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Originally a Presbyterian Minister and Missionary by profession, Dr. Landon
became known as a primary expert on East Asian, and particularly Thai affairs.
Educated at Princeton and Chicago Universities, he went to Thailand (Siam) as a
missionary, after which he taught Philosophy at Earlham College. During World
War II, he worked with several Government Agencies, where his knowledge of
East Asia was particularly useful. After the War, Dr. Landon worked with the
Department of State and the Operations Coordinating Board dealing with East
Asia matters. Dr. Landon was interviewed by Albert W. Atwood in 1982.

Q: As I understand it, you became a minister in the Presbyterian Church in 1927 and shortly
thereafter you and your wife were sent to Siam as missionaries. I understand that you spent one
vear in Bangkok, learning the language, customs, and traditions of the country, and the next nine
years as a missionary in various parts of Siam, as the country was then known. Do tell me a bit
about those ten years you had over there.

LANDON: I became a missionary because of a series of sermons I preached in Columbus, New
Jersey, where | was pastor of a church while I was also a student in the theological seminary at
Princeton. I was one of my own converts. At Princeton my studies had included Semitic
philology, Hebrew, and Greek. So I expected to become a missionary in the Middle East. At one
time it seemed that Margaret, my wife, and I might be sent to a place called Hilla, which was on
the road to Baghdad. But the only opening at the time was in Siam. The day before we landed in
Bangkok on a little 90 ton steamer going up from Singapore, Margaret asked me to tell her all I
knew about Siam. I said that [ understood that most of the Thai people were twins. She thought
that was interesting and asked for more information. I said they had a great many white elephants
in the country and I was sure it must rain a lot as I had seen a picture of the king sitting under an
umbrella built like a fountain with nine tiers. Aside from these observations I didn't know a
thing. I didn't even know where we were going when we landed. Fortunately we were met and
taken to a residence.

The same day we landed, our Ford coupe, shipped in a box from New York, was unboxed and
fueled and I had my first adventure in driving on the wrong side of the road as traffic moved in
the English rather than the American pattern. The first year we spent in Bangkok studying the
language. I've never been bashful about languages so that as soon as I learned a few words I'd
rush out into the street and try them out on someone. My first two words were "how much" and
"expensive." I went into numerous shops and asked "how much" while pointing at something.
After getting a reply I would say "expensive" and start out of the shop. What followed in words
was beyond me because I had not yet learned to count. Feeling sorry for frustrated shopkeepers
who would follow me down the street while lowering their price step by step, I quickly learned
how to count so as to know what the price actually was.

Both Margaret and I studied three hours a day with a teacher and then spent another three hours
studying for the next lesson. We learned the language thoroughly as we expected to work with

people and knew we had to be able to converse with ease and without dictionary in hand. After
six months I preached my first sermon in a Bangkok church, not without some consternation in
the audience. An elder in the church came to me afterward and congratulated me on my sermon



and with a kindly smile said that I had told him something new about Jesus that he had never
heard before. I had said that Jesus was crucified on a pair of wooden pants. The words for cross
and for pants were close in sound, and I had used the word for pants. I was as amused as the
elder was. We discovered that the Thai language required an ear for tone, for music, as the
meaning of a word or sound changed with the tone, whether it was high, low, even, rising or
falling, or acute either high or low. It was common for a missionary to ask his servant for a tiger
when what he wanted was his jacket. We discovered also that some 60% of the words were
derived from Sanskrit or Pali, classic languages of India, and that the language was replete with
terms derived from the Buddhist religion, which arrived centuries before via Ceylon and Burma.
So I knew I would have to study India if I were to understand the people of Siam. I later studied
both Sanskrit and Pali at the University of Chicago, where I took courses also on India.

After a year in Bangkok we were assigned to Nakhon Si Thammarat on the east coast of the
peninsula facing the Gulf of Siam. A year later we moved across the peninsula to a town called
Trang (a Malay word meaning "light"). In Nakhon Si Thammarat we lived in the compound of a
girls' school with the principal, a Miss Helen McCague.

Our first incredible experience occurred one Sunday when [ was coming home from church
dressed in a white duck suit and carrying a Malacca cane. As I came up the road toward the
house, which was on the edge of town, I looked across a high hedge and saw five servants of the
compound standing and looking at something. I came through the gateway, and to my horror I
saw our newborn baby girl lying naked on a mat with a sun helmet over her head to shade her
eyes, but with a 12 foot king cobra encircling her and with its head erect and swaying above her
while it examined her, presumably to determine what to do with her. The king cobra is different
from the ordinary cobra, which is generally 3 to 4 feet long. This is a giant breed that is not
afraid of people and will attack, sometimes without provocation. They may grow in size to
between 9 and even up to 15 feet. Such a cobra may strike chest high on a person while the
ordinary cobra seldom hits above the ankle.

Well, I being a father didn't think of all this. I just let out a war whoop and started racing across
the lawn leaving my Malacca cane. The king cobra, apparently recognizing a reckless father
coming to save the baby, reared up an extra foot or more to view the approaching conflict and
suddenly took off like an express train, spinning the baby like a top as it unwound. I later
observed portraits of Buddha in temples encircled protectively by such a cobra with its coils
keeping him safe from the monsoon wind and its hood spread like an umbrella over his head.
And as Buddha was a prince, son of a king, a mythology developed that if one were so embraced
by a king cobra that person was a prince or princess. The myth was reinforced by the fact that a
Sino-Thai infant was so embraced and grew up to drive the Burmese out of Siam and become
King Chao Tak, a boyhood friend of the man who had him later assassinated to become king
himself, the first monarch of the Chakri Dynasty. I was frequently informed by Thai that my
daughter would grow up to become a princess and marry a prince or even a king. She did,
American style, marrying a football hero.

Soon after this first dramatic experience with the wildlife of Siam I went on a tour with the
evangelist of the station, an elderly gentleman who was about to retire and whom I was supposed
to replace. He had been in Siam about 40 years and was proud of his preaching ability. We went



to the town of Singora. He then set out to show me how to go about preaching. He stood on a
box in the market place and began to sing a hymn and soon got a crowd together. As he preached
there would be a murmur of awe now and then. I was impressed and went to stand among the
listeners in the hope that I might hear what they had to say. I discovered that the murmurs of awe
occurred when he made some dramatic shouts when his mouth would open wide but his teeth
would remain closed. This performance held the crowd spellbound. I realized there was more to
mission work than met the eye. I had everything to learn, of course. In that part of South Siam
there was a large Chinese population on the rubber plantations and tin mines. They did the heavy
labor and were the commercial class. They also ran the restaurants in market places, and this led
me to decide to abandon the practice of other missionaries who traveled with their own cook and
equipment and to depend on the Chinese cook-shops. And this led me into closer contact with
Chinese.

As I went from town to town I discovered that the Chinese in Siam had no schools to speak of.
This was not surprising as they came from a coolie class in China. They admired scholarship but
had few scholars among them. I saw also that they had money and could afford schools, and I
talked to them about setting up schools. And then I learned also that I could get little out of them
while speaking Thai. So I began to study Chinese while traveling about, my informant being a
Swatow Chinese who was an evangelist to the Chinese. In about six months I was able to preach
and converse in the Swatow or Tacho dialect. I was surprised to have Chinese inform me I was
from a village in China named Pho Leng, because of my nasal intonations, of which I was
unaware.

When I was fairly fluent in Chinese I started a campaign in a town on the railroad line largely
inhabited by Chinese. The Chinese merchants would go to the local opium den about 10 o'clock
and again at about 4 in the afternoon for a pipe or two of opium. I would follow along and sit on
the side of the divan and chat with them about schools. I would first select a good piece of land
on which a school might be built and find out who owned it. Then I would become acquainted
with that man, find out if he was Chinese, and follow him to the opium den. I would talk to him
about building a Chinese school on his property that would be owned and operated by the
Chinese community. The conversation would move on to the bricks and lumber and roofing and
labor involved, and then I would ask him to bring together some of the leading Chinese
merchants to discuss ways and means. This first school took about a year to promote and build--a
modest effort that offered only primary education through the fourth grade. I helped procure the
teachers from Bangkok, Singapore, Penang. All funds, materials, and labor were provided
locally.

A frequent question was what was in it for me--and did they have to become Christians. My only
suggestion was that they provide for a reading room for the Chinese community and subscribe to
Chinese newspapers and periodicals, and that I would provide some Chinese Christian
periodicals published in China and Singapore. Over a period of about seven years was able to
bring into being a number of such schools along the railroad line and had a waiting list of
invitations from other towns on the west coast. Eventually all these schools established Christian
chapels and hired dual-purpose teachers who could function also as pastors or preachers as
needed. My parish extended from the Kra Isthmus to the Malay border, a couple of hundred
miles, and I toured the area traveling by train, bullock cart, elephant, coastal boats, river craft,



bicycle, and on foot. In order to keep in touch with widely scattered Thai and Chinese
communities I began to publish a letter, which evolved into a brief monthly journal in both Thai
and Chinese. By the time we left Siam in late 1937 I had a lively correspondence with Thai and
Chinese, with my Chinese evangelist handling the Chinese end of things. I could read hand-
scribbled Thai and I used Thai typewriters, but hand-written Chinese was beyond me. I still, in
1982, occasionally receive letters in Thai and find to my own surprise that I still have no trouble
reading the script.

As for Margaret, she was busy running a large household, having three children, and acting as
principal of the Anugun School for Girls. She was a very effective educator and introduced a
kind of primary education for Siamese children who were able to read in a very short time as
compared to the length of time that it would take to learn to read in the public schools. They
might be in a public school for two or three years before they could achieve the skills that
Margaret achieved in about a year. This led the minister of education to come down from
Bangkok to inspect Margaret's program and methods. By the time we left Siam in late 1937, I
had a 10-year file of several Siamese-language newspapers and periodicals as well as a library
collection of books, pamphlets, and maps on the area. There had been a coup d’etat in 1932
against the absolute monarchy, which I felt was of historic significance and on which I obtained
substantial documentation over a 5-year period.

After we returned to the United States in 1937, I resigned from the mission for various reasons.
But here's one anecdote that might show the cultural interplay we had with one Thai village, a
village on the railroad line near Tungson. I had inherited a small notebook from a former Thai
evangelist who had noted on the cover the phrase: "Those that have been talked." It contained a
list of names in the village and nothing more. The first time I visited the village I consulted the
notebook and began asking where the people were on the list. The village was soon empty of
people because they were alarmed by this stranger carrying a book with their names in it. I
finally convinced them of my innocent intentions and eventually we became friends. I visited the
village every few months and would stay in the house of the village chief, sleeping on a mat at
the end of a row of sleeping children.

One day, two of the men of that village came some 40 miles to visit us. I'd stayed with them and
eaten their food, and they stayed with us and ate our food. They spent their days looking over the
town and fields. After a week or so they returned home. They returned about a month later with
their village chief and I could see they had something very heavy on their minds. They stayed a
week or more and again toured the countryside. Then they said they would like to have a serious
consultation with me. The village chief said that they liked me and my family and that it was
obvious that we liked them, too. He said, “You have a very large compound.” It was about 6
acres because it had been acquired when the mission was hoping to build a boys' school. It was
an old pepper garden with many wells.

The village chief said, "You have many coconut trees, enough to feed a village. And betelnut
trees in plenty, which would take care of our chewing of betel." This was an aromatic kind of
chewing tobacco that stained the teeth red at first and then turned them black. The chief said that
they purposed to move their whole village over to our compound, and he said, "We think we
could be a real help. For instance, you could fire all of your servants (who were Chinese) and



we'd do all your compound work and the housework and take care of your children. You have
only one wife. You're a young man of great importance; so you could have the pick of our girls
and you could have a number of wives, which would be appropriate to your position. And then
instead of just the two children that you have, you could have a great many that would really
establish you here. And when you went out, instead of going alone--we see you always have
books with you- -one of us could carry your betelnut set, you really ought to chew betelnut. It's
very good for you, for the digestion, very stimulating. Another one could carry a spittoon. You
shouldn't just spit any place. Another one could carry your cheroots. You should really learn to
smoke our cheroots; they are very fragrant and settle the stomach. And we notice that every day
you go on a bicycle to meet some men and you rush around with a club and hit a ball. We'd be
glad to do that work for you. You don't need to sweat like that. And wherever you went you
would have an entourage that would show you were a person of importance. And then when we
got into trouble, why you'd take care of us and represent us before the government, and you and
we could have a very good and happy relationship.

Now we have discovered some fields that you could buy, and we would work those fields and
you'd never have to buy any more rice. We'd raise your vegetables and chickens also. And we'd
be your people."

I was quite impressed and I thanked them warmly. But I told them that in the first place [ had a
little problem. In about another year or so I would return to the United States and then they
would become orphans. And whether I returned to Siam or not was problematical. I might and I
might not. Furthermore I didn't own the compound. So that I'd have to ask permission from the
company that owned it. They got the idea. They realized that although we would have been very
happy together it might not work if I returned to the United States. So that was the end of that
adventure.

One of my unusual experiences involved a missionary colleague named Dr. L. C. Bulkley who
ran the Trang hospital; a wounded tiger; a young professional hunter; and Dr. Livingston's
shoulder. When Margaret and I moved across the peninsula from Nakhon Si Thammarat to
Trang, south Siam, we had as a resident physician Dr. L. C. Bulkley whose father was a
prominent physician in New York City and who insisted that his son also become a physician.
But L.C.'s interests were more veterinarian than his father anticipated and he became an
inveterate hunter of tigers and other game. We soon learned to count on the doctor's vanishing on
the nights before the full moon, during the full moon, and a day or so after the full moon when he
went tiger hunting. And we were very much impressed by his achievements. His stairwell was
literally fenced at the top on three sides with tiger skulls ranging from huge ones in the middle of
the "U" down to cub-sized ones at the ends of the "U" - all of which glared at one ascending the
stairs to the second floor. The doctor was only too glad to show pictures of himself with gun in
hand and foot resting on the body or head of a dead tiger, which he had presumably just killed.

Looking at the pictures I asked him where each tiger was shot and how he did it, and how he
encountered the tiger. And I began to wonder at his replies, which were somewhat vague, such
as, "This one was killed over near Nam Dok." Or, "Oh, that one was shot while taking a drink
from the Daang Creek." And then asked a direct question. “You did shoot them, didn't you?”
And then he looked at me from sad brown eyes and confessed, "No." He went on to explain that



he had a standing offer of 10 cents to anyone who brought him an animal to look at with an
option to buy, even if the tigers were dead. As a consequence he had a parade of enormous
proportions passing by with every kind of wild animal from king cobras to black panthers and
tigers and young elephants. Dr. Bulkley tried several times to get me to go tiger hunting with
him, but I was not interested as I had never had much success even shooting rabbits sitting on the
ground and looking at me. I had had some success shooting birds on the wing for some reason |
never understood. So tigers-definitely no!

One night in 1934 or 1935 I had been to a church meeting and at about 10 p.m. or so I was riding
my bicycle slowly from the church past the hospital on the road home. I saw a light in the
operating room, which was separate from but connected to the hospital and wondered why the
doctor was working so late at night. I turned my cycle in that direction and stopped at the foot of
the steps leading up into the operating room and could see through the open screen door the
figure of Dr. Bulkley at the operating table. I could not see any assistant working with him
giving anesthesia. The doctor was alone and he was chuckling some more. I became alarmed and
wondered if he was out of his mind and what he was up to.

I cautiously went up the steps and said, "Good evening, Doctor. You're working late. What's the
emergency?"

