess that it was taken on infrared film. Of course, the people of the town had run into 

the forest. It's one of the few towns that the Cambodian Army took back. Basically, they took it 

back because it was so important from a religious point of view. They found a thousand 

skeletons in the wreckage of the town, which was a very clear indication to us that it was Khmer 

Rouges that took the town -- not Vietnamese communists. The Vietnamese didn't do that. They 

didn't kill lots of people. There were other instances, but those are two that I recall vividly about 

what was going to happen to Cambodia if the Khmer Rouges won. 

 

So when I left Cambodia, I was very depressed. We didn't have the same kind of people fighting 

for us that the other side had fighting for them. I knew in 1973 that the bombing would have to 

stop, and we were going to lose what little support we could give them. And that was our own 

fault. I never felt that we were going to win the war in Cambodia. If we were going to win it at 

all, it would have to be that we settled something in Vietnam, and part of the payoff would be 

that we would do something for Cambodia -- set up some kind of coalition government there. 

But in that way we might avoid the bloodbath which we all thought was going to take place. 

 

Q: So we'll pick up the next time you're available when you went back to the Cambodian desk. 

We've already talked about your trip with Alexander Haig to get rid of Lon Non. We'll talk about 

the desk and how it operated. 

 

***  

 

Q: Okay, today is September 1, 1994. Andy, we left things when you were returning to the 

Cambodian desk in the State Department. When did you serve there? 

 

ANTIPPAS: From July, 1972 to April, 1975 -- almost three years. 

 

Q: So you had the full experience, then. 

 

ANTIPPAS: The whole nine yards, as they say. I was able to be the person who was "in on the 

takeoff and in on the crash" -- for the whole Cambodian adventure. It didn't begin in 1968 but in 

1970. 

 

Q: When you say the "Cambodian desk," what was it? 

 

ANTIPPAS: The whole Indochina apparatus in the State Department has gone through a variety 

of permutations over the years. During the buildup for the war years in Vietnam, there was a 

separate "desk" for Vietnam, called "The Vietnam Working Group," as you might recall. Laos 

and Cambodia were shunted off to a separate office, run by a Country Director, with desk 

officers under him. In the case of Laos there was only one desk officer during the almost three 
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years I was there. For Cambodia there were two desk officers: one who followed political affairs, 

myself, and one who followed economic affairs, including the aid program and all of that. There 

was plenty of work to do in both areas. Mike Rives was appointed Country Director, replacing 

Tom Corcoran. 

 

Of course, as I described previously, I had worked with Mike, starting in 1969 when he reopened 

the Embassy in Phnom Penh. In 1970 I went to Phnom Penh on a TDY [temporary duty] basis to 

help him when he was Charg® dôAffaires there. The other officer in Phnom Penh with me was 

Bob Blackburn. He had had no political experience but was a very competent officer. He was a 

quick study and understood how things worked. The "chemistry" in the relationship between 

Mike Rives and Al Haig didn't work. I've already mentioned Mike's problems with the Secret 

Service during Vice President Spiro Agnew's visit to Phnom Penh. Not many people can survive 

the kind of "slicing job" to which Rives was subjected. 

 

Rives was ultimately appointed Country Director for Laos and Cambodia. I believe that the 

Personnel guy who arranged this assignment for Mike Rives was Tom Recknagel. Tom is an old 

friend of mine from way back, from the earliest days of my career. We had studied French in an 

early morning class at the FSI. Then he was my boss in the Embassy in Saigon, where he was 

chief of the Political Section, 1967-68]. I was told that, in spite of the objections that the NSC 

[National Security Council] staff raised against Mike's being assigned as Country Director for 

Laos and Cambodia, the Department's Personnel section decided that it wasn't going to be 

dictated to by people outside the building. By that time Mike had also been promoted to FSO-1. 

 

1972 was a critical year on the Cambodian desk in Washington. My work on the desk was 

largely staying informed, writing memos and staying in touch with the Embassy in Phnom Penh. 

The two major events in 1972, were the "Watergate Affair" which occurred during the election 

campaign, though its ramifications dominated events in Washington in 1973 and 1974. The other 

major event in Cambodia was the impact of the Easter offensive in Vietnam. At this time the 

Vietnamese communist troops were pulled out of Cambodia and sent into combat in Vietnam. 

The Khmer Rouges took over the conduct of the war in Cambodia. 

 

Q: The Easter offensive of 1972. For the record, who was conducting the offensive? 

 

ANTIPPAS: This was the Vietnamese communist "main force" attack on South Vietnam. 

Eventually, it was turned back mainly through the use of American air power and Saigon 

Government troops. Many of the U. S. forces had already left South Vietnam by this time. It was 

the major push by the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong in 1972. The main effect on the 

Cambodians is that they really got a "bloody nose." As the Vietnamese communists pulled out of 

Cambodia, they just "walloped" the Cambodian Army. After that we began to find Cambodian 

communist bodies on the battlefield, instead of Vietnamese communists. It became apparent by 

that time, even to the most casual observer, that the Khmer Rouges had been committed to 

combat in Cambodia. There was a "brand new war," in effect, in Cambodia. 

 

Those people who say that the "secret bombing" of 1969-1970 precipitated the Khmer Rouge 

struggle against the Cambodian government are simply mistaken. We were fighting Vietnamese 

communist forces until 1972. 



 227 

 

The second thing that took place on the political level in Cambodia, which I, of course, 

monitored very closely, was the Cambodian Presidential Elections. The Cambodian government 

had declared the establishment of a Republic in October, 1970. Sihanouk, of course, had been 

effectively removed from power. There was an acting Chief of State. The government drafted a 

new constitution, and Lon Nol decided to run for the presidency, even though he was, in effect, 

crippled by the stroke that he had suffered in December, 1970. 

 

We had hoped against hope that Lon Nol would drop out of the government and would be 

replaced by a more reform minded group in the spring of 1971. That didn't happen, basically 

because of the "machinations" of Lon Non [Lon Nol's younger brother]. Lon Nol ran for 

president in the spring or summer of 1972 -- I don't remember exactly when it was. The main 

candidate against Lon Nol was my old friend, In Tam, who had been Vice President of the 

National Assembly and Governor of Kampong Cham Province. In my view he was probably the 

most competent guy in the country. However, the Nixon administration wasn't about to do 

anything to interfere in what they saw as the "people's choice." This was a big mistake, in that it 

meant that we would never really get a handle on military corruption. As a consequence, as we 

saw over the next several years, Cambodian corruption was enough to "turn off" any support for 

Cambodia that we had in the U. S., even though the Cambodians were doing the fighting. They 

had mixed results, obviously, as they weren't doing all of that well. But they were fighting. I 

don't think that anybody could disagree with that. There is no question about the fact that, when 

Cambodian refugees would come out of these areas [of combat] when they could, the people 

were "voting with their feet." There was absolutely no question of this. Nobody wanted to live 

under communist control. The Cambodians were fighting, and all they wanted from us was our 

material support. 

 

I think we were unable to continue that material support because of the scandals that went on. If 

you change the place names and the names of the people, it could have been the situation in 

nationalist China before the communist takeover. It was the same kind of thing. There were 

military units with "phantom" payrolls. They'd send a brigade out on an operation, but, in fact, it 

was only a battalion. If you were sensible, you never went out with the Cambodian Army on 

anything much less than a multi-brigade operation, to make sure that there were enough people 

to protect you. The Cambodian Army would sell POL [petroleum and other lubricants] and 

ammunition to the communists -- anything was fair game to them. 