The doctor didn't even look up at me as I entered the room. He welcomed me as a helper and told
me to take over the anesthesia, chloroform, which he was having to administer with one hand as
the patient needed it, while engaging in surgery. On the table lay a young man, little more than a
boy, who, the doctor told me, was a professional hunter, a boy who loved to hunt rather than go
to school and who had been required to attend classes but had managed to complete the
mandatory attendance, learning little or nothing. He couldn't even read. But, this boy was going
to become the luckiest boy in the world because, when the doctor completed his surgery on the
boy's left shoulder, he would have provided him with a shoulder exactly like the shoulder of Dr.
Livingston, who had been mauled by a lion, also on the left shoulder. In fact, he announced,
"This boy might become famous because of his shoulder, the only one like the famous Dr.
Livingston's."

On a stand next to the table stood a model of Dr. Livingston's shoulder, which Dr. Bulkley told
me he had bought when he was first going through London en route to Siam to become a
missionary doctor. He had been a great admirer of Dr. Livingston and in hero worship style had
bought this model to inspire him in his own missionary work. As Dr. Bulkley cut and sutured
and did what surgeons do to shoulders, be kept chuckling and talking about the boy and how it
came about. And I kept adding chloroform now and then and hoping I wouldn't give him too
much, which I knew was easy to do. I had seen my own little daughter, Peggy, operated on by
Dr. Bulkley under chloroform and suddenly turn white and stop breathing only to be brought
back to life when Dr. Bulkley dropped the chloroform pad and gave her a shaking and slapping
and got her back alive again.

What had happened was that Dr. Bulkley and his hunter went after tiger on a route followed
almost nightly by a tiger which the boy had studied. This was the way tigers were usually shot--
by cutting across the path of a tiger on his nightly rounds and generally getting a shot in at close



quarters. Most tigers were shot with 12-gauge double- barreled shotguns, often with one barrel
loaded with screws and nails for the initial shot. Dr. Bulkley, however, thought this not sporting
and he carried a rifle--and perhaps for that reason never got close enough to bag his own tiger.
This night he had had a skilled hunter who brought him in close for his shot--and he hit the tiger
but only wounded it. It was dusk and they followed the blood droppings for a while but didn't get
another shot before it became too dark and too dangerous to trail the tiger. Up to then the young
hunter had been in the lead and Dr. Bulkley behind. When they decided to go back they reversed
the order and Dr. Bulkley took the lead. They went only a short distance when the wounded tiger
leaped from the top of a termite mound beside the trail and knocked the boy to the ground and
seized his shoulder intending to drag him off into the jungle. Dr. Bulkley was astounded and
swung around in the direction of the attacking tiger, and as he did his gun went off accidentally
and killed the tiger, fortunately missing the boy. It was the only tiger he ever shot and he had not
planned that shot!

Making sure the tiger was dead and the boy alive but in great pain, Bulkley ran to the nearest
village to get help. He got some men to rip out a bamboo-woven wall from a shack to use as a
stretcher. They carried the boy on the stretcher out of the jungle to the road where Dr. Bulkley's
car stood and loaded him into the back seat. Bulkley then drove to his hospital, which was about
an hour's drive or more away. When the doctor examined the boy's shoulder and saw the kind of
bone separation and crushing that had occurred it suddenly struck him that this was a close
parallel to the experience of Dr. Livingston. He brought out his shoulder model, which indicated
what the injury was and shows how it had been treated. He then decided that with only a little
extra help he could give the boy the same kind of shoulder as his hero, Dr. Livingston. That was
when I arrived on the scene. I was curious about the boy and visited him daily. He was in pain.
and feverish, but like so many country Thai had remarkable healing qualities. To entertain him I
took a copy of Aesop’s Fables in Thai and read him some stories of the animals in the Fables. As
a hunter he was fascinated with animals and took a great interest in the stories. One day he
remarked that he wished he could read them himself, but was no good at it. He was not the first
young Thai whom I had known who had managed to go through as much as four years of
primary school and come out unscathed.

One of the things that I had learned as a foreigner studying the language was that the alphabet
was phonetic and indeed was probably designed to help assimilate non-Thai. There were clear
indications, critical markings and arrangements, that told one whether the tone was rising,
dropping, high, low, or acute--and whether the vowels were long or short, etc. So I began to
show the boy how the language was put together and how easy it would be for him to read, if he
really wanted to. Margaret had had a similar experience teaching a maid, Maa Cham, to read.
She caught on quickly and became so excited reading that for a time she didn't want to work but
read. Once the word was pronounced phonetically the Thai who spoke the language immediately
knew the meaning for most words. And this was the case with the young hunter. I left him with
the copy of Aesop’s Fables to read when he pleased.

skeksk

During the Eisenhower administration I was employed by the Operations Coordinating Board, an
adjunct to the National Security Council, and had my office in the Executive Office Building. |



think it was in 1956 or 1957 that I had a phone call from the Thai Embassy asking for an
appointment for the Thai Minister for Adult Education. I explained that I was no longer on a
State Department political desk and that his call on me would be wasted but that if they could tell
me his interest or problem I would be glad to help him see the appropriate officials. The
Embassy officer said that it was a personal interest and would take only a few minutes. And so
we set a time.

The Thai official, handsomely dressed, arrived on time, and stood before me expectantly for a
few minutes without sitting down. Then he asked me if | remembered him. I have always found
this an annoying question, unfair really, and thought to myself that this was going to be
embarrassing to both of us because he obviously expected me to remember him. My mind was
totally blank, and I made the usual dishonest response that I thought he looked familiar but
couldn't quite remember where and when we had met. He laughed at my remark and then asked,
"Do you remember a young boy mauled by a tiger near Trang who was operated on by Dr.
Bulkley?"

I said, yes, I did remember such a boy and felt sorry for the young man in a way because like Dr.
Livingston who had had a similar experience, the young hunter would never be able to hold his
gun in shooting position again since he could not raise his left arm into shooting position, and his
work as a hunter was thus ended.

The Thai official then showed me that he indeed could not raise his left arm to hold a gun in
shooting position and said, "I was that boy!"

He then told me how he had gone on in his education and had now become Minister of
Education for Adult Education. He said also that he still liked to read Aesop’s Fables now and
then but had long since worn out the paper copy I had given him.

skeksk

So I called on Elmer Stats, who administered the Operations Coordinating Board, an adjunct of
the National Security Council, and was taken on with respect to the area from Kabul to Saigon to
Djakarta.

Bill Atwood has asked me to talk about one of my many trips to southeast Asia as a State
Department officer. After WWII, I went out in October for the British-Siamese negotiations to
settle their alleged state of war. The Thai had declared war on both the British and the United
States and the British had responded in kind but we didn't. We went on the advice of the Thai
Minister, Seni Pramoj, that the declaration didn't really represent the Thai people, and he refused
to extend the declaration of war officially.

At the end of the war the British had made 21 demands on the Thai, which if accepted would
have made Thailand a Virtual British colony. The problem was, what could the U.S. do about
these demands? I was sent out as a political adviser, of sorts, to the chargé d’affaires, Charles
Yost, who was about to open our legation in Bangkok. Those were very unusual times, and I was
able to write myself travel orders authorizing me to go anywhere I chose to in southeast Asia.



The U.S. negotiator beat down the British demands until the 21 faded to about I, which related to
requiring the Thai to provide free rice for areas presumably deficient in that grain. These
negotiations came to an end in December to the satisfaction of the Thai and the United States.
During this period and subsequently I had time to tour most of southeast Asia. On one trip |
decided to go up- country in Thailand to see the state of the nation. I had a car for my use, a
somewhat dilapidated Chevy, and I had two young OSS men plus a driver for my car, as my
escorts. | think that trip was in November, and I found myself driving along a road behind some
90,000 Japanese troops walking along the highway under their own officers with no Allied
military around, going to their camp to await repatriation.

At first we thought it was a big herd of buffalo because of the dust and then discovered these
were troops from Burma and Thailand. The OSS men were driving a jeep and both our cars had
American flags pasted on the windshields. We had a conference as to what to do and decided to
go on. I said, "Let's just step on the horns in both cars and see what happens." So we drove up
behind the troops and blew our horns. Japanese officers turned and saw the American flags and
the uniforms of the OSS men and gave some commands and began to move the troops to the side
of the road as they continued marching. We of course drove slowly, and it took us a long time to
get past the troops. The officers all saluted our flag as we drove slowly by. We went on into
Cambodia.

Among other places I visited Angkor Wat, and I spent several days there and was met by the
French Curator who came up from Phnom Penh to meet me. He brought his family along also,
and we had an expert tour of the various temples directed by the one man in residence who knew
the most about them at that time. I took a quick trip to Saigon and then went down to Singapore,
where Pat Mallon was the consul general, and on to Batavia, as Djakarta was then called, where
Foote was the consul general. Back in Bangkok, I received orders from the Department to go
back to Saigon and try to go up to Hanoi. At that time the British were supposed to be taking the
surrender of the Japanese south of the 16th parallel and General Lo Han, representing Chiang
Kai-shek, in the north. So I went over to Saigon again and met with DeGaulle's representative
acting as High Commissioner, Admiral Thierry d’Argenlieu. He had been a monk and had been
brought out of his monastery to become High Commissioner. He brought with him a mistress, a
Madame Galsworthy.

I had read the Forsyte Saga and I was somewhat up on the Glasworthy family; so I was quite
intrigued by Madame Galsworthy, who was of the French side of the family and bilingual in
French and English. The admiral included her in our first luncheon together as my interpreter
because the word had gone ahead of me that my French was terrible, which it was. I read French,
of course, but I had never tried to speak it much. The Admiral spoke the most beautiful French
and I had no trouble understanding him, and so, to my regret, I didn't see any more of Madame
Galsworthy. The Admiral was very helpful and arranged for me to ride to Hanoi on a plane with
General Salan of later Algerian misfortune. Well, General Salan was supposed to go to Hanoi
and take charge of the French community and any troops that might be left over. The Chinese
General Lo Han was in occupation.

I was told to join General Salan at the airport at 6 a.m. But how to get a taxi to the airport? I
managed it by paying a large sum to a driver--half of it the evening before and the rest on



delivery. I arrived at the airport without having had time for a shave or anything to eat or drink.
And the airport was deserted. Along about 9 a.m. a few people drifted in, including a pilot of the
C-47, which was sitting cold and unattended on the strip. About 10 o'clock the General showed
up with his aides, well fed and well drunk on champagne. And I still hadn't had anything to eat or
drink.

General Salan ignored me as we got on the plane and sat in bucket seats facing each other, with
the baggage piled in the middle. As we took off, without warming up the engine, we all leaned
forward on the baggage to keep it from bounding around. In the air, I tried the General in English
and he responded in a mongrel French I couldn't understand. I tried him in Chinese with no avail.
Then I tried him in Thai and he showed interest--he speaking a Lao dialect similar to Thai. So we
conversed for a while. As he had learned his Lao from mistresses, and I had learned from a
sainted Presbyterian old maid, there were marked differences in our selection of words.

We arrived in Hanoi at about 4 p.m. after a stop at Pakse. I still had had nothing to eat or drink
all day. It was stinking hot and I was very depressed. General Salan was met by a French
delegation and they all loaded up their cars and drove off leaving me absolutely alone, with no
other cars in sight, on the wrong side of the river from Hanoi and about 30 miles out of town. I
had no wheels and no Americans to meet me because there were no Americans, I thought, after
the withdrawal of an OSS mission, which had been there for a time until it got involved in the
political warfare going on among the French, British, Chinese, and Viet Minh led by Ho Chi
Minh.

So I had a problem. I had a little tin trunk with me containing my belongings, which I dragged
over to the nearest building. At that point I smelled something cooking and looked around the
corner of the building and saw a Chinese GI squatting in front of a charcoal brazier, making a
bowl of stew. Well, I hustled right over to him, squatted down beside him, and spoke to him in
Swatow Chinese, a south China dialect. Lo Han's troops were from the south. I took the family
approach and called him "Brother, Ah Hia," and he looked at me in some surprise. And I said,
"Brother, I'm just starving to death. Brother, I haven't had anything to eat or drink all day and I
am very hungry. Will you sell me part of your stew?"

He sat back on his heels and looked at me perplexed and then said, "No, it's all the stew I have
and it's my dinner." I began to urge him further and he said he didn't want my money; he just
wanted his stew. "Anyway," he said, "I have only the one bowl to eat from and we couldn't
divide it." And I said, Brother, who needs more than one bowl in a hungry family?”” And then he
put the clincher on me, he thought, when he said, "Ah, but I have only on pair of chopsticks!"
And I said, "Who needs more than one pair of chopsticks between brothers?"

Well, this struck him funny and he gave up the contest and so we squatted with the bowl between
us and we passed the bowl and the chopsticks back and forth until there wasn't a morsel left.

We squatted and looked at each other for a while and he asked me where I had come from and
what was I going to do. And I asked him if he could help me get into town, and he said the only
wheels would be a lorry loaded with Chinese troops going in for recreation and he wished he was
going too. So, I persuaded him to hail down a lorryload of Chinese, about 40 of them standing in



the open back, packed in like sardines. He said he had this Chinese redhead who wanted to go,
too, and how about it. They stared at me in disbelief until I began chattering at them in Chinese,
and they gave me a hand up so I could stand among them going in to Hanoi. And I stood there
with my head bobbing around among theirs for some 30 miles. They put me off in front of the
Hotel Metropole, but the hotel didn't have any rooms they weren’t full. So I said that was all
right I would sleep in the corridor. I carried a small mosquito net.

The next day I cleaned up, dressed as well as I could, and went across the esplanade to the High
Commissioner's palace, which had been taken over by Ho Chi Minh, the alleged president and
head of the Viet Minh, hoping with his new constitution to head a new Vietnam free from French
colonialism. I sent in my card and he received me. I told him who I was, from the State
Department. | was fascinated to discover that he spoke flawless English, which I would call "TV
English" as it didn't seem to be any regional kind of English, just beautiful English. Ho Chi Minh
asked me how long I was staying, and I said I was just taking a look around--maybe we would
open a consulate after things settled down. And he asked me if I could stay longer. I said I would
stay longer if he wanted me to but that [ had expected to fly back in a couple of days with the
plane I had come up on. I added that I also had no place to stay. He asked me to stay a couple of
weeks and said he would provide a place for me to stay. And what he did was to assign me to
some quarters with an American graves mission hunting for the bodies of Americans who had
been shot down during the war. The house where I went was large, and all the graves hunters
were out in the countryside, but the house was well occupied by their mistresses; so I had a lot of
company whenever I was there. Ho Chi Minh Provided me also with a tiny automobile, French
make, the size of a bathtub with just enough room for the driver in front and me behind. We
couldn't communicate except by sign language and I drove by street map, pointing past the
driver's face with my hand to indicate what direction I wanted to go and making a chopping sign
to tell him to stop.

I had one meal a day with Ho Chi Minh most days, sometimes two, and we had extensive
conversations, always the same theme of independence for Vietnam, free from the French and
Chinese. He provided me with letters to the President and Secretary of State asking that the
American Government would help him keep the French out, because as he said, "Your great
president, Franklin D. Roosevelt, didn't want the French to return," And I said, "I know!"

One day I received a delegation from the Vietnam-American Association to bolster the line I had
been receiving from Ho. They assured me that they were nationalists and socialists, as was Ho
Chi Minh, and not real Communists as sometimes alleged. Their leader told me his name and I
asked him to write it down for me in my little notebook I carried with me. I said I wanted to be
sure and have the correct spelling. And he wrote "Le Duan.” Later, I learned that he was the head
of the Indo-Chinese Communist party. In subsequent conversations with Ho he re-emphasized
that he was primarily a nationalist and not really a Communist. This was their party line, the
same line they had been handing Colonel Patti, the chief of the OSS mission, which had been
withdrawn. In 1982 Colonel Patti wrote his story entitled Why Vietnam, in which he set forth at
length very much the same line that Ho and Le Duan had given me. I had the pleasure of
reviewing his book for the American Political Science Review.

While in Hanoi I met again the French political adviser to Admiral d’Argenlieu whom I had first



met in Saigon. He was returning from Chung King where he had been on a diplomatic mission to
the Chinese. I flew back to Saigon with him on his plane, and during the flight he gave me the
details of the agreement with the Chinese that he had negotiated and that was to be signed by
both governments on or about March 9. So as soon as I arrived in Saigon I put this information in
a cable to Washington and thus by happenstance provided the State Department and other
branches of the government the first details of this agreement. When I finally returned to the
Department in March, I was suddenly notorious for a day and was beset with many questions,
which I was unable to answer as | had already told all I knew about the subject.

One day at lunch, Ho Chi Minh told me of one occasion in the 1930s when he was in Hanoi
secretly working underground against the French. He was in a very relaxed and bemused mood
as he talked about those times. He said that the French had been trying to capture him, and on
this occasion in the 1930s they thought they had him firmly trapped within an 8-block area
surrounded by French police and military. Ho said, "They really thought they had me at last. But
what I did was, I took off all my clothes down to my white underpants, but on a big coolie hat
that came down over my face, put on coolie rubber sandals, got a wide 2-seater rickshaw, and
had it loaded with a very fat Chinese market woman with a huge basket of chickens on one side
of her and baskets of vegetables on the other. And then I, a little thin man, got between the shafts
of the rickshaw and pulled her right through the French lines. The French were more preoccupied
looking at the fat woman and chickens than they were at this thin little rickshaw puller. He sat at
the lunch table and had the heartiest laugh during my visits with him.” He felt he had made fools
of the French.

OLCOTT H. DEMING
First Secretary and Public Affairs Officer, USIS
Bangkok (1948-1951)

Ambassador Olcott H. Deming grew up in Connecticut and graduated from
Rollins College in Florida. In 1947, he entered the Foreign Service. His career
included positions in Thailand, Japan, Uganda, and Washington, DC. This
interview was conducted by Horace G. Torbert in 1988.

Q: I noticed, by the way, that you've never served in a Spanish-speaking post. You started in the
Far East, which is fairly typical!

DEMING: That's quite classic, isn't it?
Q: So, any comments on that you might have would be interesting.

DEMING: Having said earlier that [ was always interested in faraway places, when they read out
the assignments: "Olcott Deming, Bangkok, Siam," you couldn't be much further away than that!
I did ask why, with my Latin American background and all and learned the term familiar to all of
us in the Foreign Service: "The exigencies of the Service come first, the officer's interest and
background, second." So for the exigency of the Service I was sent to Siam. The post had only



been open for about a year and Edwin Stanton was the Ambassador. He was a China hand, a
gentleman of the old school, knowledgeable in the Chinese language, and a diligent student of
Siamese while he was there. I admired him very much. I was sent there as First Secretary and
Public Affairs Officer at the time when the USIA, (U.S. Information Agency), was within the
Department of State. One could have assignments there as you would to any other type of
function in an embassy.

I was there for two years and it was a new window on the world for me seeing, or trying to see,
things through Oriental, Asian, Buddhist eyes and minds. [ wouldn't give anything for that
experience, both for my later posts and also for a personal realization of different attitudes,
different concepts, different values, which were useful to me. I thought they should be known
among people in Asian affairs because there was an extraordinary kind of religious and
intellectual tolerance which was different from what I had been used to in the Western world.
Perhaps being a New Englander, those attitudes were borne in on me particularly. In my position
as Public Affairs Officer I met with a number of American Journalists and others who came
through to get a story on the country that I was accredited to. I remember particularly Stewart
Alsop, Joe Alsop's brother who came out and stayed in our house in Bangkok. And after two or
three days he expressed great frustration. He said, "there's nothing happening here." I said, "well,
isn't that useful, isn't it interesting? Why not write about a peaceful country, its long history of
peace?" He said, "that's not a story, just after the war, the difficult times." "Well," I said, "if you
can't write about the unique qualities of Buddhism in this country, the peace and the young King
who has just been welcomed back from his long studies in Europe, I don't know if I can help
you."

A day or two later he came in and his eyes were shining. He said, "I got my story." He had seen
the Thai foreign minister and had asked him, since Siam was geographically located really far
down on the peninsula appended to the mainland of China and there was great turmoil in China
at that time, what would happen and what would the Thai reaction be if the Chinese moved into
Burma and Thailand, the rice basket of South Asia. The foreign minister said, "well, if that
happened, we'd cave in." Alsop, asked, "Your policy would be to cave in?" The Minister replied,
"Yes, we're a small country. You know, bend with the bamboo. We'd cave in at the time.
Naturally we'd survive."

Alsop may not have realized that that's exactly what the Siamese did when the Japanese came
down the Malay peninsula and into Siam. There was not a shot fired. The Siamese saw the "wind
of the future," whatever you want to call it, and they quietly admitted the Japanese, moved out of
enough houses to let them stay. When the war ended, thanks of course to the great effort by the
United States, which he didn't mention, the Japanese went away and things went on much as they
had in the past.

So Stewart Alsop got his story, the cave-in policy, and he got well printed in American
newspapers. [ remember at the same time that Time magazine while I was there came out with a
fanciful picture of a stylized Siamese king. He had the wrong headdress, which was a courtesan's
headdress, and pesin, silk trousers which were more or less authentic, and shoes turned up at the
end which were more Turkish than Siamese. I had by then some very good friends who were
Thais. They came to me and put their hands on this picture as though it was my fault, and said,



"how can they print something like that?" A picture which is ridiculing our king and putting him
in a disgraceful uniform? I said, this just reflects the ignorance of some of our media about this
part of the world which we are not familiar with, as are the British and the French and others
who have had long connections with Asia. I hope that we become more aware, more
sophisticated, as time goes on.

Those were two interesting notes about Public Affairs and serving your country in that capacity
in an Asian land. Another was the film "Anna and the King of Siam," which was a dandy movie
-- if you did not relate it to anything that actually existed in Siam at the present time or then. But
I had been instructed to ask the Siamese government if they would put on a special event at the
opening of the movie in Bangkok. I was referred to Prince Dhani Nivat, the grandson of King
Chulalongkorn, who was the subject of the book, in "Anna and the King of Siam." Anna was the
English teacher who taught him English, and Western manners and customs. The Prince, who
was my friend, looked at me in shock. He said, "you want me to arrange for some celebration for
a film that insults my great grandfather?" All of us have probably seen the picture with Yul
Brynner as the King. Yul Brynner, with a completely bald pate! He was an excellent actor. But I
have never in my life seen a Siamese who was bald, unless they cut their hair off on purpose.
These were some of the things that happened that to me represented "a window on the world" of
learning about new attitudes and cultures. It was also a learning process for me about my own
country, my countrymen, and the basis of understanding and hopefully cultural enrichment of
Americans by this old and different culture. I still call it Siam although it's name is Thailand, but
that is a foreign name -- Thai meaning free and land being land. The British coined the phrase
and the Siamese adopted it.

Q: What particular programs that you planned in the public affairs field did you think were
useful in this particular context? Do you remember any that were good? Which you considered
effective and accomplished something?

DEMING: We concentrated a good deal on putting out releases and periodic pamphlets. One was
called "Behind the News." It was a Thai language analysis of news then breaking in different
parts of the world which were very sketchily covered in the one English language paper in
Bangkok and hardly at all in the Thai newspapers. We concentrated also on providing to the very
influential Buddhist priests, and their organizations throughout the country, information about
the United States, its culture, literature, and education. We avoided anything that might look like
proselyting. We provided a large USIS library which was avidly used, partly because of interest
in and friend ship for America, and partly because the library was the pleasantest place to study
in Bangkok! We also sent a small floating library on weekly visits to the villages along the
canals near Bangkok.

While I was there we negotiated the first Fulbright Exchange Commission with the Thai
government, one of the fairly early Fulbright agreements. I had the happy experience of seeing
the first Fulbright scholars go off to America. Ambassador Edwin Stanton knew how to use the
Information Service, which not all ambassadors did. Sometimes they're suspicious of it as a
competing arm with the Embassy. He had a very sophisticated view and used to furnish USIS
materials to Buddhist groups and others. He had enough proficiency in the Siamese language to
do that himself.



John Holdridge, who has recently retired as Ambassador in Indonesia, came as a young trainee
Officer to USIA, Bangkok in 1949. He had just finished his Chinese language course in
Taichung, Taiwan. When young John arrived full of Chinese and enthusiasm, he asked what we
wanted him to do. After consulting with the Ambassador we agreed that John should prepare a
Chinese version of our press & news release. There was a large overseas Chinese minority in
Thailand that we wanted to reach. Because of the pressure being put on them regarding the
dramatic events in mainland China, Chiang Kai-shek and the Communist insurgents. Holdridge
gave us an entré to those people for the first time.

BERTHA POTTS
Assistant Cultural Affairs Officer, USIS
Bangkok (1950-1952)

Bertha Potts was born in California in 1915. After receiving her degree from San
Jose State College, she became a member of the WACS. Her career has included
positions in Bangkok, Saigon, Lyon, Algiers, Vientiane, and Rabat. Ms. Potts was
interviewed by Howell S. Teeple on February 19, 1999.

Q: The orders were to where?

POTTS: For Saigon, which is where I wanted to go. But, when I called she said, “Sorry, the
orders have been changed since we mailed them to you. Your orders will be for Bangkok.”

Q: After you had studied French at Berlitz for a 100 hours.

POTTS: That is right. I said that I wasn’t sure [ wanted to go to Bangkok. She said, “Maybe you
better go and talk it over with your colleagues in the office.” So, I talked it over with my
colleagues in the office and they said, “Go, Bert, go. Take it, it might be a foot in the door.” So, |
accepted my orders and went to Bangkok in 1950.

Q: You were at the embassy there?

POTTS: No, I was always in the United States Information Service (USIS). In 1950 USIS was
still a part of the State Department. It did not become a separate agency until 1953.

Q: What was your job in Bangkok?

POTTS: I did primarily exchange of persons. I worked on the language and speak a little Thai. I
was too stubborn to do it the modern way. I think the first sentence I learned to put together was
not “Good evening, Mr. Ambassador. How are you?” but “The water buffalo is in the middle of

the rice field.”

Q: What was the title of your job in Bangkok?



POTTS: Assistant cultural affairs officer.
Q: Do you remember the name of the public affairs officer (PAO) or the ambassador?

POTTS: The ambassador was Edwin F. Stanton. I’m not sure who was the first PAO, but the
second PAO was George Helyer, who disliked me intensely, and told me so.

Q: Too bad. How long did you spend in Bangkok?
POTTS: Just two years. Then I got the orders to Saigon.
Q: Did you still remember your 100 hours of Berlitz French?

POTTS: I had to do a little review which I did in Redwood City on home leave with my mother.
I found a student at Stanford University who helped me.

Q: This was 1952 or 1953?

POTTS: This was 1952. I spent 1952-54 in Saigon.

Q: Again as a cultural officer?

POTTS: Yes.

Q: This was before any real buildup of our forces in Vietnam.

POTTS: Oh, yes. We were not involved at all.

Q: But it was at the time of the French debacle there.

POTTS: Yes, and I was there at the time of Dien Bien Phu. I was there the day we were all
assigned to go down to the docks where people were coming off ships, the great exodus from the
north. We were given tins of milk to hand to the people and were asked to give them only to the
elderly, pregnant women or little children.

Q: These were Vietnamese refugees from the north?

POTTS: Yes. They were so afraid of us that they wouldn’t even take the milk. They thought we
were going to poison them.

Q: Did they think you were French?

POTTS: No, they thought from their experience in the north that we were going to poison them.



ROBERT W. ZIMMERMANN
Economic Officer
Bangkok (1950-1952)

Robert W. Zimmermann was born in Chicago, Illinois and raised in Minneapolis,
Minnesota. He received a bachelor’s degree from the University of Minnesota
and a master's degree from the Harvard Business School. Mr. Zimmermann
entered the Foreign Service in 1947. His career included positions in Peru,
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Q: Then you say you made your application to get some economic training and they whipped you
all the way over to Bangkok. You were there from 1950-52.

ZIMMERMANN: That is right.
Q: What was the situation as you saw it in Thailand at that time?

ZIMMERMANN: Well, it was recovering from Japanese occupation. A bridge had just been
reconstructed across the river. They were trying to pull themselves together. That was the main
thing. We had people working with them on rice culture, trying to improve the dry land rice,
developing hydroelectric power and establishing a reliable electricity supply. Also we were
trying to reestablish American influence in Southeast Asia. This was the one country in the area
that had never been a colony of anybody else. It was a great place to be working.

Q: What were you doing as an economic officer there?

ZIMMERMANN: I was doing some financial reporting and worried about radio
communications...we had special permits from the Thai government that I was responsible for
keeping up and getting renewed. Beyond that, it was mainly trade and commerce more than
anything else, and running end-use checks to prevent diversion of goods to communist users.

Q: Were we basically trying to find markets for Thai goods, or were we trying to find markets for
American goods?

ZIMMERMANN: We were trying to find markets for American goods. We weren't too much
worried about Thai exports. Tourism was growing, but was not all that great at that point. Jim
Thompson was developing his famous Thai silk. We knew Jim very well.

Road construction was another project of the ICA mission. Paved roads didn't lead very far out
of Bangkok in those days. They hadn't started filling in the canals yet. They complain about
traffic today, but I think it was just as bad then, there were fewer roads. You had more of the foot
pedal three wheel vehicles (samlor).

Q: How did you find dealing with the Thai officials?



ZIMMERMANN: I found them very pleasant to deal with. I worked largely with the head of the
commercial section in the Foreign Office, Thanat Koman, who later became prime minister. He
was also ambassador here in Washington. A very able and shrewd man who was most pleasant.
He was open and frank, and my principal contact, although there were others.

We had a big AID program there. In fact, another man at the Embassy and I went up on an
expedition in the north while the AID people were trying to find a site for a dam. This was a
famous trip down the Mai Ping River on the Burmese border, stopping now and then to take rock
samples. We had armed guards along because there was a lot of banditry along there. It was a
fabulous trip, a classic one that nobody does anymore. It is too difficult to arrange.

Q: What about the impact of the Korean War which started in June 1950?

ZIMMERMANN: Aside from the increased general insecurity in the area, I don't remember it
having a great deal of an impact on the general public at that point. We felt much more the
impact of events in Cambodia and Laos and Vietnam. There was a great deal of banditry and
roving armed bands during that period. We didn't have Dien Bien Phu until later, but it was still
very difficult. The Ambassador refused to allow anybody to go to Angkor Wat because the last
time the plane had been shot up on landing and the previous time a bus going from the airport in
Siem Reap was shot up. Things finally relaxed somewhat and Jerry Stricker and I drove over on
our own with the Ambassador's permission. But we were about the first ones from the Embassy
allowed for some time. However, we were not allowed to go outside of the central complex of
Angkor without permission of the Cambodian government and a military escort.

It was an unstable and uncertain period. Saigon, however was more directly involved. My wife
went over on one of the military planes that went over to Saigon for R&R. They had luncheon
with the other friends who had gone and the day after a bomb was thrown into that same
restaurant. Those things were going on. We were concerned in Bangkok and followed the events,
but were not in the middle of them.

Q: What about China? Was the Embassy spending a lot of time looking at developments in
China?

ZIMMERMANN: Yes. We had one officer, Jerry Stricker, who worried mostly about China and
Ed Stanton, the Ambassador, was an old China hand. Between them they did most of the Chinese
reporting. Of particular interest was the large Chinese population in Bangkok.

Q: Did you get any feel from talking to Stricker or from ambassador staff meetings about what
they felt the impact of China on Thailand might be?

ZIMMERMANN: The Thais were always concerned about Chinese efforts to increase their
influence and were very careful. This was nothing new; it is what they had been doing their
entire history. However, I don't recall any instance of serious problems with the Chinese
community in Thailand in that period. But they kept a very close eye on them.

Q: You had Edwin Stanton as Ambassador. What was his style of operation?



ZIMMERMANN: He was low key, Very knowledgeable, demanding, of course, but in a very
pleasant way.