 

Q: How did it look when you were on the Cambodian desk in Washington? Were you getting 

reports that business was pretty much as usual in Cambodia? 

 

ANTIPPAS: Yes. By that time the Nixon administration and the American Embassy were 

becoming increasingly unwilling to communicate any "bad news." They were really afflicted 

with "clientitis." I was getting letters from my friends in the Political Section in Phnom Penh 

which contrasted with the official cables being sent to the Department, as I mentioned before. 

 

Q: What kind of letters were these? 

 

ANTIPPAS: My friends in the Embassy would write letters to me and tell me their views on 
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what was happening. When people would come back to Washington on leave, they would come 

in and visit and tell me. So I think that I had a pretty good insight into what was happening, over 

and above the official telegrams from the Embassy. 

 

Q: For the historian, what happens to those "private" letters? 

 

ANTIPPAS: They were written to me, personally, so they are probably squirreled away in my 

own files. 

 

Q: The normal source of information for historians is the flow of telegrams. 

 

ANTIPPAS: And the telegrams go all over the government. 

 

Q: And then you have, particularly in controversial places, a certain number of letters from 

officers who want to keep the desk informed. So there's a different type of reporting which will... 

 

ANTIPPAS: Will never show up... 

 

Q: On the historical radar. 

 

ANTIPPAS: One of my responsibilities was to make sure that I didn't expose these guys who 

wrote to me. They were getting into enough trouble as it was, "bucking the system" inside the 

Embassy. The "system" involved Ambassador Coby Swank being told what to do by the [U. S.] 

military. I think I've mentioned this before. Coby probably wasn't the right choice to be the 

Ambassador there. He was a decent individual and as competent an officer as there is. We really 

needed a person as strong minded as Tom Enders, except that Tom Enders was going to do what 

Henry Kissinger wanted, because he had been one of Kissinger's students [at Harvard] and had 

his own agenda as well. It was very clear that the Nixon administration really didn't want to 

"rock the boat." 

 

Q: Well, you'd be sitting in meetings in the Department and people would be talking about where 

Cambodia was going. By that time a significant number of people in the Foreign Service -- 

certainly in the Department of State -- had served at one time or another in one of the three 

Indochina countries. You weren't talking to a bunch of "starry-eyed" people. 

 

ANTIPPAS: No, no. 

 

Q: Well, what was their attitude? 

 

ANTIPPAS: Actually, it was very negative. I worked under several Assistant Secretaries of 

State. Marshall Green went off to be Ambassador to Australia after that. He was replaced by G. 

McMurtrie Godley, who had been in the Congo and then in Laos during the "secret war." He was 

a wonderful guy. I had known him slightly in Africa. I was in the Central African Republic when 

he was in the [former Belgian] Congo, during the crisis over the seizure of some of our people in 

Stanleyville. I had visited him in Vientiane in 1969, when we were in Saigon. He became 

Assistant Secretary. 
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Then he was replaced by Phil Habib in 1974. Phil, of course, as I think I mentioned before when 

I described how the Political Section in Saigon operated, was one of those people who liked 

controversy and liked to be challenged. He liked to challenge his officers and was really quite a 

breath of fresh air in the system. As I look back on it now, I really felt quite intimidated by the 

negativism of almost all of the country desk officers in the Bureau of East Asian Affairs. At our 

staff meetings we would have a roomful of country desk officers... 

 

Q: When you say "negative," what do you mean? 

 

ANTIPPAS: Well, they were almost all against our policy in Indochina. They wanted to "cut our 

losses" and get the hell out of Indochina. That was basically it. They were dealing with their 

"clients" [in East Asia] and they could see the impact that our Indochina policy was having on 

our policies toward those [other] countries, everywhere from Australia to Japan. This really came 

across very clearly. Should I then get up and make a speech to my colleagues about how we 

should help "our little brown brothers" in Cambodia? I would be laughed out of the room. 

Everyone knew where I stood, anyhow. 

 

The biggest chore that I had in 1973-1975 was the credentials fight for Lon Nol's government at 

the UN. This involved our effort to save the seat of the Khmer Republic from the challenge of 

Sihanouk and his communist associates in the so-called "GRUNK" [Gouvernement Royal Unifie 

Khmer], the Royal Unified Khmer Government. The political arm of this government was called 

the "FUNK" [Front Unifie Khmer], the Khmer United Front. So it [Sihanouk's faction] was 

sometimes referred to as the "GRUNK/FUNK." They were our opponents. My job for several 

years was to beat the drum and make sure that every one of our Embassies abroad went to their 

host government foreign ministries and urged them to vote for "our side." This didn't make me 

very popular in the Department of State at all. Not only was I not popular in the Bureau of East 

Asian Affairs but in the whole building. I would go around and beat the drum all over the 

building -- "roller skating" up and down the corridors and visiting every desk. I was "thrown out" 

of the best desks in the Department. 

 

Q: Let's go back to these meetings with Habib and the desk officers. The other people were 

"negative" as all get out. How did you feel about it? You had a "client." This was your job. 

 

ANTIPPAS: I had a very personal feeling about it. I knew these Cambodians. 

 

Q: What was your personal feeling? 

 

ANTIPPAS: My personal feeling was a certain loyalty to the Cambodians. I knew them, "warts 

and all," because I had followed this problem from the vantage point of Vietnam in the late 

1960's. A number of our so-called "allies" in Cambodia had been, in effect, on the communist 

payroll before the Cambodian Army overthrew Sihanouk. However, as I saw it, the point was 

that the Cambodian people didn't want to be communists. They were fighting. They didn't ask for 

direct American combat assistance. You could argue that the very fact that we had a policy 

which got us involved in Vietnam dragged the Cambodians into the struggle as well. So I felt 

that we had a certain responsibility for what was going on there. Obviously, you couldn't carry 
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that too far. In the first instance it was very much in our interest to keep them fighting as long as 

possible, because that helped us in the negotiating stance [on Vietnam in Paris]. Secondly, it 

helped us to get our troops out of Vietnam. 

 

To me that was the critical consideration. I'll never forget the fact that the last American killed in 

Vietnam, an American Army colonel, was hit by a rocket fired from Cambodia by the 

Vietnamese, during the Easter offensive of 1972. He was the last actual combat casualty. 

 

I knew some of these Cambodians and I played a certain role in getting some of them to work for 

us. In 1974, I think, I played a key role in convincing the then [Cambodian] Foreign Minister to 

take the job of Prime Minister. I wrote the paper that was used by Deputy Secretary of State 

Kenneth Rush in his meeting with this individual, asking him to take on the job. He was a good 

man, very active, very intelligent. In fact, he was killed by the Khmer Rouges at the very end 

because he did not manage to escape from Phnom Penh. 

 

I remember meeting him at the Diplomatic entrance of the Department in Washington. He had 

been in New York and came down from the UN. It may have been March, 1974, or about that 

time -- I would have to look up my notes to see. He came down to Washington for a meeting 

with Deputy Secretary Rush. I had written the briefing memorandum for the Deputy Secretary, 

giving him the arguments why this guy should take the position of Prime Minister. The Minister 

was well regarded by the Embassy in Phnom Penh. He had served as Minister of Information as 

well as Ambassador to the Asian Development Bank in Manila. He knew I had supported his 

appointment as Prime Minister. He said, "I'll take the job of Prime Minister if you will stay on 

the desk and protect our interests." He knew very well how Um Sim and I had operated and the 

role I had played in getting Um Sim appointed. I told him that I would stay the extra year. My 

initial assignment on the desk had been for two years. In point of fact, in personal terms, I 

probably should have moved on at that time, instead of being there for the "crash" [of our 

Cambodian policy]. 

 

I knew these people personally and felt a certain responsibility toward them and knew -- better 

than most people -- the actual conditions on the ground. 

 

Q: What was the general feeling, say, within the "Indochina complex" in Washington about 

Cambodia? 

 

ANTIPPAS: For many in the liberal camp "Cambodia was a dirty word. It was felt in many 

quarters that it was, to use William Shawcross's terms, "a sideshow". That was a very apt name 

for it. Nobody really knew that much about it. I think that most people saw Cambodia as one of 

those things to be used. It was the sort of thing that you had to do to try to protect our flanks in 

Vietnam. If we could get a decent, negotiated settlement in Vietnam, maybe that would be all 

right for the Cambodians as well. I don't think that anybody really lost much sleep about 

Cambodia in the Washington community, quite frankly. Generally, they didn't think that the 

Cambodians were very great fighters and that we were using up a lot of our credibility by 

supporting them. Cambodia was a pretty poor "client" to be representing. 

 

I may have told you that when Secretary of State Rogers left the Department in 1973, to be 
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replaced by Henry Kissinger, the custom was to allocate a time when anyone who wanted to see 

him could do so, shake his hand, and say goodbye. Practically the whole building walked up and 

shook his hand. As I passed through, since I had briefed him a couple of times, he did sort of 

recognized my face. I introduced myself and said, "Sir, I'm the first mate on the 'Titanic.'" He 

laughed at that. He knew exactly what I was talking about. That's kind of the way I felt. We were 

really on a collision course, and our policy probably wasn't going to be successful. 

 

But I felt so proud of the Cambodians. They were so central to our policy. The whole debate over 

the War Powers Act turned on the unauthorized bombing of Cambodia in 1972-1973. This 

debate was going on about the time I made that trip with Al Haig. I'll never forget the feeling that 

we all had in the Summer of 1973 when U. S. Air Force participation in Cambodia was "turned 

off." They made the last strafing runs across the skies of Cambodia. We all held our breath and 

felt that our "clients" were going to go down the drain, because now they had no protection. A 

major offensive took place in the provincial capital of Kampong Cham, on the Mekong River. 

There was one hell of a fight up there. Amazingly enough, the Cambodians stood their ground 

and beat off the Vietnamese offensive. The Khmer Rouges were in contact with the Cambodian 

Army, but Kampong Cham was so close to the Vietnamese controlled, rubber plantation 

"sanctuaries" that the Vietnamese communists were very much involved in that fight. But the 

Cambodians survived. I was surprised but so proud of them. I used to say to people, "How can 

we abandon these people when they're fighting like hell?" 

 

I became too emotionally involved. I still am, to this day. I still feel very "uptight" about it, when 

I think about it. 

 

Q: How did we view Sihanouk? At the time you were on the Cambodian desk, Sihanouk was out 

of power. He was wandering around the world and was in Beijing quite a bit. 

 

ANTIPPAS: And in Pyongyang. 

 

Q: Were you following what he did? 

 

ANTIPPAS: Yes. Of course, he became the "hand maiden" of the Khmer Rouges. 

 

Q: At that time? 

 

ANTIPPAS: Oh, yes, very much so. He made a very well publicized trip to the "liberated zone" 

[i. e., Khmer Rouge controlled zone] of Cambodia. 

 

Q: Wearing one of those little scarves [which the Khmer Rouges wear]? 

 

ANTIPPAS: Exactly, and with several of the former "three ghosts." There was a great debate 

about three of the former Khmer Rouge leaders during the 1960's. These were not the people 

who had gone to North Vietnam in 1954, but local Khmer Rouge leaders: Khieu Samphan, Hu 

Yun, Hu Nim The only survivor was Khieu Samphan who is the putative head of the Khmer 

Rouges, who is still alive. I obtained a copy of Doctoral thesis from the University of Paris 

which was critical of French colonial policy and became the theoretical basis of the Khmer 
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Rouges policy of returning Cambodian society to the earth or the "year zero". 

 

Anyway, there was a great debate about whether the three ghosts had been eliminated by 

Sihanouk in the mid 1960's. What happened was that they simply went into the bush and 

disappeared. They resurfaced after 1970. But there were many of us who didn't believe that they 

were alive and that these were impostors who were created simply to develop popular support. 

They had been popular in the National Assembly. They were National Assembly members -- 

communist and Marxist members of the National Assembly who had really been pains in the 

neck to Sihanouk and Lon Nol in that time period. 

 

It turned out that they, in fact, were alive. I spent a lot of time in Cambodia going around and 

asking people, "Do you recognize this picture?" We would get these pictures from communist 

sources. We would also tape their radio broadcasts that the FBIS [Foreign Broadcast Information 

Service] would pick up. I would go around asking people who had known them and ask them, 

"Are these the voices of these same people?" I even remember asking, "Do you recognize the 

shape of this guy's ears?" It was kind of detective work. Anyway, it turned out that they were 

real. 

 

As I said before, Sihanouk made a very well publicized trip with them in the 1973-1974 time 

frame. It was clear that he was so angry at those people such as Lon Nol who had betrayed him 

and thrown him out of office that he was determined to bring them down, whatever the cost. He 

no doubt felt that he would be able to control events after that. I am not sure if that, in fact, is 

accurate. I think that he was as much a prisoner of the communists as anybody was. In fact, the 

communists killed off a number of members of his family when they took power. We know that 

now. Sihanouk was basically held under what amounted to "house arrest" for several years by the 

Khmer Rouges after they took power. But there's no question that Sihanouk was very valuable to 

FUNK and GRUNK and to the communist cause generally. I used to say that he was worth four 

communist divisions to them because he played their game. People in the Non-Aligned 

Movement thought that he was a great hero and couldn't be wrong. 

 

But your question was, "What did we think?" I know what I thought and I know what many 

people in the State Department thought. I'm not sure what the Nixon administration thought -- 

how the NSC viewed him... 

 

Q: Were any efforts made to contact him? 

 

ANTIPPAS: I suspect that there were, but I don't think that he was his own master. Any efforts 

that we made to talk to the Khmer Rouges were just ignored. They just "would not play ball." 

 

Q: Let's talk about the Khmer Rouges during the time that you were on the Cambodian desk. You 

were on the desk when the Vietnamese pulled out of Cambodia to "do their own thing" in 

Vietnam. 

 

ANTIPPAS: Right. 

 

Q: What was the feeling at that time about the Khmer Rouges? 
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ANTIPPAS: Well, I think there was surprise in the intelligence community at the fact that they 

were able to field a major force. I don't think that anybody had really appreciated the fact that the 

Vietnamese had these Cambodian cadres in North Vietnam during all of those years -- 15 years 

or whatever it was. Then the Vietnamese sent them back to Cambodia and corralled themselves a 

peasant army. Obviously, these troops were "dragooned" or conscripted into the Khmer Rouge 

army. They gave a fairly good account of themselves, from the very beginning, except in the face 

of our air power. 