Q: You felt you were under a competent ambassador?
ZIMMERMANN: Oh, absolutely. No question.

Q: You sort of tasted different areas, your next post was to London where you served from 1953-
56.

ZIMMERMANN: I might add on the Bangkok side that again there was a revolution. This was
the one in which they sought to throw Pibul Songgram, the Prime Minister, out. It was on the
occasion of AID delivering a dredge to the Thai government. The dredge was destined to keep
the channel deep enough for larger vessels to come up the river. It was a big occasion with
priests chanting, etc. The diplomatic corps was lined up on one side. The Prime Minister had
gone aboard to inspect the dredge along with the head of AID and the Ambassador.

They were followed two minutes later by a detachment of marines who "arrested" the Prime
Minister and requested the head of AID and our Ambassador to leave. We were all told to
disperse. I was with Rolland Bushner. As we were going back to our car a marine came over and
shoved a machine gun in our stomachs. We were told we could not go that way. We did not feel
like arguing.

The city was full of shooting through the next day. Our house was hit about fifteen times by
bullets...both strafing aircraft and marines coming up through the rice patties across the main
highway. We were in the downstairs "john" with the kids so we would have more walls between
us and the shooting. It was a pretty sticky time. We were told to stay home and not try to get to
the Embassy.

We immediately met at the Embassy after the ceremony to discuss our observations of the
takeover and then were instructed to go home and not move until called. The phone worked most
the time, curiously, I recall. But by the following evening we were able to move around town to
see what the damage was.

Q: What was the general attitude towards this revolution?

ZIMMERMANN: It is hard to say what the people really thought about it. This was a naval
marine operation. They had Pibul as a prisoner on board a naval vessel in the middle of the river,
but finally let him off as revolutionary support diminished. I didn't get any particular feeling
from the people, from our servants or anyone else. It seemed to be viewed as one of those things
the military did from time to time.

Q: How about as far as the Embassy was concerned?

ZIMMERMANN: Well, I think the Embassy didn't want a lot of changes. We were getting along



very well with the current officials in terms of our operations, desires and commercial and
political relations.

Q: Did you find that there was a change as far as your work was concerned?

ZIMMERMANN: No, Pibul came back into power. It only lasted for a few days. There wasn't
any basic change while we were there.

ROBERT ANDERSON
Vice Consul
Chiang Mai (1950)

Political Officer
Bangkok (1951-1953)

Ambassador Robert Anderson was born in Massachusetts in 1922. He entered the
Foreign Service in 1947. His career included positions in Shanghai, Bangkok,
New Delhi, Bordeaux, Paris, and ambassadorships to Benin, Morocco, and the
Dominican Republic. Ambassador Anderson was interviewed by Horace Torbert
in 1990.

ANDERSON: So I came back to Washington and saw Livy Merchant. I bought back my
retirement that I had collected on, so I wouldn't have a break in service. Then Walt Butterworth
said to me: "Well, you and Elena are married now. I know just the place for you two. We're
setting up a bunch of listening posts around China. And there's one up in northern Thailand,
called Chiang Mai. That'll be just the place for you. And you can open the first American
consulate."

And so I did. Elena and I went there and it was the happiest time I could have imagined. The
ambassador there was Ed Stanton. Edwin and Josie Stanton were a wonderful couple. I learned
about as much from them, on how this Foreign Service really should work, as from anybody --
the Butterworths and the Stantons and Johnny Jones and a few others.

But opening the first American consulate up there was quite a trick because, you know, it was up
in the jungles and no official presence ever. And that was quite a thrill. And you were on your
own.

Q: How much of a city is Chiang Mai, or was it then?

ANDERSON: It was the royal capital of the north. As far as the city's concerned, well, it was a
very backward town. It had the Bombay-Burma Company, Borneo Company -- huge teak
operations, so there were a few Brits up there, but it wasn't a city in any sense of the word. We
leased the palace of the former ruler of Chiang Mai, which is very, very nice and with a beautiful
garden. Incidentally, I had one American helper, a male clerk. Between us, we did everything;



we did the coding, I was my own USIS officer. My wife and I went out into the jungles with a
projector. I had to learn how to do that and operate a generator. We showed movies to people out
in the countryside. And it was just great. Today, they have three or four USIS people, AID
people, and all sorts of others. I don't know what the hell they all are doing up there, frankly.

Q: What did you do for language?
ANDERSON: It was English.
Q: English was generally spoken?

ANDERSON: In Thailand, yes. It's amusing, but it shows the stupidity of the administrative
world at the State Department, in my view -- I got my only official reprimand in my career when
I was in Chiang Mai. I did not appreciate it, to put it mildly. The embassy, before I ever heard of
Chiang Mai, had gone into the State Department, and they estimated that $2,500 would be
needed to furnish the residence of the new consulate. And so I arrived in Bangkok and the
ambassador and the administrative officer said, "Here's $2,500 for you to furnish the new
consulate."

I then went home and I said to my dear wife, Elena: "Dear, here is $2,500 for you to furnish the
consulate," because she was going to buy and choose. She ultimately had the most beautiful teak
furniture you've ever seen specially made. And I said: "Now, don't spend over $2,500 or I'm in
trouble. If you can save some money, do it."

Well, she saved $800, so we only spent $1,700 instead of $2,500. I got an official reprimand for
that because the $2,500 had not been spent. I had seldom been angrier. Ambassador Stanton went
back with the biggest rocket that you've ever seen. I just thought this ought to be noted for
posterity's sake. [ Laughter]

I was up there in Chiang Mai for about six or seven months. Ambassador Stanton and his wife,
they loved it up there and kept coming up to visit us, not just to open the consulate, but to work
with us in the area. He followed everything I was doing, finally said: "Look, you've had enough
of a vacation." [Laughter] "I need you. I want you down there. Josie and I love Elena, and we
want you to come down and come into the political section."

And I said: "Yes, Sir." I guess that's another thing. You do a fairly good job and then another
thing happens. And I ended up in the political section with Norm Hannan and Rolland Bushner
and Bill Turner was the deputy, whom [I'll talk about a little bit later, and later knew in Bombay,
India.

And I was down and spent a year and a half in Bangkok -- left in December, 1950. Our first
daughter was born in early December, in Rome, and I returned just in time. I had a wonderful
time in Bangkok, learning for the first time how to be a line officer in a political section.

Ambassador Stanton was so perfect in guiding us. There were three major political figures and
three political officers. We each took one. I was the junior one and so I was assigned the



toughest, the one most unlikely to succeed. But he did! He became Prime Minister.
Q: It's always fascinating.

ANDERSON: We all worked together so well, thanks to the leadership of Stanton. There was a
successful coup; they captured the prime minister, Phibun Songgram. We were at a ceremony for
a barge we were giving to them. Bill Turner, the chargé d'affaires, was on the barge. I'll never
forget it.

We were standing in the middle of a bridge and Mrs. Turner, who was deaf, was there near us.
And all of a sudden, Siamese Marines started popping up from under the bridge, I don't know
where they came from. Poor Mrs. Turner, they had fired a few shots in the air, but she couldn't
hear anything.

So I picked up the chargé's wife and just tucked her under my arm. And I patted her head and I
said: "Now don't worry, Mrs. Turner. Come on, off we go," and got her the hell out of there
before we were going to have anything happen to us. [Laughter] And from then on, the Turners
and the Andersons were very, very close friends.

One other item, regarding my stay in Bangkok, that I do want to put on the record here, was our
very great concern over some of the CIA activities in Thailand. That organization was still pretty
new, let's remember, and the people they had out there were very indiscreet. I felt so strongly that
I made a very detailed report, backed up with nothing but facts, of all the breaches of security
that they made; talking in bars, etc., about things they were doing.

Many of them talked too much, and I felt that this had to be brought under control. So I did this
report, and it went to Ambassador Stanton. He was disturbed by it, but it was sent in. I must say,
the Agency was very, very unhappy with me. But on balance, I think it was something that had
to be done because they not only cleaned up their act there, but I think it probably made them
more conscious eventually to be more careful elsewhere around the world. And when I get to the
Paris days, later on, there's a story there I want to talk about, also.

I left Bangkok in late 1950 for Washington and work on the Southeast Asia desk. The reason for
that, incidentally, was because dear Phil Bonsal, was the Office Director for Southeast Asian
Affairs. He had come to Bangkok when I was there and we became very good friends.

Unfortunately, that was a very bad period. Because of financial considerations, the Department
was having one of its periodic reduction in force, freeze hirings, and what have you. And for a
while there it was touch and go if I was even going to get another assignment, which
disappointed me somewhat after the job I'd done in China and Chiang Mai and Bangkok; I
thought I'd started off a fairly respectable career.

WILLIAM W. THOMAS, JR.
Consular Officer



Bangkok (1952-1954)
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entered the Foreign Service in 1952. He served in Hong Kong, Phnom Penh,
Vientiane, Taipei, Beijing, Chengdu, and Washington, DC. The interview was
conducted by Charles Stuart Kennedy on May 31, 1994.

Q: Your first assignment was where?

THOMAS: Bangkok.

Q: Was there any premeditation on your part?

THOMAS: Absolutely none. When they gave us a form to fill out what we would like, I put

Western Europe, and I got Bangkok. At least I had heard of it. One of our guys was assigned to
Penang, which he had never heard of. I guess after two tours they closed the post.

Q: You served in Bangkok from when to when?

THOMAS: From 1952 to 1954.

Q: What was the situation in Thailand when you got there?

THOMAS: We had an extraordinary ambassador named Edwin Stanton, who I presume was the
grandson of the Secretary of War during the Civil War. He was a China hand. At that time that
meant nothing to me, but I found out later that it meant a good deal to people who had dealt with
him. He was a quite remarkable ambassador in a way that I didn't really appreciate at the time.
He sort of had things in his pocket in Thailand. The liberals all came to us, the conservatives all
came to us. He had stayed out of the fire in China by being captured by the Japanese. So he was
safely out of trouble and didn't get involved in the Hurley criticism at the embassy in Chungking.

Q: It was Patrick Hurley’s attack on the China hand?

THOMAS: Right. Well, he missed Stanton, who was doing other things at the time that he was
being criticized for.

Q: Did you have much contact with the ambassador? You were a junior officer. Was it a big
embassy?

THOMAS: No, it was not a big embassy. We thought it was a big embassy, but we didn't know
what big meant. It has been bigger ever since.

Q: Did you have much contact with Stanton?

THOMAS: Not a lot, although it was adequate for our purposes. Like instructions to take the



French Ambassador's wife's American passport away. I thought I had better consult the
ambassador on that. So he invited her over to tea and said, "Would you mind sending your
passport back? You have three others anyway." The French Ambassador had come along and he
said that it was perfectly all right with him.

Q: You were doing consular work?

THOMAS: Most of the tour. The first three quarters of a two year tour I was doing consular
work and after that I did economic/commercial for six months.

Q: What was the thrust of consular work while you were there?

THOMAS: There wasn't a hell of a lot of it. We had 1200 Americans in Thailand at that time,
most of them living in Bangkok. There were a few refugees from China; Portuguese from Macao
trying to get in; a few Americans marrying Thai. There was no interest by Thai in going to the
United States, which has changed since then. Students would go for a year and come back and
say, "l can't stand it."

During the tour we got involved in the Korean War. The Thai were asked to send a battalion, but
that wasn't my business.

Q: What was the Thai political situation like, that you saw at the time?

THOMAS: We thought of things being unstable, but actually they weren't. There were leftists in
Thailand who were stirring up the peasants in the northeast and smugglers in the north. We
worried about the Vietnamese because this was during the Dien Bien Phu situation.

Q: This was 1954.
THOMAS: Right. Actually there was no invasion as we anticipated there would be.

Q: Was there the feeling that the North Vietnamese Communists, at least those who were fighting
at Dien Bien Phu, might turn on Thailand?

THOMAS: The Thai worried about it and our military worried more about it. We didn't have
much of a military presence in Thailand at that time. We had a small military MAAG, as we
called it...a Military Assistance Advisory Group. They weren't very big or active by Vietnam
standards. In those days my first diplomatic toast was to Bao Dai, the emperor of Vietnam.

Q: What was your impression of the Thai bureaucracy which you had to deal with?

THOMAS: The foreign affairs bureaucracy were a privileged class, mostly came from the royal
family and others. They were generally very good diplomats. They took good care of us and the
foreigners living in Bangkok. The King made a house available for our ambassador, for example,
in 1945. Part of this was due to, I thought, very subtle handling by the ambassador.



Q: As a consular officer, did you have any dealings with the Thai government?
THOMAS: Oh sure. Anytime we wanted anything like to pick up somebody's passport or
something like that, they were always very helpful. Generally speaking they were helpful. I

learned enough Thai to be able to talk with them in Thai and that was a big help at the lower
levels.

Q. As economic/commercial officer, what was going on in Thailand at that time?

THOMAS: We had gotten interested in economic relations with Communist China and one of
our big deals was how could we tell Thai mung beans from Chinese mung beans.

Q: A mung bean being what?

THOMAS: It's what you make bean sprouts out of. This was the first thing I did in the Foreign
Service and that I thought was silly.

Q: Were you able to tell the difference?

THOMAS: I couldn't but there were those who could and eventually we were able to ship Thai
mung beans to San Francisco.

Q: If you couldn't tell the difference then there would have been problems?

THOMAS: If you can't tell the difference, they were presumed to be Communist. We also were
trying to buy tin and tungsten smuggled out of China across into Thailand and paying an
exorbitant price for it.

Q: We were trying to buy it?

THOMAS: We were trying to stockpile.

Q: So we were telling people not to trade with Communist China, but on the other hand, if we
wanted something we were willing to do it.

THOMAS: Right, and nobody asked any questions about it.

Q. Were there any American commercial developments in Thailand at the time?

THOMAS: There were old prewar firms like Standback and three oil companies. Shell was
considered to be British then, but it was 40 percent British and 30 percent American. American
President Lines had regular ships going there. There was one American trading company which
operated out of San Francisco and Hong Kong. American Insurance and Bank of America were

there. And that was it. Very little really.

Q: There really wasn't much going from Thailand to the United States.



THOMAS: Rubber we bought from Thailand and we were very interested in buying rice to ship
to the countries we had just liberated like Japan, Okinawa, Korea, etc. Tin, rice and rubber was
about it.

Q: Was the silk industry much at that time?

THOMAS: Jim Thompson was an old OSS guy. You have heard of him?

Q: Yes, he was an American entrepreneur after the war who suddenly disappeared at one point.
THOMAS: It was rumored that he had been eaten by a tiger, but nobody ever knew. He was
running a silk company which wasn't very active when I first got there, but by the time we left, it
had proved to be a success.

Q. Were you married at the time?

THOMAS: Yes, my wife went with me to begin with. She was pregnant and we had a child born
in Bangkok.

Q: How was life in Bangkok at that time?

THOMAS: I thought it very pleasant, although a lot of others didn't. We had an old three-storied
teak house which was a piece of royal family property that the embassy had acquired. There
were no screens and bats in the bedroom, wild birds in the dining room. It was very open. Snakes

in the yard. I thought that was very exotic.

Q: Did the war, which was coming to a halt against the French after Dien Bien Phu in north
Vietnam, intrude much upon how we operated in Bangkok?

THOMAS: Not at all. Not to me, at least. The ambassador may have worried about things, but it
really didn't get in the way of our business. I forgot to say that Stanton left three quarters of the
way through my tour. He retired. And wild Bill Donovan took over as ambassador.

Q: This was OSS Donovan?

THOMAS: The fighting 69th Donovan and the OSS Donovan, the same man.

Q: Now here was the activist supreme.

THOMAS: He certainly was.

Q: He would seem like a rather exotic bird in Thailand at that time.

THOMAS: He was a very nice man. He took care of everything. He spent about half of his tour
outside the country, visiting other areas in the Far East. He was interested in China, but we didn't



have any relations at that time. He certainly was quite different from his predecessor. I enjoyed
and liked him, but I think he had bigger goals in mind than Thailand.