 

I told you of the sinking feeling that I had after I interviewed several of those Khmer Rouge 

"returnees." They were middle level cadres. I was shocked to find out the quality of the training 

which they had received. I said to myself, "We're really in trouble, because we don't have 

anything like that and we won't get them under the combat situation we were in." 

 

The only thing that we had anywhere near that was the "Mike Force" people, the Khmer Krom 

from South Vietnam. They were basically Cambodians, but they were from South Vietnam, so 

their attitude was slightly different. Of course, the casualties which they incurred were very 

heavy during the first couple of years. Khmer Rouge casualties were also very heavy. I am sure 

that the great majority of the 5,000 cadres who returned to Cambodia from North Vietnam were 

killed off. 

 

Q: When the Khmer Rouges did march into Phnom Penh, I heard stories about how young they 

were. 

 

ANTIPPAS: Oh, yes. We saw many pictures of those troops. They were young people. Their 

commanders were well trained and were definitely in charge. There is no question about it. They 

very definitely had their agenda. 

 

Q: Were you picking up stories or reports about how the Khmer Rouges were acting? 

 

ANTIPPAS: Oh, yes. 

 

Q: In the villages... 

 

ANTIPPAS: And in the "liberated zones." 

 

Q: We're talking about the time up to the fall of Phnom Penh. 

 

ANTIPPAS: Yes, we're talking about 1973-1974. On a number of occasions the Khmer Rouges 

would take forces away from areas that they had captured. They massed their forces for an 

offensive against Phnom Penh, for example. There were several offensives against Phnom Penh 

which were beaten back. To do that, they would take troops away from certain areas. When these 

troops would get down below a certain level, the local people would "take off" and would go to a 

provincial capital still held by the "friendlies," even though the "friendlies" couldn't protect them. 

It was very clear how those people felt, in the stories they were telling about what was happening 

out there. 
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I think that we had a very clear view, long before the fall of Cambodia, of what was going to 

happen, in general. However, I don't think that anybody predicted the ferocity [which they 

displayed]. You knew that Cambodian Army officers would suffer, maybe the bureaucrats, and 

maybe the teachers. Perhaps they would all get "zinged," because that's what the communists do. 

However, the Khmer Rouges took it out on anybody who could read. They killed anybody that 

wore eyeglasses. People like these were taken out and killed, because anybody that could read 

was obviously a "threat" to them. 

 

Q: Were you getting this from the Khmer Rouge propaganda? When you look at this situation, 

the Khmer Rouges were the most vicious and, you might say, ideologically as far to the "Left" as 

you would want. None of the other communist troops did this -- the Vietnamese... 

 

ANTIPPAS: I think that the North Koreans did a little of this. 

 

Q: A little of this, but not really to this extent. Yet you think of the Cambodians as being a 

relatively relaxed people. 

 

ANTIPPAS: Absolutely. We were shocked. 

 

Q: Looking at this, at the time or afterwards, did you have any feeling about why? 

 

ANTIPPAS: I think that we kind of "kidded" ourselves into thinking that these were very nice 

little brown people who were very "laid back," as you pointed out. In fact, the Cambodians had a 

reputation of being very tough people. They were used by the French as police in Indochina. The 

French Empire, the French colonial administration, used Vietnamese as bureaucrats in all three 

states of Indochina [Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia]. They used Cambodians as the police, 

because the Cambodians did what they were told and they were "tough." 

 

I had this theory that I used to put forward of the three "races" -- the Lao, the Vietnamese, and 

the Cambodians. The Cambodians were the best fed of the three. Their diet was the best. They 

ate more meat than any of the others, since they belonged to a cattle-owning society. They had a 

lot of cattle. Not that this made them necessarily bloodthirsty, but I think that there is some 

relationship between people who slaughter cattle and who can be "tough." In fact, the means of 

execution used by the Khmer Rouges resembled how you slaughter cattle -- "pole-axing," cutting 

throats, and things like that. So I had this theory that the Cambodians weren't as "blasé" as we 

used to think and their pre war tourist based propaganda had us believe. In fact, they had a very 

"tough" background. Cambodian troops had fought in World War I in the French Army and gave 

a fairly good accounting of themselves. This is not well known, but they did. They did what they 

were told, they were well disciplined when they were trained, and they had this dietary 

preference. 

 

One of the things that really upset me in 1979, when I was put on a task force for famine relief in 

Cambodia, was to think that there could be any famine in a place like Cambodia, given its well 

known attributes in terms of fish, rice, and cattle. You really have to work hard to starve a 

country like Cambodia -- the size of Indiana or Missouri. It's not that big a country. The fact that 
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people were starving to death meant that, obviously, somebody was working hard to achieve 

that. 

 

 

Q: How about Pol Pot? Did we have any feel about him? Was he just a name? 

 

ANTIPPAS: I forget what his real name is. He was a student in Paris. One of my jobs was to try 

and keep track of all of these people and learn about them. One of the things I accomplished was 

that I was one of the first people to get a copy of the doctoral thesis of one of these three 

"ghosts," the man who is now the key Khmer Rouge leader Khieu Samphan. He was one of a 

number of Cambodians who went to Paris in the 1940's and 1950's and became communists. The 

fact is that the French Left probably created more home grown communists in their former 

colonial areas than any place else. We have a lot of data on the names of Cambodian students in 

France who became communists or were coopted by the French Left. Pol Pot was one of these 

students. I'm told that he was an electronics student, who failed his technical studies. He returned 

to Cambodia an embittered man. Having been coopted by the communists, he went to work for 

the local resistance to the French colonial system. 

 

Not everyone admired Sihanouk as an administrator. Sihanouk really acted like royalty. People 

tell stories about Sihanouk the first time he came to the United States, which I think was in 1959, 

under the Eisenhower administration. He landed on the West Coast. He was received there by the 

Under Secretary of State. Christian Herter was the Secretary of State at the time. I forgot who the 

Under Secretary was it may have been Douglas Dillon. I remember reading a report of this first 

meeting with Sihanouk and how absolutely amazed this Under Secretary was at the way 

Sihanouk's entourage treated him. No one in his entourage would walk up to him. They would 

literally "crawl" up to him, on all fours, not daring even to look at him. It was kind of the way 

Japanese Emperor Hirohito was treated before World War II. People were not even allowed to 

look at him. Sihanouk had been king for 30 years when he was thrown out. He'd been around a 

long time. You kind of get used to it. When you become king at the age of 17, you learn a certain 

way of behaving. So I think that the Cambodian communists really didn't like him because he 

treated them as royalty did in the middle ages. They had their axes to grind, too. They viewed 

him as a hand maiden of the French and the colonial powers. Of course, the communists wanted 

to change all that. 

 

Q: How did the whole thing "play out?" Can you talk about the "end game," from your 

perspective? 

 

ANTIPPAS: Well, the major problem was continuing the supply of rice and ammunition to the 

Cambodians. We had "saved" the seat of the Cambodian Government at the UN, so they still had 

some political power. Our aid program had been cut back dramatically. Those people in 

Congress who were against the whole effort in Vietnam and Cambodia took steps to cut off even 

the small amount of military assistance that we were giving them. Toward the end [in 1975] 

supplies had to be flown in, because the Mekong River was no longer safe for navigation. Most 

of the heavy stuff had been brought up the Mekong River from Vietnam, but the supply line was 

interdicted in a number of places. 
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I think that in the late winter of 1974 or early spring of 1975, the Vietnamese or the Cambodians 

figured that aid was going to be cut off. I recall that Ambassador John Gunther Dean testified 

before Congress after the end in Cambodia -- and I accompanied him up to the Hill to talk to the 

East Asian subcommittee chaired then by Congressman Lee Hamilton. Hamilton asked Dean if 

he thought Congress was at fault for the loss of Cambodia. Dean was very cagey and dodged that 

bullet but answered by saying that, "Nobody fights to the last cartridge." 

 

I think that the Cambodians just gave up hope. 

 

I can't speak directly to Vietnam, since I wasn't really dealing with the issue. In Cambodia the 

"siege areas" tightened. The Khmer Rouges were closing in on several provincial capitals, which 

the "friendlies" still held. I think that when they got the message that there would be no more 

assistance and we started pulling our advisers and observers out of local areas, the Cambodians 

understood that they were being left on their own. 

 

During the third week of April when the Embassy in Phnom Penh was actually evacuated, we 

thought that we might have to shoot our way out. I say, "We." Actually, I was observing all of 

this from the vantage point of Washington. The feeling was that the Cambodian Government 

forces might, in fact, impede the evacuation of the Embassy. There was some apprehension 

about what would happen. However, the Cambodians were almost lackadaisical about it. Our 

people just left. In fact, the Cambodian military guarded the Embassy building until the very end 

-- not allowing anybody in. The interesting phenomenon was in the days between our pullout and 

the Khmer Rouge takeover, almost the whole cabinet had refused evacuation, I was told there 

was a euphoria among cabinet members in that they felt that finally they were their own masters. 

All those leaders who remained behind were executed immediately. Sisowath Sirik Matak, the 

former Deputy Prime Minister, who refused evacuation and expressed his contempt for 

America's abandonment in a letter to John Gunther Dean, was hauled out of his refuge at the 

French Embassy in a garbage truck and killed. Lon Non, who had returned to Cambodia in spite 

of my efforts to keep him here went out to meet and negotiate with the incoming Khmer Rouges 

and he was immediately shot by firing squad on the banks of the Mekong River. My friend In 

Tam was in the Western Provinces and he made it to the Thai border with his whole family in a 

hail of gunfire. The Thai put him under house arrest and I was unable to see him when I visited 

Thailand as part of the Refugee Task Force in the Summer of 1975. 

 

Q: Before we get to that point, when did John Gunther Dean go out to Cambodia as 

Ambassador? 

 

ANTIPPAS: He went out in 1974. 

 

Q: How was he viewed? 

 

ANTIPPAS: He was tough. He was viewed as a very hard liner. He made very strong pitches for 

assistance and continued support for Cambodia. He was very angry, for example, when I "let" 

Lon Non leave the U. S. to go back to Cambodia. John was a very strong figure in Phnom Penh. 

But the Ford Administration literally had no cards to play with. Congress had turned off the 

water. There was a lot of bitterness about that. 
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Q: Were you dealing with Congress at all at this time? 

 

ANTIPPAS: Oh, yes. Not directly, of course, since we weren't supposed to be "lobbying." 

However, we obviously had contact with a variety of people in various Congressional 

committees. I had a lot of direct contact with Dick Moose and Jim Lowenstein and later Chuck 

Meissner, who were "investigators" [for the Senate Foreign Relations Committee]. So there was 

a dialogue of sorts. However, it was very clear that there were elements in Congress that wanted 

to stop the war, pure and simple. They were tired of having people "kill each other with 

American weapons." This was kind of a favorite quote at the time. They worked continuously to 

stop the assistance [to Cambodia and Vietnam]. This was what happened. It happened for 

Vietnam and it happened for Cambodia. Nothing that anybody could say about the explicit and 

implicit commitments of the United States for the previous 20 years, would change their view. 

 

Q: What about your colleagues within the Department. What was their reaction toward the end 

in Indochina? Did they pretty well see the end in sight? 

 

ANTIPPAS: Everybody pretty well saw the handwriting on the wall. The attitude of most of my 

colleagues -- the desk officers for the various countries in the Bureau of East Asian Affairs, 

including even those who had served in Vietnam -- was "a pox on all of their houses. Let's just 

get out of there and end it." The raiding of what little money was available for military assistance 

to Indochina, where it was obviously going to waste, didn't make any friends for us on other 

desks in the Department. So there was a lot of bitterness about that. I can sympathize with how 

those people felt at the time. It was very much of a "down" feeling for anyone working on 

Indochina at that time. Everyone was pretty depressed. 

 

Q: Were you involved in the decision to pull the Embassy out [of Phnom Penh]? 

 

ANTIPPAS: I observed it. I actually had left the Cambodian desk by the time all of that was 

playing out. I think that I left the desk around April 1, 1975, and went over to the Bureau of 

Consular Affairs to be the Administrator's special assistant. 

 

I was only in Consular Affairs for a couple of weeks when the Bureau of East Asian Affairs 

created the Refugee Task Force. I was actually working on this task force at night when the 

evacuation of the Embassy took place. After the evacuation took place, the inter-departmental 

task force was established. It was obviously more than the Bureau of East Asian Affairs could 

handle. When the evacuation of the Embassy was going on, I was monitoring events up in the 

Operations Center in the Department. They were telling people that they had to limit the baggage 

they could take out of Saigon. I remember the Executive Director of the Bureau saying, "Don't 

let anybody take out any of those bloody ceramic elephants." Most people left everything behind 

and just took out a suitcase. Not even pets were allowed to be taken out. 

 

During the day I'd be working in the Bureau of Consular Affairs. I remember that Admiral 

Zumwalt called me one day. I don't know if he was still Chief of Naval Operations or had just 

retired. He called me to say -- this was before we actually closed down the Embassy in Saigon -- 

that he very much wanted to bring the former Vietnamese Chief of Naval Operations, with whom 
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he had worked, out of Vietnam. We were still issuing visas to Vietnamese at the time. So on 

Zumwalt's behalf I called the guy who had your job as Consul General in Saigon -- I can't 

remember his name. 

 

Q: I forget, too. The Consul General in Saigon. 

 

ANTIPPAS: He subsequently served in Haiti. He had a heart attack, I think, as a consequence. I 

remember calling this poor guy in the middle of the night, getting him out of bed, and asking him 

to take care of Zumwalt's "buddy." I guess we did take care of him in terms of issuing him a visa 

but I think he too decided to remain behind to care for his Father. 

 

It all went down the drain very quickly, I thought. The Consular Section in Saigon stopped 

issuing visas -- stopped letting people into the compound. The end came fast in Vietnam. 

 

Q: Would you care to talk about the refugee situation? 

 

ANTIPPAS: Sure. I was one of the original recruits [on the task force]. 

 

Q: You left the Cambodian Desk in April [1975] and went to Consular Affairs. 