Q: Do you have any feel for how he went over in Thailand as far as his dealing with the Thai

officials?

THOMAS: He tended to deal more with the generals than Stanton had. Stanton knew everybody,
but I think deliberately Donovan chose the generals who ran most of the country.

Q: At the time you were there Thailand was run by generals?
THOMAS: Yes, generals and Chinese business people, many of whom were the same people.
Q. How did we view the Chinese at that point?

THOMAS: The Thai had a very clever policy of openly assimilating Chinese. So, if a Chinese
was extraordinarily successful in any business, he was given a title and a Thai name and
expected to conduct himself in Thai from then on. Bangkok was and still is a Chinese city. This
was before I got into the China business so I don't really know much personally about the
Chinese group at that time. Except that there were a lot of them and the generals tended to marry
the rich daughters.

Q: What was the feeling about the Thai army?

THOMAS: We were after a battalion of the Thai army to help us in Vietnam...actually that was
later. They sent a battalion up to Korea earlier on. I don't think they got involved in much
fighting.

Q: You left Thailand in 1954. Is that right?

THOMAS: Yes.

EARL WILSON
Chief Information Officer, USIS
Bangkok (1953-1955)

Earl Wilson was born in 1917 and raised in Washington, DC. He attended the
Georgetown University School of Foreign Service and George Washington
University. Mr. Wilson joined the IICA (USIS) in 1947 and spent his career in
China, the Philippines, France, Thailand, Mexico, Hong Kong, Spain, Malaysia,
and Washington, DC. This interview was conducted by G. Lewis Schmidt in 1988.

WILSON: In Bangkok, Ambassador "Wild Bill" Donovan, the old head of the Office of Strategic
Services, in the folding of OWI, was the ambassador. If there's ever a man who understood, in



my opinion, how USIS should be used, he was one. At that time, in '53, the Communists had
China, and the U.S. was still shocked at this.

We were still at war in Korea. Thailand had the Chinese Communists on one border. Dien Bien
Phu had just occurred, and so from Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam itself, they had Communists
over in that area. Up in the Shan Provinces of Burma, they had rebels there. Down on the
southern border of Malaya, they had the "Emergency," Communist insurrectionists there. They
had Thai dissidents setting up a shadow government in China. In every way, this was a
threatening situation.

Ambassador Donovan recommended to President Eisenhower that they make a stand in
Thailand, try to move from there back into some of these countries and to stop this onrush of
Communism. It was agreed. Word went out. When I flew from Paris to Bangkok I found the
Agency had brought in officers from all over the world including a lot of my old buddies. Jim
Meeder was the Director. John Henderson had been brought down from Japan.

Q: Meeder was the country director?

WILSON: He was the Country Director. In Bangkok, they had built a new embassy building
which had a nickname "the chicken house" from its appearance. USIS inherited the premises of
the old embassy, which was a large wooden frame house. At my arrival, workmen were busily
tearing out partitions for us to set this thing up. Meeder got us all in the center of a big room.
There was no conference room, no secure room at all. We had to draw our chairs close together
and talk in whispers. The meeting was labeled top secret. He briefed us. He said we were to help
stem the spread of Communism in Thailand, that the campaign had top priority, would be
conducted on all fronts, with substantial economic and military assistance. Our role was
psychological.

They were worried about the thousands of Vietnamese refugees in the northeast of Thailand, still
a problem. So the question was: What to do? Our task was to educate the government and the
people -- you notice they say "the people" -- of the dangers of Communism. There were no
special instructions. We'd have to develop a plan. Money was no object. The government of
Thailand agreed to cooperate, and this was a crash program. I didn't realize it, but we were
making history, because this was the first effort of this kind for the U.S. government which
would be repeated later in Vietnam and elsewhere.

We had become virtually the Thai Government information program, as later happened in Laos,
Cambodia, and Vietnam. So we pioneered in many of the techniques that were used extensively
later in that war. The plan that emerged, we called the Psychological Indoctrination Program, for
lack of a better name. It was a pyramid concept. We'd start at the top rungs of the military and
government, giving a series of lectures and seminars to educate those people. They would then
become instructors and conduct similar meetings, both at lower rungs of the ministries and out in
the provinces. In this way, we hoped to penetrate those levels. They wanted to make the
northeast a special area because of the Vietnamese; they felt many of them were still
Communists. And we decided we would use traveling teams to hold meetings with the provincial
governors, village officials, teachers, and priests to reach the masses, but most particular, those



communicators within the masses.

So my job, as chief information officer, really, to support this massive effort was to develop
media materials. One of my first acts was to send a cable to the Agency, asking them to assemble
a photographic history of Communism. Now, this seemed like a simple request, but it turned out
to be another Agency first. They took it seriously, and they made a major effort. It became
known as Project 1016, which represented the number of photos they selected from worldwide
sources.

In Bangkok, I was able to edit this material down. We spread the pictures out all over the place,
and made a number of photo booklets and film strips, because we couldn't count on electricity,
just have to use a battery for the film strips. The booklets, of course, were printed at RSC by the
hundreds of thousands, and the film strips were produced by a film studio in Tokyo. We also
used kerosene-burning film strip projectors. Then we assembled anti-Communist movies,
including the one based on my old cartoon book, When the Communists Came, but with Thai
language tracks. We planned to make ten original films in Thailand.

The director of films for the Agency was Turner Shelton, later an ambassador, quite a colorful
character, who whizzed into town and left on a rented airplane to go to Saigon. So there he was.
I'll never forget it. It was a Sunday, and he was closeted with Jim Meeder, going over details of
this program. I was at a typewriter in the next room. They needed for this local film program
three or four paragraphs of an outline for each film. They wanted to do ten films. So I'm sitting
there writing the outlines for ten films. Later Shelton sent out a scriptwriter from Hollywood who
wasn't of much help. I had to actually write the complete script for the first film which came out.
It was a hectic time.

American experts prepared the main lecture outlines. I'll tell you briefly. The first ones were
positive, discussing Thailand's national heritage, the King, the Buddhist religion, the natural
beauty of the country, family system, history, culture, way of life, and asking the people to
reflect on those points from their own life and how things were getting better.

Others followed about the nature, theory, strategy and tactics of Communism, the strategy of
world domination by the Soviet Union, how they penetrated popular fronts. Then some
discussion of the Communist military failures since the end of World War II in Greece, Korea,
Burma, Indonesia, Malaya, the Philippines, political failures in France, Italy, Germany, and
Japan, and that the Communists had failed so far in Thailand, but they remained a threat.

So it was that general kind of an approach. They were written initially in English by experts.
Those given to the very top level in the government, in English, were university-trained people.
They, in turn, took the material, wrote it, not only in Thai language, but also with a Thai
emphasis. So as they penetrated down, they were Thai, but with this backbone of solid
information.

I want to say one thing on the living side. I found a very large home up the street from the
embassy on Wireless Road, corner of Plonchit Road. It was diagonally across the road from the
British Embassy. Lorane and the children came with our car and furniture. Quite a different life



from Paris. Poisonous snakes were commonplace around there. The British ambassador, Sir
Berkley Gage, took a shine to us. He had quarters on the upper level of his embassy he called
Arms. He would invite some of his friends over after big functions, to go up there and have
drinks. He would also invite us to play tennis. We became quite close with his press officer,
Robin Hayden, and his wife. Our son, Robin, is named after him; he's his godfather. Robin went
on up through the ranks, was spokesman for the foreign office at one point, and in his last job
was ambassador to the Republic of Ireland. Now he's on the board of some major corporation in
England. He's been made a sir, and his wife, Elizabeth, a lady. We saw them a year or two ago in
London. It was just like we'd left them in Berkley Arms the day before.

USIS, in addition to doing this large indoctrination program, was doing a more or less normal
program. We put out a weekly newspaper, a monthly magazine, a Thai Free World. We did radio
shows, newsreels, and other media efforts, with our printing done over at RPC.

I flew to RPC for consultation on Pan American. Right in front of us, by an hour, was a Cathay
Pacific flight. A Communist fighter plane came out of Hainan island and shot down the Cathay
Pacific plane. When I landed at Hong Kong and went to the lobby of the Peninsula Hotel, people
were more upset and excited than any previous time. Hong Kong was usually a pretty cool place.
I ran into an old friend of mine from my Shanghai days, "Mo" Cutburth, who was very upset
because his partner and buddy, with his wife and two children, were on that downed plane. Mo
had landed many times in Hainan -- he used to fly for CNAC -- and volunteered to fly over to
look for any survivors. He and I went around Hong Kong in a taxi. We saw different people that
had been picked up. We went to the consulate, and came to the conclusion that the rest of the
passengers had died.

When I left to go back to Bangkok, I flew Air France. There was only one other passenger, an
Indian merchant. We were going to Haiphong. As we got closer, I noticed the stewardess was
taking brandy up to the cockpit! I ordered some, too, and so that was my first trip to Haiphong,
and then on down to Saigon.

Just a couple of quick anecdotes. We were establishing Thai branch posts. One of them was at
Udorn in the northeast. We would have one American officer at these places. I went there and to
the others. I met an education official at Udorn. He was driving down to the Mekong to cremate
his brother. He invited me to go with him in his Land Rover. The roads were corderoy, with
Poles laid over them. In Udorn, incidentally, there was only one other Westerner besides Jim
Markey, our BPAO, and with myself made three. In later days, there were thousands of
American troops there.

Q: We had an airfield up there later.
WILSON: Right. The red dust was terrible. Markey had an office over a store. Dust would come
through the windows. I still have a Laotian parachutist's red beret Jim gave me to wear against

the dust. That area was remote and primitive is what I'm trying to say.

Our mobile teams were getting under way, and it was really like a military operation. Logistics
were very important. We used elephants and helicopters and planes, but mainly it was jeeps. We



sent one American who was instructed to be unobtrusive, the rest was a Thai operation. One of
the products that we had that's interesting was a picture of the King and the other was a picture of
the Emerald Buddha, their most holy religious object. There were stacks of these things pre-
positioned. Then at a given time, the governor, for example, would give our pictures of the King,
the local abbot would hand out pictures of the Buddha. Then because the house and shops had
open fronts, in a few days we could go through these villages and see those pictures framed,
hanging in every single one. It was successful from that point of view.

People would come from miles around to see our movies at night. Then we developed anti-
Communist themes for songs of the native Mohlam singers. These singers would go on until 2:00
or 3:00 o'clock in the morning, I'm telling you, with thousands of people sitting around on the
ground. So that was successful and later on adopted in Vietnam and elsewhere.

I went on one trip on a jeep through the jungle with the governor of the province to where Laos,
Cambodia, and Thailand come together. After attending a service at the abbot's temple, where I
did a sketch he passed around which I later gave him. He hung it up in my quarters. I was flown
out by helicopter the next day. It had taken us a long time to get through the jungle, following
elephant trails at times to get to this place. We got out quickly in one of those small helicopters,
seating side by side; a pilot, a mechanic, and myself, three of us. I found the seatbelt didn't work.
I almost fell out of the damn thing when it jumped up in the air.

This indoctrination program was a massive pioneering effort when I left in 1955.

A major anti-Communist move by the U.S. during my time in Bangkok was the formation of the
Southeast Asia Treaty Organization, SEATO. John Foster Dulles came out to sign it. To show
the treaty had teeth, they sent a naval task force over, and in record time they launched more
aircraft from a carrier than had been done since the Korean War.

I took a press group to a carrier. These Thai reporters found the escalator on the aircraft carrier
was the most intriguing thing as there were none in Thailand. A commodore commanding the
destroyers got drunk at a cocktail party where there were a lot of Thai officials. I managed to
extract him from the party to my house, put him to bed. I had to go to work the next day. For
three days he kept coming back. My wife didn't know what to do with him. But before he sailed
away, he sent over a crate of frozen steaks and some fresh lettuce, which we all enjoyed very
much. Later, in 1970, when I went to the faculty of the National War College in the research
section, a Navy captain in charge looked at me and said, "I know you. You saved my career."

I said, "I did?" Turns out he was the captain in command of the ship on which the commodore
was based. This commodore, an alcoholic, gave him a lot of trouble because of his drinking.

Q: The other tape ran out, and we had a little trouble finding out just where we were, so Earl is
going to start again with his story about the trade fair in Bangkok while he was there.

WILSON: I was telling how the U.S. suddenly decided to participate in their first trade fair
facing off the Russians. I suggested we have Cinamascope -- new at the time. We built an
outdoor theater and it was a great success.



One other aspect of that trade fair. I thought we should have an anti-Communist exhibit. It was
attributed to the police. It sounds kind of corny, but I had them make a paper-mache spider
hanging from the ceiling with a big spider web, and a map of Asia on the walls around the web. I
got Communist materials from many of these countries. The idea was to show that just as in
Thailand, there were similar Communist themes and materials in each country. Then from Korea
I got a whip made of barbed wire that came from one of the prisons made by Communist
prisoners to whip some of the other prisoners. Also we had a Korean flag covered with hundreds
of signatures in blood of Korean soldiers pledging to defend their country. As I said, it was
corny, but at least the place was crowded with people all the time.

We left Bangkok in 1955 on a small British coastal freighter that had a deckload of water
buffaloes. There were only two state rooms. Lorane had one with our four children. I had the
other with our poodle, Caprice. At sea, we learned of the death of Ambassador Peurifoy. He had
bought the Thunderbird sports car, brought out for exhibition at the fair. In driving it over a one-
way bridge, he hit head-on into a truck. He and his son were both killed.

The drug scene was developing in the U.S. and, as I learned later, in Laos and Bangkok.
American kids were getting involved, also in Malaysia. The Agency was not doing anything
about this. I found one of my own kids with marijuana, and like the average American, I was
shocked. I looked into it. So I wrote to another friend at home and got a whole stack of materials
on what was happening in the U.S. I wrote a special report on that which we sent out. I wanted to
have it sent out to all the target lists on the health, police, education, etc. My young press officer
came over and said, "You can't put this out."

I said, "Like hell I can't. You put it out, and I'm responsible." Well, very soon thereafter, the
PAO in Manila and the one in Bangkok somehow heard about it on the grapevine, and they
wanted my materials. They put it out. Of course, today in the Agency, that's one of its big, big
activities, doing the drug thing.

SAMUEL D. EATON
Economic Officer
Bangkok (1954-1955)

Samuel D. Eaton was raised in New York and served in the military from 1943-
1947. His Foreign Service career included positions in Bolivia, Brazil, Thailand,
Columbia, Peru, Ecuador, Spain, and Washington, DC. This interview was
conducted by Charles Stuart Kennedy in 1990.

Q: Well, just a little feel about the McCarthy period. As a young officer, did you feel under any
particular jeopardy, or was this just a delay in the system as far as you were concerned?

EATON: I didn't feel under any jeopardy, but I certainly was annoyed at the delay. And I also
was very disturbed that a person who obviously was as off-base as he was could influence not



only our...well, I think more the service itself and affect young people and older people that were
trying to do their jobs as much as they could.

There was an incident in Bangkok that bothered me about this, the exaggerated emphasis on
security that came out of this, the idea that everybody was so suspect, and that might make a
great difference in how the world turned. Wild Bill Donovan came out as ambassador to
Thailand.

Q: He had been the head of the OSS during the war.

EATON: Right. He was an interesting person. I didn't have all that much contact with him and
no particular reason to form an opinion one way or the other, except that one day he called all the
officers into a session, and then he turned it over to a young man whose job obviously was
security. And this young man went on a tirade (with Donovan sitting there and letting it happen)
with regard to the most minor possible infractions of security and how they could affect the
world.

Well, I had never had a security problem one way or another. I may have left a document
somewhere sometime in my career, but security was never a problem for me, or never an issue.
But I was very upset that the ambassador should lend himself to this sort of thing by a young
person who I thought had no concept of what really was vital in foreign affairs.

Q: Well, this was the sort of spirit. I know, today, in walking through the State Department, there
are signs not to go out and do a good job, but to report waste, fraud and mismanagement. Not
security, but waste, fraud, and mismanagement seem to be the operative words since the Reagan
administration.

EATON: Also in Bangkok we had a visiting group of congressmen, and, of course, we
entertained them. We had a modest house and modest allowance, but we invited this one
congressman to lunch, and considerable effort by my wife, before we went on to see some sights.
He spent a long time talking about the threat by the pinkos in the State Department and what a
wonderful job McCarthy was doing. I could scarcely contain myself. I wanted to boot him out of
our house. I didn't, but I certainly wasn't pleased.

Q: Well, it's an era that's hard to reconstruct today. Would you say that your views reflected the
views of many in the Foreign Service?

EATON: I would think so. ...not everybody felt as strongly.

Q: Not to belabor this, but did you feel that the Foreign Service was sort of giving in, that you
would have to be somewhat careful about what you would report?

EATON: No, I didn't think that. But perhaps it was because my reporting was in the economic
field and therefore was not affected. Perhaps other people in the political field did. But I was
disturbed that the top leadership, the secretary of state and President Eisenhower, did not take
more definite stands on this. I thought that they should feel obliged to do so, but they felt greater



political obligations to move slowly, I guess. But it bothered me.
Q: I know I felt the same way about it.

EATON: I can imagine you did.
Q: What were your prime concerns in Bangkok as an economic officer?

EATON: Well, I did the financial reporting, so my prime concerns were the general state of the
Thai economy. And I must say I had great respect for the Siamese officials with whom I dealt. |
also was liaison with something called the Economic Commission for Asia and the Far East,
which gave me exposure to economic officials from all over the Far East (ECAFE), and three
people’s officials from outside the area -- the British, the French, and the Russians -- because
there were four observers from the outside -- the U.S., the British, the French, and the Russians.

One of the interesting things about this in this period was that the business of the ECAFE was
conducted in English, not in any Asian language. As a matter of fact, no Asian language was
ever spoken, to my knowledge, at the Commission. The other languages were French and
Russian...curious.

Q: With the Thai officials, did you get a feeling, in a country that had maintained its
independence when all the other places around it had fallen under colonial times, that they had
the expertise and skills to move in what was really still a new world, the post-war decolonization
period?

EATON: No question about it, they had very able people and they knew how to move, reflected
their history of independence, and, in the economic field, they had very well- trained people.

My primary contact, who was the deputy governor of their central bank and also under secretary
of their foreign ministry, would have been an outstanding economist anywhere. As a matter of
fact, he was a graduate of the London School of Economics. He had a very interesting history.
While at the London School of Economics, the war broke out and the Japanese occupied
Thailand, so he remained in London and broadcast to Thailand on the free radio. Then he was
trained by British Intelligence, and, sort of in a Bridge over the River Kwai type of manner, he
parachuted into Thailand with poison in his pocket to take if he were apprehended by the wrong
people. But he wasn't. He was able to contact the underground, and he spent the rest of the
occupation with the underground, broadcasting out to Thailand. So he was a Thai hero really, but
he was also an outstanding economist. As the advisor to, I guess, the head of the central bank, he
replaced a British civil servant, and he later became head of the central bank. He would have
been outstanding in anybody's government.

So the Thai, I had great respect for their abilities and I enjoyed working with them.

JAMES J. HALSEMA



Assistant Information Officer, USIS
Bangkok (1954-1955)

James J. Halsema was born in Ohio in 1919. He spent most of his early life in the
Philippines where he was placed in a Japanese Internment Camp during WW I1.
He received a bachelor’s degree from Duke University in 1940 and a master’s
degree from the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies. He
entered the USIE (USIS) in 1949. His posts included Singapore, the Philippines,
Thailand, Egypt, Chile, and Washington, DC. This interview was conducted by G.
Lewis Schmidt in 1989.

Q: Another factor that I wanted to ask in passing, did your mobile units distribute a lot of these
pamphlets?

HALSEMA: Oh, yes.

Q: The question is what was the degree of literacy of the people to whom you were distributing
these?

HALSEMA: Well, the Philippines has a high literacy rate, so this wasn't the problem in the
country.

Q: Were these in English, or Tagalog?
HALSEMA: They were in both, it depended on what the material was.

Q: Because in Thailand the problem we had -- and the conclusion to which I came -- was that we
were wasting a good deal of our time and effort because the villagers to whom we were bringing
this stuff in the boondocks, were so basically illiterate that I didn't think really a great deal of it
was getting across.

HALSEMA: Over the years this is something that I've given a great deal of thought to. In later
years, for instance, I didn't see much value in having USIS branches all over a country; that there
were only certain places that had an influence on events in the country as a whole, and that we
ought to concentrate on those.

For instance, in the Philippines, instead of having 10 or 15 branches, that maybe two would be
right. Maybe, I might add, today three. But there are places that influence the rest of the country,
and that as those places go, so goes the country. A good example would be the so-called "EDSA
Revolution" in the Philippines in 1986.

The revolution, so-called -- I think it's more of a restoration -- took place entirely in Manila. The
rest of the country was not involved in it. It was affected by it, yes. But the course of events was

determined by people who lived in one city.

Q: 1 think the situation in Thailand, just as an aside, was different because what we were



shooting at, particularly in north Thailand, was to immunize to the extent possible the villagers
against the Communist recruitment of, and subsequently response to the insurgent group. It was
not a matter of a nationwide propaganda effort in many respects, but primarily to keep villagers,
who were little in touch with what was going on in Bangkok, from succumbing to the Communist
insurrection which was going on in the countryside.

HALSEMA: Well, of course, I'll come to that because I was in Thailand after the Philippines.
But it seems to me that in a situation like that, a mass effort really has to be something that's
done by the some local organization, rather than by ourselves.

skeksk

I traveled around the Philippines as much as I could, and I certainly enjoyed the time that I was
there. It was a period when the U.S. was still very much number one in terms of the position of
influence in the Philippines. Then came along the events of 1953 which led to Dien Bien Phu and
the collapse of the French position in Indochina with the whole pressure on countries like
Thailand. I was tapped to go to Thailand to join Donovan's staff.

Q: I was going to say you went on to Thailand after the Philippines.

HALSEMA: Yes. I was drafted to go to Thailand, whether I wanted to or not. Alice was about to
produce a child and we had only been in the Philippines for 18 months, but none of my
protestations seemed to do much good. I left the Philippines just a few days after our daughter,
Peggy, was born to go to Thailand. Alice brought Peggy and the rest of the family when Peggy
was only six weeks old, so we really arrived in Bangkok under very unfavorable circumstances.

Q: This is when, in '54?

HALSEMA: January '54. But it was part of a build-up that brought people from all over the
world to beef up the USIS Thailand staff, to essentially assist the Thais in the psy-war effort.

Q: Who was the PAO, Meader?
HALSEMA: No. Jim Meader, who had been the PAO in the Philippines, was...
Q: Jack Pickering?

HALSEMA: He came later. Meader was the PAO. Earl Wilson was the information officer.
There was no regard for what people's previous jobs had been, so I was in the very
uncomfortable position of having been information officer in Manila and then being assistant
information officer in Thailand, which I didn't think was quite the right way to treat me. I knew
nothing about Thailand, I didn't speak the language, had no briefing for the post, and was
suddenly launched on this new psy-war effort. So I was uncomfortable physically and
psychologically, but I did enjoy working as part of a first-rate team. I thought the people who
were sent there knew what they were doing, and that working for Ambassador Donovan was
very inspiring. He was a great leader.



We were in Bangkok at the transition period between it being a picturesque backwater port
which had all the attractiveness of the old days, and it's becoming a modern city. It was halfway
in between. We had all the inconveniences of both. We lived in a house in Bankapie. Alice used
to have to clean the water meter, disconnect the water meter and clean the mud out of it every
day. We didn't have enough electricity to run an air conditioner and the power went off a lot of
the time. My office was in the process of being air conditioned so I didn't have the air
circulation, but I did have the heat. I look on that period as being one of the most uncomfortable
ones in my experience.

Q: Were you over in that old compound?

HALSEMA: Yes, on Sathorn Road. I was very fortunate that we had some excellent interpreters
on the Thai staff, and I worked very closely with them. I've always felt that one of the most
important things that a USIS officer can do, particularly if he's on the information side, is to
cultivate the translators and make them realize that translation is a process that requires an
infinite amount of care, and that you are perfectly willing to discuss with them any of the
subtleties of each other's languages. This really pays, because when they understand that you're
not looking for a hurry-up job or just any old kind of a translation, but really do want to get into
the nuances of language, they become intrigued and will give you the kind of product which you
need to have. But if you don't do that, you're likely to get a product which is doing you more
harm than good.

So one of my big jobs there was helping in the psy-war effort that was going on. That was
probably the principal activity that I had, and my biggest job was to produce a Thai version of a
Handbook of Communism, which I don't know if you ever saw. It was turned out originally by
the RPC Manila. I redid it for the Thai audience, then had it translated into Thai. It was widely
circulated. It was my first book and I couldn't read it because it was all in Thai. [Laughter] I
could read the English original, but I couldn't read the translation. We worked with the Thai
Government regional administrators.

I was only in Bangkok from February until the beginning of October.
Q: Just a few months.

HALSEMA: Yes. But it was at that point that Sax Bradford became the area director for East
Asia, then called the Far East. I told Sax my problem and he was really outraged by what they
had done in terms of dragging us off with an infant to a place that we really weren't prepared to
live in at that point, and particularly in the middle of a tour.

So at the end of our tour in October, we were transferred to Washington. Sax made me this
special assistant, and that was my first regular Washington tour. This was the end of '54,
beginning of '55.

Q: Before we get into that, 1'd like to ask you just a couple of questions about the Thailand
program at that time. Were you conducting pretty much a village-type of visitation program in



getting your material out? Did you have a lot of mobile units running out into the village
boondocks?

HALSEMA: By the time I left, we hadn't really built up that kind of an effort. We were mostly
doing it through the Thais themselves.

Q: I see.

HALSEMA: The whole thing was a hurry-up psychological campaign. Dien Bien Phu fell that
summer.

Q. How much of an insurgency was there in Thailand at that time?

HALSEMA: It was potentially dangerous, but it hadn't really gotten to the extent that it did later.
It was a well-founded fear on the part of the U.S. Government of what the consequences of the
French defeat would be.

Q: There had not been a series of assassinations of local officials?

HALSEMA: There had been a few here and there. For instance, it wasn't unsafe to travel around
Thailand at that point.

Q: It was never unsafe for Americans we found later, because all the insurgents had orders not
to shoot the Americans. It was less safe for the Thais who doing the work, but not for the
Americans. We didn't know it at the time, but that was the case.

HALSEMA: I didn't see a great deal of Thailand. I was mostly in Bangkok. I guess I went up to
Ban Me Phuot, on the Burmese border, to distribute some material in Chinese to a group of
Chinese Nationalist guerrillas who came across the border.

Q: Leaders in the opium trade. [Laughter]

HALSEMA: We got down to the beach a couple of times, but that was about it. I was mostly
right there working long hours in embassy, or in the USIS office, actually. We seldom saw the
embassy itself.

When I got back to Washington, I was in the midst of the program to build up USIS in Southeast
Asia. That was my job -- to be the gofer in the IAF office, to try to get people in the media and
personnel and everywhere else to get the show on the road for Southeast Asia. This was
fascinating work for me because it brought me in contact with every part of the Agency in
Washington, and I had Sax Bradford's full backing. Sax could be a pretty influential voice when
he wanted to be, because he had Ted Streibert's full backing.

NORBERT L. ANSCHUTZ



Deputy Chief of Mission
Bangkok (1954-1956)

Norbert L. Anschutz was born in 1915 and spent most of his childhood in Kansas
City, Missouri. He entered the Foreign Service in 1946. His career included
positions in Greece, Thailand, France, and Egypt. He was interviewed by Charles
Stuart Kennedy on July 13, 1992.

Q: Well, then, you left Athens in 1953 and moved rather quickly to Thailand. Is that right?

ANSCHUTZ: Yes. We went back to Washington and for a period of time I was the officer in
charge of political/ military affairs for NEA. At that time we, of course, had continuing military
support for Greece and Turkey, but the question of Egypt had become very active.

Q: We were moving up towards Dienbienphu, which was in 1954.
ANSCHUTZ: Yes. And there were problems in Laos, problems with the Chinese.
Q: Malaysia was having its...

ANSCHUTZ: Yes, they had problems, but it was not as difficult...there were guerrilla forces in
Malaysia.

So an effort was made to strengthen our diplomatic and national position in Southeast Asia. In
that process, Jack Peurifoy was sent to Thailand and Charlie Yost was sent to Laos. Bob
McClintock was sent to Cambodia. I have forgotten who was in Vietnam.

So when Jack was assigned there he requested I be sent as his deputy.
Q: So you went to Bangkok.
ANSCHUTZ: Yes, as Peurifoy's DCM. Always a bridesmaid and never a bride!

Q: Yes. Here is Peurifoy who is...a very complex situation in Greece where you say he used his
staff well; then he is quickly dumped in Guatemala which had a major situation where he played
a key role in essentially a CIA-sponsored coup, and then all of a sudden he is off to Thailand.
These are very different places. How did he operate there? Also for you, this was not your
specialty at all. So in a sense you had two of you sitting at the top who had no particular feel for
the area.

ANSCHUTZ: That is correct. I think as far as Jack is concerned, the feeling was that his talents
were rather ably used in Greece and in Guatemala and that they could be deployed effectively in
Thailand. Again, Jack had a very warm, outgoing way and he became extremely popular with the
Thai. Again this was a situation where you have a mega mission. The military advisory mission,
the economic mission, the whole panoply of American foreign policy instruments. The Agency
was training people, the Thai forces. We were trying to reinforce the Thai military establishment.



So actually it worked, in my view, very well. As you know, Peurifoy was killed in an automobile
accident there, which was tragic. He lost a son and himself and then he had another son who was
physically handicapped and spared but died a couple of years later.

But Jack was also favored by having an extremely attractive wife. Betty Jane Peurifoy was an
extremely attractive, personable lady. She was very effective in her role, both in Greece and in
Thailand.

Q: What was the situation in Thailand? What were our concerns there?

ANSCHUTZ: Our concerns were to try to determine to what extent the Chinese and the
Southeast Asian Communists were moving down into Southeast Asia, and to create a bulwark in
that part of the world. The whole Southeast Asia situation, as you have already pointed out, was
somewhat tenuous, particularly because of Vietnam. The Communists were becoming more and
more aggressive in China. And then the situation in Indonesia was not too stable either.

Q: This was the height of Sukarno.
ANSCHUTZ: Yes.

Q: How did we view the situation in Thailand as opposed to China? Did we think of Red China
being an aggressive force moving out into Southeast Asia?

ANSCHUTZ: Well, I think we considered them a very aggressive force in their efforts to control
and subvert the governments of the area. At least as far as Thailand was concerned at that
particular moment, I don't think there was any particular fear of an eminent invasion or anything
of the sort because of the terrain. But the terrain was so difficult that it also was almost
impossible to make the borders imperious. The situation in Laos was very unstable. Thailand was
in effect one of the core issues in Southeast Asia because of its geographical location.

Q: Looking at it at that time, how well did you think you were served by the Southeast Asian and
Thai specialists within the Embassy? Obviously you had to be pretty dependent on them for
language or contacts.

ANSCHUTZ: We didn't have much of what I would call Thai specialists. We had a couple of
officers who had had Thai language training. But one of the factors that seems to have applied in
places like Greece and in Thailand...the educated population usually speaks a second language,
English or French. The language was a problem but not as much as one would think because
most educated Thais know they are not going to get through life on Thai alone. But it is always
desirable to have the language and I think everything we do in the language area is terribly,
terribly important. But it wouldn't be, in my view, correct to say that we were victims or sitting
ducks of the situation because we didn't speak Thai.