 

ANTIPPAS: Tom Recknagel [former chief of the Political Section in Saigon and then in 

Personnel in the Department] recruited me for the job as Special Assistant to the Administrator 

of Security and Consular Affairs. He was the Senior Deputy Assistant Administrator and about 

to retire himself. No sooner did I start this job when I was immediately drafted into the East Asia 

Bureau task force which was set up. I was allowed to work at night so that I could continue to 

work during the day [in Consular Affairs]. Basically, that task force dealt with the evacuation of 

both Phnom Penh, Saigon, and other places in Vietnam. After April 25, [1975], when Saigon was 

evacuated, it was decided that we needed to broaden the scope of our efforts because we would 

have to deal with all of these refugees who were coming out of Indochina. Ambassador Dean 

Brown, former Under Secretary of State for Management, who was then the Director of the 

Middle East Institute, was selected to be in charge of the task force. He pulled together a bunch 

of people -- most of the old Indochina hands, including a number of the people who came out of 

the Consulates and the Embassy in Saigon. I don't think that anybody from the Embassy in 

Phnom Penh went to work on the task force. A number of these guys who were evacuated were 

brought back and were either working in the task force in Washington or were sent out to field 

operations, where we set up reception centers for the refugees, like Guam, Camp Pendleton, Fort 

Chaffee, Indiantown Gap and places like that. It was a big operation to try to pull this together 

and decide what the policy would be. 

 

We had representation from the INS [Immigration and Naturalization Service]. The Deputy 

Commissioner of INS was a member of the task force. The Commissioner of INS was a member 

but, for operational work, we had his deputy and an assistant commissioner. 

 

After some time the task force was reorganized, and I was put in charge of a unit which dealt 

with the Vietnamese that didn't make it to U. S. territory or to U. S. bases, such as the Philippines 

or American ships or Guam. They escaped to Malaysia, Thailand, and other locations. So I 
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headed up a unit of several officers and a secretary that worked with INS in particular to figure 

out how we were going to get these people into the U. S. and what criteria we would use to select 

them. Everybody that made it to U.S. territory, in fact, we took, including a number of "Third 

Country Nationals" who decided that they weren't going back to the Philippines or Korea. They 

decided that they were refugees, too, and were going to the United States. They refused to be 

repatriated to their home countries. I think that we actually took some of these guys, because we 

couldn't forcibly repatriate them. I never understood that. I really never understood how a Korean 

"Third Country National," who had been working in Vietnam, made it to Guam and was 

permitted to go to the United States as a refugee. 

 

Q: I guess it was just too complicated [to send him back to his own country]. 

 

ANTIPPAS: It was kind of interesting. I made a trip out to Southeast Asia to see some of these 

locations with an Assistant Commissioner of the INS and one of the senior deputies in the task 

force. His name escapes me now. He finished up his career as an Ambassador to Haiti, as a 

matter of fact. He was an old Indochina hand. He had run the computer program for... 

 

Q: Was this McManaway? 

 

ANTIPPAS: Yes. Clay McManaway, this Assistant Commissioner of the INS, and I. We went to 

Hong Kong, Bangkok, Kuala Lumpur and Singapore to talk to the local governments, our 

Embassies and to get a handle on how many people had made it their shores. That is, the original 

"wave" of boat people not the subsequent ones after 1977. We got to Kuala Lumpur just after the 

Japanese "Red Army " terror squad captured one of our consular officers in the Embassy. The 

consular officer, Bob Stebbins, later became my deputy in Seoul, in fact -- an old friend of mine. 

He had been a courier when I was in Africa. He had the dubious distinction of having the "Red 

Army Faction" take him as a hostage. 

 

We didn't go to Indonesia. We were trying to find out how big the problem was and what would 

be the criteria that we would use to decide which of these people we were going to take. 

 

I worked on this task force for about six months. The Administrator of Consular Affairs in the 

Department began to squawk about where his special assistant was. So I managed to get away 

from the task force. 

 

Q: Just a question or so on the criteria you used on the task force. Was the idea to pare the 

numbers down -- to get as many of these people into the U. S. as you possibly could? 

 

ANTIPPAS: The fundamental criterion was that if they could make any linkage at all with the 

United States, we would take them. If they had relatives in the U. S. or had worked for the 

Americans in some fashion, we would take them. Of course, the numbers of refugees were not 

that large at that time. I think that in the first few months after the evacuation [of the Embassy in 

Saigon] total Vietnamese refugees in particular -- Cambodians didn't take to boats in any 

numbers -- were only about 12,000 to 13,000. The numbers were really fairly small. 

 

Q: The big problem came later. 
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ANTIPPAS: Subsequently. After I got to Thailand, the "boat people" started coming out in 

numbers reminiscent of what's happening in Cuba today. We were trying to handle the refugees 

in a workmanlike fashion. 

 

Let me say a couple of things about working fairly closely with the Commissioner of the INS. At 

that time the Commissioner was General Leonard Cushman, the former Commandant of the 

Marine Corps. He turned out to be a very charming individual and all that. I would go over to his 

office from time to time to negotiate the acceptance of certain individuals that we wanted to take 

from these offshore camps [in Southeast Asia]. I would go over to his office and would put these 

names up to him. He would veto them or accept them, as the case happened to be. He used to say 

that he was the guy who "taught Antippas how to say No." We had an interesting time. During 

the first days after the evacuation of our people from Saigon, I accompanied General Chapman to 

a hearing of the Senate Appropriations Committee chaired by Senator McClellan of Arkansas. I 

remember McClellan telling us to order all American ships in the Philippine Straits to clear out 

because they were like a "neon sign saying welcome". McClellan said he feared a flood of 

refugees. He was right. The Senator subsequently was further annoyed when we opened one of 

the reception centers for the refugees at Fort Chaffee. Anyhow, it was quite an interesting 

learning experience, working directly with General Cushman and his Deputy Commissioner. 

 

At the time my personal feeling was that we "owed" something to an awful lot of people [in the 

Indochina countries], but I really couldn't agree that we should take everybody. I continued to 

feel that way all during the entire exercise. Simply deciding to take everybody that wanted to 

come out [of the Indochina countries] just didn't make sense from the American interest point of 

view. It certainly did not pay off any debts we owed people because of the fact that we'd been 

there. 

 

I think that mine was a minority view at the time, because I was one of the few consular officers 

actually involved in the task force most of the time. To most of the old Indochina hands who 

were running the task force, the idea was, "Let them all in." They had a kind of personal 

commitment about that. We'll talk more about that when we discuss my time in Thailand. 

 

 

 

EMORY C. SWANK  

Ambassador 

Cambodia (1970-1973) 

 

Ambassador Emory C. Swank was born in 1922 in Maryland. He entered the 

Foreign Service in 1946. His career included positions in China, Indonesia, the 

Soviet Union, and Romania, and an ambassadorship to Cambodia. He was 

interviewed by Henry Precht in 1988. 

 

Q: We come now to your service as Ambassador to Cambodia, September 1970 to September 

1973. Please begin your reflections. 
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SWANK: I'll furnish a few comments on the origin of the appointment, Henry. I was named 

Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for European Affairs in May 1969. I had an excellent boss in 

Assistant Secretary Martin Hillenbrand, and my responsibility was to oversee Soviet and Eastern 

European relations. This position, short of an assignment as Ambassador to Moscow, is probably 

the job most sought after by Soviet specialists. In April 1970 I decided to visit my constituency 

and made a trip to Belgrade, Zagreb, Warsaw, Poznan, Krakow, Sofia, and Budapest. It was in 

Budapest, in the office of Ambassador Alfred Puhan, that I read the text carried in the USIA 

wireless bulletin of President Nixon's speech of April 30, 1970, announcing that U.S. and South 

Vietnamese forces had entered Cambodia. Having served in Laos, I had more than a routine 

interest in this development. The President, I have always believed, misjudged in giving this 

decision the momentous quality it acquired through this nationwide address on television. It was 

a reasonably straightforward, if unexpected, military action against enemy sanctuaries. His 

speech was defensive and somewhat emotional. Shortly thereafter I returned to Washington 

unsuspecting of what lay ahead. 

 

Deputy Assistant Secretary positions are often regarded as stepping stones to Ambassadorships. I 

had worked closely in recent months with Joseph Sisco, Assistant Secretary for Near East and 

South Asian Affairs, who was spearheading Secretary William Rogers' efforts to induce the 

Soviet Union to play a constructive role in Arab-Israeli affairs. One day Joe asked me to consider 

whether he might nominate me for the Embassy in Jordan. After reflecting a day or so, I declined 

the nomination, explaining that I was unfamiliar with and had rather hazy notions about the area 

and believed there were better qualified candidates. (Dean Brown subsequently served as 

Ambassador to Jordan.) 

 

In late May, a few weeks later, I received a telephone call from Bill [William H.] Sullivan, a 

good friend who was Deputy for East Asian and Pacific Affairs. Bill informed me that my name 

had been submitted to the White House as State's leading nominee for the reestablished position 

of Ambassador in Phnom Penh. I remember telling Bill at the outset of this conversation that 

Phnom Penh did not need an Ambassador but a worker of miracles. My misgivings stemmed not 

only from a suspicion of the sorts of difficulties that might lie ahead in Phnom Penh but also 

from my ambivalence about the U.S. role in Indochina. The issue has troubled me for some time, 

beginning in 1963-64 at the National War College where my class had been unable to reach a 

consensus on whether Indochina was a "vital" U.S. interest. This ambivalence had grown in 

Laos, where I served as DCM from 1964 to 1967. The government we were supporting in 

Vientiane with economic aid and covert military support against the North Vietnamese and their 

Lao allies was barely surviving. I feared we were in a "no-win" situation in Laos. The best we 

could hope for was that our friends would hold on pending some overall settlement with North 

Vietnam. It was because of this ambivalence that I had sought a second tour in Moscow. 

 

But other considerations tended to override these misgivings. How many opportunities to 

become an Ambassador can a career officer reject? Unlike the Near East, I could not claim 

ignorance of Southeast Asia. Also, Cambodia's situation challenged me -- career officers are not 

likely to decline assignments because of their intrinsic difficulties. Finally, as a practical matter, 

did I have any option? My name had already been submitted to the White House. The die was 

cast. 
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An interview at the White House was necessary. The President felt no need to be a major player 

in the screening process, and so I met with Henry Kissinger, Director of the National Security 

Council. U. Alexis Johnson, Deputy Under Secretary for Political Affairs, prepped me for the 

meeting. "Be confident and dynamic," he advised. "Give him the impression you can handle the 

situation." The meeting with Dr. Kissinger was unremarkable and not very probing and lasted 

possibly fifteen or twenty minutes. We talked about Cambodia and Vietnam and East-West 

tensions. I guess I displayed sufficient assurance and knowledge to pass muster: my appointment 

was announced on July 14, 1970. 

 

Even before the announcement, my briefings got under way. Cambodia was a controversial issue 

-- a circumstance that affected not only my tour in Phnom Penh but my briefings for it. State had 

argued against the invasion of Cambodia. The White House never forgot this apostasy. To 

further complicate matters, relations between Secretary Rogers and Dr. Kissinger were not only 

cool but almost nonexistent. As a consequence, the White House, distrusting not only Rogers but 

also State's Asian Bureau, headed by Assistant Secretary Marshall Green, took Cambodia under 

its protective wing. My most important briefings were with Thomas Pickering, Deputy Director 

of the Bureau of Political and Military Affairs in State, and with the Pentagon and CIA. 

Significant communications concerning Cambodia were in a special channel classified NODIS 

KHMER (no distribution Khmer). Many of these dealt with arms deliveries being made to 

General (later Marshal) Lon Nol in response to his April appeal for military aid against 

encroaching Vietnamese forces. So sensitive had the White House become about leaks that few 

in State had access to this information. As a matter of fact, policy towards Cambodia was already 

being made and was henceforth to be made essentially by the White House. Kissinger's Deputy 

in the National Security Council, Colonel (later General) Alexander Haig, had made his first trip 

to Phnom Penh in May 1970. I never saw a written report of his meeting with Lon Nol, but as a 

result of it military supplies had begun to move from storehouses of the Military Assistance 

Command Vietnam (MACV) to Phnom Penh. 

 

Q: May I interpose a question? What was the position of our Embassy in Phnom Penh on arms 

deliveries and other support? 

 

SWANK: Lloyd (Mike) Rives was Charg® dôAffaires, a.i., at the time of Haig's visit and of a 

later visit by Vice President Agnew. Rives was dubious, I believe, about Lon Nol's credibility as 

a leader, but he was excluded from Haig's meeting with Lon Nol -- the meeting that activated a 

policy of military support for Phnom Penh that was to continue until its fall in April 1975. 

 

Q: Were there American troops fighting in Cambodia? 

 

SWANK: Ground forces were withdrawn in June 1970. Bombers and fighter and reconnaissance 

aircraft flew missions in Cambodia until August 1973. 

 

White House differences with State over Cambodia were paralleled by differences with 

Congress. On August 11, 1970, along with several other Ambassadorial nominees, I appeared 

before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. The confirmation hearing was conducted by 

Chairman J. William Fulbright. Given his record of dissent on Vietnam, he was relatively mild in 

his questioning. He asked me if the U.S. Government were contemplating a treaty of alliance 
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with Lon Nol. I replied that we had not undertaken any formal commitments to Cambodia. 

 

The overriding authority on Cambodian affairs was neither Agnew, Kissinger, nor Haig, but 

Richard Nixon. My meeting with the President -- my only meeting with him while I was 

Ambassador -- took place at the Western White House in San Clemente on September 4, 1970. 

Dean Brown, off to Jordan, flew with me to Los Angeles and we motored together in a rental car 

to San Clemente. The meeting lasted a full hour and was largely a monologue by the President. 

He spoke cogently and in detail, without notes, about the opportunities the recent political 

change in Cambodia offered us and stressed Cambodia's importance in buying time for 

"Vietnamization." Kissinger, who was present, said little. Secretary Rogers, although present in 

San Clemente, had not been invited. The President discussed the prospects for economic and 

military aid and stressed his determination to do all he could to support Lon Nol. He was 

insistent -- the matter came up twice -- that Mike Rives be replaced as DCM (the President did 

not so inform me but the Vice President had strongly recommended this action). At the end of 

the meeting, the President, Dr. Kissinger and I walked out to the garden overlooking the ocean 

and had numerous photographs taken as we gazed west across the Pacific. 

 

In his memoirs, Nixon wrote about his special preoccupation with Cambodia and his decision to 

invade. He was apprehensive that the North Vietnamese would topple Lon Nol and turn all of 

Cambodia into a sanctuary. It was therefore essential to bring Lon Nol into the war on our side. 

This decision has remained controversial, but after reviewing the materials that bore on it during 

my briefings, I concurred in it. If our overarching strategy was Vietnamization of the war so that 

U.S. forces could be withdrawn, the invasion could promote that strategy. Also, the Cambodians 

in Phnom Penh, for their own reasons, were eager to add their weight to the forces opposing 

North Vietnam. What no one could foresee then was the phenomenal growth of the Cambodian 

insurgents into a disciplined, motivated force with Sihanouk as its figurehead. No one foresaw 

that Cambodia was going down a path to debilitating, destructive civil war. 