Q: What were your contacts and what sort of government was there in Thai while you were
there?



ANSCHUTZ: Thailand was and is a monarchy. When we were there there was a ruling junta.
Pibul was the Prime Minister. And as has been the case since almost the history of modern
Thailand, the military is the backbone of the government. The senior military and the senior
intelligence and police officer were two of the most powerful people in the Kingdom.

Q: Did you find then, because it was a military junta with the head of the military and of the
police senior participants, that in order to really make points one had to work with either the
CIA or the military? Were these important factors in our connection with the government?

ANSCHUTZ: Yes, they were. However, it is also true that because of their importance, they
wanted and we wanted to have certain contacts with them too. So I would say that the
relationships were more or less joint relationships. I am speaking now of the head of the military
and General Phao who was the head of the intelligence and police forces. We weren't limited
entirely to our American associates in the military and intelligence community. As in Greece,
and I guess in most places, this tends to work out as a joint enterprise. One of the tricky things is
to maintain the diplomatic relations without, as it were, embarrassing the intelligence connection,
and yet at the same time trying to keep abreast of what the intelligence agencies were actually
doing, promoting, etc. So it is a team work type of problem.

Q: You were there at the aftermath of the Dienbienphu debacle when the French pretty much lost
the war in Indochina. What was the impression of our Embassy of how this was affecting the
attitude of the Thai?

ANSCHUTZ: I think the Thai were apprehensive, but they weren't frantic.

Q: Thailand was in SEATO which was still in its early years. How did we feel at the Embassy
about SEATO, because it did become to some extent a paper alliance?

ANSCHUTZ: 1 think we thought it was a useful coordinating effort. Actually, while we were
there we had a SEATO meeting in Bangkok and Dulles came and Anthony Eden came as well as
the French Foreign Minister. It also helped tie in countries like the Philippines, Australia and
other right thinkers.

Q: So you didn't have the feeling that this was one of these deals cooked up in London and
Washington that really didn't have much significance?

ANSCHUTZ: I think the Southeast Asian countries appreciated the sense of participation. I think
it was useful to establish personal contacts and to do a little contingency planning.

Q: Just to get a picture, because in the last couple of years we have moved into a new era. We
were in the cold war era and now we are in what is being called the post-cold war era since the
collapse of the Soviet Union. How did we view the Communist movement? Did we feel it was on
the march...not just in Communist China but in other areas?

ANSCHUTZ: There were those who felt very strongly that way and certainly the menace of
China was real enough. After Peurifoy's death, the next man to be appointed ambassador was a



fellow by the name of Max Bishop, who was virtually a McCarthyite, anti-Communist. He saw
Reds everywhere.

Q: Did you find yourself uncomfortable with him?

ANSCHUTZ: Yes, I did. He found himself uncomfortable with me.
Q: What was the clash?

ANSCHUTZ: Well, I think...

Q: First, what was his background before he became ambassador?

ANSCHUTZ: He was a Foreign Service Officer who had served in Japan. I think it is fair to say
that the focus of his service had been more or less East Asia. He was a very complex fellow. |
would say that he had very little personal charm. I think these judgments would probably be
corroborated, I am not trying to express a strong personal view in this. I think that was widely
known. He really never established any serious rapport with Thai leadership. I was very fortunate
because I came out with Jack Peurifoy. Jack included me in everything so that I met almost
everybody that he ever met. I frequently accompanied him on his calls. So when he was killed I
was very well positioned in terms of relations with the Thai. I knew the Prime Minister, the
Foreign Minister, the chief of the army, the head of the police, General Phao, etc. Not only were
our situation considerably different, but because of the fact that I had a personal relationship with
these senior people in the Thai government, I think Max developed a sense of jealousy that he
never could overcome.

Q: This is always a problem -- the new ambassador whose DCM has worked with the previous
ambassador and also been Chargé at various times too.

ANSCHUTZ: Sure.
Q: Did you leave fairly soon afterwards?

ANSCHUTZ: I have forgotten exactly what the time interval was. [ would say I left about three
or six months later. I found the situation extremely unpleasant.

You know on the fitness reports, Max really hammered me. One of the Freudian comments that
he made was "This officer is not well equipped to serve in this area because he has a colonial
attitude towards the natives."

KEMPTON B. JENKINS
Economics Officer
Bangkok (1954-1956)



Kempton B. Jenkins was born in Florida in 1926 and raised in Long Island, New
York. In 1944, Mr. Jenkins went into the U.S. Navy Officers Training Program at
Bowling Green in Ohio. He received a bachelor’s degree in history and political
science from Bowling Green State University in 1948 and a master’s degree from
George Washington University in 1950. Mr. Jenkins entered the Foreign Service
in 1950, serving in Bangkok, Hannover, Berlin, Moscow, and Caracas. He was
interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy on February 23, 1995.

Q: All right. Why don't I turn it over to you.

JENKINS: I was a fish out of water in Bangkok. I'd spent five years in Germany. I had put in for
transfer to either Budapest or Prague, and ended up getting orders to Bangkok to my amazement.
In those days, as it should be even today, when you're sent to somewhere, that's where you go if
you're a Foreign Service officer. So to me it was a cultural shock certainly arriving after the
relatively comfortable years in Germany, with one young child, and our Airedale, in Bangkok,
and being met by the heat of summer, living in a very inadequate little sort of rooming house
until we were able to find a house. Then moving in and setting up housekeeping. It was the real
Foreign Service as opposed to the occupation world that we lived in in Germany.

We quickly became enamored of the people in Thailand who had great charm and grace. Also
quickly became involved in the politics and economics of the situation, and proceeded to spend
two fascinating years in an area which was the center of things at that stage. Dien Bien Phu had
just collapsed...

Q: You're talking about Dien Bien Phu in...

JENKINS: ...were defeated definitively by the Viet Minh. And the French were busily engaged
in disengaging but trying to make sure that we didn't go in and pick up the pieces and "succeed"
where they'd failed. Our relations with the French were not good at that time because we were
beginning to move out into relations in their empire, and they did not like it. It made for a very
interesting political setting. Dulles had argued in favor of intervention in Dien Bien Phu, but had
been overruled by President Eisenhower. As a fall back position we organized an Asian
counterpart to NATO, called SEATO, which included Thailand, Malaysia -- then Malaya -- and
Pakistan, the Philippines, United States, Great Britain, France, Australia and New Zealand.
Rather Jerry-built in terms of its political logic, but it was typical of many things we did, and I
guess still do; to confuse activity for action. There were a lot of meetings and conferences.

One of the early responsibilities I had was to sit in on the SEATO formation conference, together
with our allies in all these countries. We designed the basic documents for SEATO, drawing
heavily on the NATO documents. I worked particularly on the economic and cultural papers.
Then, we wrote the constitution for SEATO. None of us were terribly convinced that it was
going to do what Dulles intended it to do.

Now, mind you, this was shortly after the arrival of the Eisenhower administration, the
integration into the Foreign Service at the top level of several conservative, politically correct
figures, in which Dulles, who was very suspicious of the Foreign Service, tried to lard the



Foreign Service with people who would be more sympathetic to his policies, and less "liberal."
We had several senior officers assigned to the Bangkok embassy, former aides to conservative
senators and congressmen, and ex-FBI agents, and so forth, all of whom had sort of made their
reputation as hardliners, the presumption being that those of us who were in the Foreign Service
before that election were not sufficiently loyal, which, of course, was totally incorrect, and
unfair.

On arrival I was assigned as commercial attaché in the embassy. My early responsibilities
included dealing with the Commerce Department's functions in Bangkok, and I had three or four
high profile events which were very interesting and made the first year very interesting for me.

First, I was assigned to support Jim Thompson in his court case. Jim was the founder of Thaibok
Silk. He had been an OSS agent up country in Thailand undercover when the Japanese occupied
the country during World War II. While he was there he lived among the peasants, and he
became familiar with the hand-woven Thai silk which the peasants in these small villages were
weaving, and using for their fabric-they're beautiful silks; a coarse weave, but all the more
attractive therefore. They had wonderful bright and quite unique hues. Jim watched all of this
while he was living undercover, and at the end of the war organized a program with the
government and the support of the Queen to try to standardize the dyes so that the silk could be
produced, and you could order ahead of time a certain shade of blue, and you'd get that shade.
Up until this time the dyes had been essentially a product of the individual preference and taste
of the farmer whose wife was doing the weaving, and they just threw in various amounts of
cobalt, etc., to make the colors. Once the dye had been standardized, Jim had a product which
was quite unique, Thai silk is unique. It's beautiful, it's made to order for home decoration --
interior decorators -- and for clothes, ladies suits, scarves, and even tuxedo jackets, etc. And he
organized this firm, incorporated it, and called it Thaibok, and it became immediately a success.
First, in Bangkok, then he started advertising in the New Yorker, and opened a New York office,
and it took off, and became a big success. Within a year of doing this, while he was on a New
York business trip, his partner, who was from Laos, a Lao, absconded with the dye formulae, and
set up a competing firm around the corner. So when Jim returned from New York, he faced this
guy who'd walked off with all his dye formulae and he had to recreate all of those. And secondly,
he was being out priced by this competitor. So he brought suit in the Thai courts.

My first job as commercial attaché, was to go to court with Jim and try to assist him in shutting
down the competition which he felt was illegal under Thai law. He won that suit after a fashion.
Winning the suit really didn't solve the problem, but he did win the suit. Through that process I
became a good friend of Jim's, and became fascinated by his interesting background. He
subsequently had us to his home for dinner several times. He had one of the great collections of
Thai antiques, and going to his house for dinner was truly a cultural experience. The food was
fabulous, the company was great. My wife became a tremendous fan of his and we bought
Christmas presents for the next twenty years of Thai silk.

Later, I guess it was fifteen years later, we learned of Jim's untimely death. We were especially
saddened. He had gone off on vacation to the mountains of Malaya, the Cameron Highlands, and
disappeared during taking a walk after dinner one night. There were a lot of theories that this was
a throw-back to his days in the OSS, and he was therefore presumably a continuing CIA agent;



that he may have been in the drug business; that he may have been a homosexual, and he may
have been done in by a homosexual love affair; or that he may have fallen into a tiger trap of
which there were many in that area, and that the Malays were embarrassed about this and
therefore never chose to make it public. To this day his death has been unsolved.

The intrigue is heightened by the fact that approximately two years later his sister was murdered
in Connecticut. And a third relative also died an odd death. What this all adds up to, nobody
knows. But it is intriguing and it was fun to be involved with Jim Thompson who was a great
American, and a great businessman, and had a magnificent eye for color and antiques.

During that time I went to my first business lunch at the Chamber of Commerce as an invited
guest, the new commercial attaché in the U.S. embassy. | was invited to Ho Thien Lao, a
restaurant, where we had a tremendous meal. The first course was a soup, and you were invited
to use various sauces. I asked, because I've always liked hot food, which one of these sauces was
the hottest. A little dish was pointed out and I promptly poured it into my soup and took a
spoonful of it, and practically blew up on the spot. I knocked over two glasses of water reaching
for a third to douse the flames that were in my throat. And that taught me to be very respectful
about hot food in Thailand. In point of fact that sauce was made of hot red peppers which were
ground with a pestle, and the oil from the skin of the pepper was what was used to make this
sauce. Believe me it is hot. So that was a first introduction really. I found Ho Thien Lao a
fascinating restaurant. It was in a building with eight floors. The first two floors were the
restaurant, if you went up to the third floor, that's when the dessert started. I said, "What do you
mean the dessert?" It was pointed out to me that the top four floors of the restaurant, which
supported the restaurant financially, were the best whore house in Thailand. So that was another
introduction to Thailand, and what real life was like there. But being commercial attaché was not
all boring.

Q: At that time how did we see the Chinese community, both the commercial activities, but also
the Mainland Chinese connection?

JENKINS: Well, that was a major element in what we were trying to do there. Our purpose for
being there, according to Dulles, and it really was our policy, was to try to contain the expansion
of communism. In Thailand where approximately 20% of the population is Chinese (more than
50% in Bangkok). The Chinese were a tremendously influential component of the population. It's
true all over southeast Asia, as you know. It's true in the Philippines, it's true in Indonesia, it's
true in all of the countries of East Asia. And their influence really is a reflection of their control
of business. The Chinese families, which all have roots in a common Mainland China base,
worked together throughout East Asia and they really do dominate business.

Now in Thailand there was a great sensitivity about the Chinese, and a great antipathy, in many
ways. So the Chinese businessman would marry a Thai, set up their corporation, invite the
Minister of Defense or the Minister of Police, the Minister of the Air Force, or whoever, to be
chairman of the board. They would create this board with maybe six Thai on it, and only one
Chinese, namely the man who ran the company. And the Thai were paid off with a handsome
director's fee, but were not allowed to get into the business of the company. So this was a facade
the Chinese have utilized to get around anti-Chinese sentiment.



Now, what was really interesting in this situation, was that the Chinese in Thailand were divided
between those who were loyal to the Mainland, to the communist regime, and those who looked
to Taiwan, where the KMT, the Kuomintang...the Chiang Kai-shek regime was based. And, of
course, many of the families played both sides of the fence. But within Bangkok there was
tremendous competition among these two factions. The communist Chinese pretty well
controlled the Chinese chamber of commerce. They didn't have an embassy, but they had the
chamber of commerce which was their instrument of activity, while the Taiwanese had a proper
embassy. I would say on balance that the Mainland Chinese pretty well dominated the scene.

We historically had (and I think that remains true even today) a Chinese language officer on the
embassy political staff. In my time it was John Farrior who was a wonderful fellow. He had been
stationed in the Mainland before Mao's takeover and was a hostage for a time. As [ remember his
parents were missionaries there. He was succeeded by Art Rosen who was another Chinese
language officer, who was Jewish, and used to laughingly say about Chinese business
superiority, that he knew the really potent people in the world were "Chinese Jews." Art was a
wonderful, brilliant, exciting fellow to have at the embassy. Both Art and John were tremendous
career Foreign Service officers, as far as [ was concerned. I learned a great deal from each of
them. The role of the Chinese in Bangkok was very pervasive, very important, and I think we
were quite sophisticated as an embassy in recognizing and dealing with it.

The other big event in my time as a commercial attaché, was the first Constitution Trade Fair.
This was the first program under the Eisenhower International Trade Fair program, which was
designed to help promote U.S. exports to the world, a real harbinger, way out ahead of the power
curve in terms of timing, to the present export efforts of Commerce Secretary Brown today and
Bill Verity, the Secretary of Commerce in the Reagan administration (who was superb). My job
was to coordinate U.S. participation in this trade fair. The U.S. participation in it was about 90%
of the show. It was a great success. Ambassador Jack Peurifoy, who was then our ambassador,
had a terrific sense of stage management, and he weighed in back in Washington to make sure
that we had good corporate participation. Opening night we had a panoramic screen which was
called Cinerama, which, of course, has become quite well known in this country. It was the first
time Cinerama had ever been used, and it was breath-taking, in that part of the world
particularly. He invited Sihanouk, who was the King of Cambodia to come over for the opening.
And Sihanouk and the King of Thailand, Phumiphon, officially opened the trade fair. With
Peurifoy in a white silk suit and his attractive wife, there were the two Kings and their beautiful
wives. It was a great, high profile operation. For my part, I had a lot of excitement recruiting
American companies, assisting them in putting together their exhibits. We had a Thunderbird,
one of the first Thunderbirds.

Q: A Ford sports car, which is now a classic.