 

Q: Was there an active Khmer Rouge rebellion under way at that time? 

 

SWANK: In this early phase the insurgents could not have numbered more than 5,000 men. The 

rebellion had existed for about ten years without much success and was periodically engaged in 

skirmishes with Sihanouk's troops, under the command of Lon Nol. In 1970 the insurgency 

posed no immediate threat. All of us, including Lon Nol, perceived the real enemy to be the 

North Vietnamese and Viet Cong. 

 

I arrived in Phnom Penh on September 12, 1970, via Hawaii and Saigon. In Honolulu Admiral 

John F. McCain, Commander in Chief Pacific (CINCPAC), briefed me on the military situation. 

In Saigon I met briefly with Ambassador Bunker and General Abrams. Both men were helpful 

and promised their support, but their attention was heavily focused on the main theater of 

operations -- South Vietnam. 

 

In Phnom Penh I was warmly greeted by Mike Rives and his staff. The Embassy already 

numbered about 50, and a new chancery was ready for occupancy. The city still had an aura of 

tranquility and charm that contrasted with the bustle and squalor of Saigon. I have preserved an 

article by Peter Jay, Washington Post correspondent, written on October 9, 1970, the date of the 
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official proclamation of the Khmer Republic. 

There is an aura of genuine friendliness, bravery, and good cheer. There is a notable sense of 

aroused nationhood and a new republicanism. 

 

In my first interview with the press on September 22, I told James Foster, a Scripps Howard 

writer, that I was impressed by the patriotism of the Cambodians. I set for him the parameters of 

our involvement in Cambodia, as I understood them: 

 

This is a Cambodian affair. We are simply helping the Cambodians defend themselves. Since 

we're furnishing military assistance, there need to be experts to manage it. But I think President 

Nixon has made it clear there will be no U.S. ground forces or military advisors. 

 

I faced immediate challenges -- military, economic, and political. 

 

Let me begin with the military. The question was this: What should be the size and location of 

the logistics team delivering military supplies and equipment to Cambodia? Arrangements up to 

that time had been informal with MACV sending supplies to the Politico-Military Section of the 

Embassy. This unit was headed by Jonathan (Fred) Ladd, a retired Army colonel and friend and 

appointee of Al Haig. Ladd's title was Political-Military Counselor. It was obvious that these 

informal arrangements would not be adequate for long since our military assistance would be 

rapidly increasing. (It grew from $8.9 million in FY 1970 to $185 million in FY 1971, $200 

million in FY 1972 and $225 million in FY 1973.) A more orderly channel of supply under 

military direction was required. Fred Ladd had misgivings about the military bureaucracy taking 

over and the diminution of his authority and support role. But it seemed to me a necessary and 

reasonable step to take. Admiral Thomas Moorer, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and I 

agreed in January 1971 to establish a Military Equipment Delivery Team (MEDT) modeled on 

an organization the U.S. had devised some years before to deliver military aid to Burma. The 

initial complement of MEDT was 113 men, 23 of them resident in Phnom Penh, the remainder in 

Saigon. Later, additional personnel were brought to Phnom Penh, but the grand total of personnel 

at the Embassy, civilian and military from all agencies, never exceeded 200. The officer heading 

MEDT as based in Phnom Penh. The first incumbent was Brigadier General Theodore Mataxis, 

the second Brigadier General John Cleland. 

 

The staffing dilemma we faced was of Washington's making. Congress was intent that the U.S. 

not convert Cambodia into a Vietnam and placed unprecedented restrictions on the executive 

branch to enforce this policy. Its vehicle was the "Supplemental Foreign Aid Authorization Act 

of December 1970," on which we depended for funding for Cambodia programs. The Act 

provided that no funds were to be used to introduce ground combat troops into Cambodia or to 

provide U.S. advisors to Cambodian military forces in Cambodia. Nor should the provision of 

military aid be construed as a U.S. commitment to Cambodia for its defense. Subsequent 

legislation went so far as to limit to 200 the total of all U.S. personnel based in Cambodia. 

 

I concluded that we had to observe these restrictions scrupulously to assure a continuing flow of 

appropriations. But their impact was never far from my mind. Addressing an MEDT conference 

in May 1971, I noted the modesty of our efforts in Cambodia as compared to Vietnam and the 

dilemma we faced of making the military aid program effective without advisors. Nonetheless, 
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we were providing critical assistance to people who wished to defend themselves against 

aggression. We had limited influence over the course of events, I noted, but were the source of 

their supply of arms and thus a vital part of their effort. 

 

These restrictions on our input into the war, together with weaknesses of the Khmer government 

and armed forces that soon became apparent, made it clear to me that as in Laos we were 

engaged in a "holding action." When I arrived in 1970 the North Vietnamese and the insurgents 

already controlled about half the land area of Cambodia, although most of the people were still 

under friendly rule. At another MEDT conference held in Bangkok in May 1972 -- twenty 

months after my arrival -- I pointed out that we could be proud of what we had accomplished 

with the limited means at hand. The Khmer Republic had survived. The enemy had been denied 

use of the port of Kompong Som (Sihanoukville). More importantly, the Cambodian armed 

forces were deflecting between 10,000 and 15,000 Vietnamese troops from operations in South 

Vietnam, thus buying time for Vietnamization." Yet it was evident to all of us at the conference 

that the Cambodian armed forces could not reestablish their authority over enemy-held areas and 

would do well to hold on to the provincial centers they then controlled. Although President 

Nixon as late as November 16, 1971, had called Cambodia "the Nixon Doctrine in its purest 

form," Cambodia was in fact a "no-win" situation. 

 

I want to make a few comments about our economic support to the Republic. A group of U.S. 

experts had arrived in July 1970 to discuss the country's economic requirements. These received 

further study in November 1970 during a visit by Roderic O'Connor, Assistant Director, AID. 

We produced a program of assistance that would provide essential imports for the economy and 

monetary stability. (Developmental assistance, what little could be used by a country at war, 

would be provided by the United Nations Development Program.) The first delivery of aid, 

symbolized at a welcoming ceremony by a sack of wheat flour, occurred on June 21, 1971. By 

mid-1972 assistance valued at $40 million had been delivered and $90 million was under 

procurement. An Exchange Stabilization Fund, modeled on that in Laos, was also in operation, 

with Japan, Australia, Malaysia, New Zealand, and the U.S. as contributors. The economic 

assistance program was effective and served the purposes for which it had been established. It 

was also well administered by Miles Wedeman, Economic Counselor. 

 

Q: Did you take the President's counsel and replace your DCM? 

 

SWANK: I saw no alternative, given the strong personal directive from the President and my 

need to retain his confidence. Mike's career was probably damaged by this episode, but I am glad 

to say he continued to serve in responsible posts for a number of years. 

 

We now come to the political challenges of Phnom Penh, the most daunting of which was Lon 

Nol. He had been Prince Norodem Sihanouk's Minister of Defense and had personally led some 

campaigns against the insurgents over the years. Yet, along with Sihanouk and other top 

officials, he had been paid off by the Chinese for allowing war material for the North 

Vietnamese to be clandestinely unloaded at the port of Sihanoukville and transported to the 

Cambodian sanctuaries. 

 

Q: Was Washington aware of that payoff? 