JENKINS: And we had a Chevrolet Corvette. They were the hit of the exhibit. Ironically, at the
end of the fair, Ambassador Peurifoy, with General Motors assistance, donated the Corvette to
the Prime Minister, Phibul Songgram, as a gift which was extremely well received because
Phibul was a car buff. And Peurifoy persuaded his wife to give him the Thunderbird for his
birthday present. The ironic part of it is that it was in that Thunderbird that Peurifoy was



subsequently killed in an automobile accident in the southern part of Thailand. It was his own
fault, he was going much too fast over a one-lane bridge which narrowed to one lane from two,
and he didn't see an oncoming truck and he ran head-on into it. Even more tragic, in the process
not only was he killed, but his one healthy son was killed. The only survivor was the son who
had a bad case of MS. He subsequently died of the disease. Betty Peurifoy, his wife, of course,
was totally devastated by this. It was a very sad event and it colored our assignment there
profoundly.

I might flash back a little bit to the evolution of how Peurifoy came to be ambassador. It tells a
lot about the Foreign Service, particularly in that time of the first years of the Eisenhower
administration. As part of the effort to shore up "the bastion of democracy" in southeast Asia
(which we thought was very high flown lingo for essentially something which didn't exist),
Eisenhower sent "Wild Bill" Donovan out as ambassador to Thailand...

Q: He had been head of the OSS during the war.

JENKINS: He was rather like Bill Casey in his wheeling and dealing approach, and brought
about a tremendous build-up in CIA activities in Thailand which were designed essentially to
contain Chinese influence. I think those efforts were less successful, rather than more, but there
were many heroic, dedicated CIA officers involved in them, and it's no reflection on them. It
caused problems with our neighbors. Donovan, for example, typical of his high-handed approach
to the area, launched a major effort to support the Burmese rebels who were essentially KMT
troops who had been defeated by the communist in China, and had slipped across the Burmese
border, and set up pockets of anti-communist forces in Burma, immune therefore from attack by
the Red Chinese. The only problem with this was that the Burmese government took a very dim
view of having these foreign forces there. And, they promptly began organizing opium traffic to
finance their existence and their arms, etc. Donovan was in the middle of this, providing supplies
while denying publicly that there was any U.S. involvement.

Our ambassador in Rangoon, Joseph Satterthwaite, was called in by the Burmese government to
protest U.S. support for foreign intervention into Burma. He denied that we were involved in any
way, and the Foreign Minister promptly showed him a display of American equipment, PX
rations, and uniforms, and Collins radios, proving in fact there was U.S. equipment there. The
ambassador was outraged when he found that in fact Donovan had been running an operation in
his country out of Bangkok and he wasn't even informed. As I recall, he resigned in protest over
that issue.

Donovan left not long after we got there. Howard Parsons, who had been the head of A.L.LD., was
made Chargé. Howard was a splendid man, subsequently became a Foreign Service officer and
did a nice job until Peurifoy arrived. We learned that Jack Peurifoy was coming with some
concern. Peurifoy had been very high profile in the press prior to that for having masterminded
the overthrow of the government in Guatemala. President Arbenz had been a democratically
elected leftist. U.S. policy at that time in Washington was nervous about communist expansion.
This was again a period when McCarthy was riding high back home. It was all historically quite
ironic because we were the only great power in the world then, as we are again today. The
Soviets could not really match up to us, but they were a threat because they were determined.



They clearly didn't have the resources that we did. However, instead of dealing with this
confidently, and firmly, we dealt with it in some panic.

So when Jack Peurifoy arrived in Bangkok, we were nervous. He was seen as a free-swinging
interventionist telling local governments what to do, etc. Well, within six weeks we were all in
love with Jack Peurifoy. Jack Peurifoy was a great leader of men. He worked that embassy like
no ambassador I've ever seen. He was constantly walking around, sitting down on your desk
saying, "What are you doing today? What can I do to help? I'm going in to see the Foreign
Minister this afternoon, is there anything you'd like me to raise with him?" He'd visit and raise
your issue with Prince Wan, the Foreign Minister, and then come back and report to us on what
Prince Wan had said. I would then write a telegram reporting on what we'd done. But it was this
constant openness, and availability, and respect. He knew he didn't know anything about the
area, but he had people on his staff like John Farrior, for example, who knew the Chinese
situation; and Al Moscotti (my colleague in the political section), who had a Ph.D. in Thai
studies from Yale. A very bright man, bilingual in Thai. We had really great officers. And Jack
Peurifoy knew how to use them. He also had a superb DCM named Norbert Anschutz (who
remains a close friend of mine). He was a true Mr. Roberts, and a career officer's career officer.
He was courageous, debonair, smart, outgoing, articulate, handsome. A terrific man with a
wonderful wife, a true "house mother," a great Foreign Service wife. And the Peurifoys and the
Anschutzes turned that embassy around. Before then we had been suspicious of what CIA was
up to. And, we were resentful of AID's big budget, being run by a man who was a former
Postmaster General named Ed Sessions. A perfectly nice man, but he had absolutely no
background in this area.

With Peurifoy's arrival things came together. When he was killed, Norbert became Chargé, and
he was superb. He lasted about six months, and then under the new administration, out came a
man named Max Bishop. Max had been a career officer, a Japanese language officer. He was the
only career Foreign Service officer to testify against the Chinese language officers in the period
of the witch hunt by McCarthy. He was extremely unpopular among career officers, very
reactionary, and paranoid about China.

Personally, I found him trying hard to be a nice man, very dedicated. He was not in any way
lazy, or corruptible. He just had a skewed vision of things, in my judgment. He immediately
started trying to get his hands around the embassy which he said was perceived in Washington as
left-leaning. Which is a ridiculous thing to accuse Jack Peurifoy and his deputy of, given
Peurifoy's successful record of anti-communism.

I remember one infamous occasion when I attended the country team meeting for the political
section, and we were talking about what to do for the up-coming SEATO exercises, which I'll
talk about in a minute. The economic counselor said something about the Colombo Plan, which
was an economic plan put together by India, Ceylon, Malaya, etc., as sort of an economic
counterpart to SEATO, but not run by the United States. Bishop blew up and said, "The
Colombo Plan is a bunch of damned Socialists, that's a terrible thing, and we should be focusing
on SEATO. That's the anti-communist instrument that we should be focusing on, to the exclusion
of the Colombo Plan." And then he got really carried away and said, "You know, I'm fed up with
all this talk about the Colombo Plan and the British. Nobody has done anything about SEATO



until I got here. I'm the one who has put SEATO on the map in this country." And Norb
Anschutz, who recognized this as perhaps unwitting emotional criticism of the late Jack
Peurifoy, very quietly said, "That's a damn lie, Mr. Ambassador, and you know it." And
everybody in that room said a silent vow that wherever he went, we would support Norbert
Anschutz. It was a very heroic thing to do. It deflated the ambassador completely, and of course,
the ambassador never forgave Norbert for it. Subsequently we received a new DCM named
George Wilson who had been Senator Knowland's aide.

Q: And Senator Knowland being a right-wing senator from San Francisco.

JENKINS: A very hard-line, very pro-Taiwan, very anti-State Department. Putting Wilson in an
embassy was like putting a fox in the chicken coop. It was just outrageous. And Wilson was
totally unsuited for the job. He wasn't a mean man personally, but he just was out of his league.
It was a stupid appointment.

Bishop subsequently was pulled out after an incident which was quite intriguing. Bertie
McCormick, the publisher of the Chicago Tribune, had died and his wife was left owning the
newspaper. And she took a trip. She was very interesting, intellectually engaged, throughout
southeast Asia, and arrived in Bangkok. And because she had known the British ambassador
when he was Consul General in Chicago (in fact he had courted Berti McCormick's daughter),
there was a close family tie there. She chose to stay at the British ambassador's residence, instead
of the American ambassador's residence. Now, Max Bishop, being an ambitious, arch-
conservative officer, was very upset that he was denied the opportunity to host the owner of the
arch-conservative Chicago Tribune. The British ambassador, Sir Barkley Gage, had a dinner for
her. My late wife was a friend of Sir Barkley's wife (who was a good deal younger than he was,
and had been a Northwestern student when he met her). So there we are at the dinner party, when
at the dinner a discussion started at the table about China -- Mrs. McCormick had decided she
was going to go in to the Mainland. Americans were discouraged from traveling to the Mainland,
and certainly a high profile American like the owner of the Chicago Tribune. Bishop felt she
would be giving political recognition to the "gang of rogues who were running Red China." So at
dinner, in front of everybody, he said, "I forbid you to go to China." And Mrs. McCormick
looked at him like he was out of his mind, and said, "I find that amusing. Who the hell are you to
tell me where to go? You work for me, I don't work for you, you're the ambassador and my taxes
pay your salary, and don't you forget it young man." Bishop was undaunted by this and
continued to argue the case. In the final analysis of course, she went, and when she arrived back
in Chicago she wrote a front page article which was carried in the Tribune, which started out by
saying, "The American ambassador in Bangkok might be a good plumber but he's a lousy
diplomat," and then launched into this long discussion of how he was paranoid, etc., etc. Not
long after that Bishop was out of there. A very interesting episode to observe as a young Foreign
Service officer.

I had a marvelous experience with Eleanor Roosevelt in Bangkok. There is something called the
World Federation of United Nations Association, which is still extant. They have an annual
conference. And this particular year they held the conference in Bangkok, and because Eleanor
Roosevelt was regarded as the "Mother of the United Nations" she was held in tremendous
universal respect and affection for her role in promoting the United Nations, particularly right



after her husband died. She was invited to be the number one guest at this event. The U.S.
delegation, which was always a "Presidential delegation" appointed by the White House, was as
usual, full of political contributors, most of whom didn't have a whit of knowledge as to why
they were going to the conference. They were just going out to buy silk from Jim Thompson, and
see the area. The U.S. delegation was very weak. The Mainland Chinese sent a delegation even
though the United Nations was officially still at war with China in Korea. They were allowed in
because the third world countries were already trying to cut deals with the Chinese, and this was
not an official government event, in theory. The instructions our embassy received were to
observe, assist the American delegation in any way possible, but don't get involved.

Well, I met the delegation and briefed them on what was going on in Bangkok, and told them a
little bit about the conference. I met Mrs. Roosevelt and expressed my admiration. And she said,
"You know I'm not part of the American delegation, but I appreciate your support." The first
thing I know on the first day of the conference, it was clear the Chinese had organized a lot of
support among the Third Worlders, including the Indonesians and the Egyptians, and they were
going to be voted in as full members of the World Federation, and the Taiwanese were going to
be forced out. This would have been a major step toward recognition of the regime which was
still officially at war with the United Nations. I recognized that this was, notwithstanding that the
American delegation was so-called unofficial, an important setback for American policy.

So I went to see Norbert, and he said, "By all means get in the middle of it, ignore your
instructions, get into it." So I met with the American delegation. I early on decided they were
pretty hopeless, but I did run around working on the various ambassadors who were in Bangkok,
the Belgian, the Israeli representative, and the German, and the Frenchman, and put together a
little coalition of delegations which would speak against this, and try and head it off. Well, it
came down to the third day to a vote on the subject, and it looked like they had the votes and we
didn't.

Operating without any instructions, but with Norbert's blessing, I went to see Mrs. Roosevelt
who was sitting in a panel of academics. I called her out of the meeting and we sat down on a
bench out in front of the meeting place. And I explained to her what was happening, and she
looked at me very coolly and said, "Well, what do you think we should do?" And I said, "Mrs.
Roosevelt, I have no right to ask you to do this, I have no authorization from the State
Department to do it, but if you agree with me that this would be a setback for the United States,
and would damage the United Nations and its reputation in the United States, particularly at this
tense time in the United States where the extremists are denouncing the UN as being a bunch of
communists anyhow, I would like to suggest that if you would proceed down to the General
Assembly meeting place, and ask for the floor. Out of deference to you personally, they would
give you the microphone." She said, "I see that and I agree, and what do you think I should say?"
So I'said, "I'm just a junior Foreign Service officer here, but if I were you, you might want to
consider the following because I think you might be able to move these delegations to support
you. I have already lined up the Thai delegation." The deputy Foreign Minister was a good friend
of mine, as well as the Belgians and the Israelis, and several others to lead an effort to bring
about an amendment which would strike this proposal to make the Red Chinese members. "But it
would take a catalyst like your personal intervention." And she looked at me and said, "Young
man, take my arm."



At this point it was 1955, Eleanor Roosevelt had to be 75 years old, very heavy set, and she was
feeling the heat. I took her arm and we carefully wended our way down the stairs, and Mrs.
Roosevelt worked her way toward the front, and waved to the podium and said, "I wonder if
might have a word?" And the chairman immediately lit up and began...of course. At this point all
the men who were engineering the effort to bring the Red Chinese in realized what might be
happening, and they were scurrying around trying to persuade him not to let Eleanor Roosevelt
speak. Well, there wasn't any way that they were going to say no to Eleanor Roosevelt. She kept
right on walking toward the podium. She was such a dominating figure in the United Nation's
culture that of course she got the microphone, and she gave a hell of a barn-burning speech. She
denounced the Chinese for continuing to remain in a state of war with the United Nations, and
rejected as ridiculous any suggestion that the World Federation of the United Nations
associations should accept them into their membership. At which point the Thai representative
stood up, followed by the Israeli and the Belgian and the German, to support Mrs. Roosevelt.
And finally the American delegation leader (it was some producer from Hollywood), stood up
and said, "Yeah, we agree, we agree."

Anyhow the Red Chinese initiative was killed. It was a great tribute to Eleanor Roosevelt. |
cherish the photograph I have of her with me at that time. She was a great American, and a great
political figure. That was a very exciting thing to experience, and I got a nice commendation
from the Department for ignoring my instructions, and a big pat on the back from Norbert which
I also cherish because I continue to feel that Norbert Anschutz was a truly great Foreign Service
officer.

When we first moved into our house, fresh from Germany, it was a house built up on stilts, a lot
of water around. With our Airedale patrolling the fence of the enclosure, he quickly stirred up
what turned out to be two cobras. It was a very interesting experience, and he barked and
fortunately he backed away so they weren't able to strike him, but they were trying to strike him.
And because he made such a big racket, the snakes all left. He became the de-snaking
instrument. Thereafter, we were known as the house of the big dog. They had never seen a wooly
dog because all the dogs in that part of the world are short-haired, and here's this big wooly
Airedale.

The other thing with that Airedale that was fun was that he had to be trimmed all the time to keep
him from being terribly uncomfortable in the heat. The only place I found where we could have
this done was the Thai army cavalry veterinarian. I would take him over there to the stables and
with two sergeants we'd take these big clippers out which were used to trim horses, and give him
a haircut, and that was kind of fun. I developed a special friendship with a very unusual group of
people.

The political situation in Bangkok was very interesting. Phibul Songgram was the Prime
Minister. He'd been a general, and seized power in a coup where he replaced an admiral who had
also come to power as a result of a coup. He was a very small, delicate man, very pleasant. He
was Prime Minister and remained Prime Minister only because the two real power centers, the
police and the army, found him mutually acceptable. They were determined that the other one
wouldn't get power, so Phibul was propped up by competing political forces. They weren't



political competitors in the sense one was liberal and one was conservative. Neither one of them
was particularly soft on communism, or tough on communism. They were businessmen, and
somewhat like today's Mafia. CIA was very heavily involved with the director of the police,
General Phao, who among other things ran the opium business. And our army unit, the military
assistance group, which was very large, and was providing equipment and training for the Thai
military, again going back to the days of Wild Bill Donovan trying to create an effective army to
contain Chinese aggression, was headed by General Sarit. Now Sarit's power came from his
control of the whore houses, the pork business, and the liquor business. So they each had their
economic bases, and each had a lot of bodyguards, and they each had -- thanks to CIA -- their
own air force, navy, etc. They were two competing military forces. Both, in my judgment, were
milking the United States for all the assistance that they could get, competing with one another,
but supporting Phibul in the middle. On balance, this wasn't too bad for the United States
because the Thai were extremely cooperative with us in the United Nations. They played along
with our anti-Chinese policy, although in fact they maintained their own channels to Beijing.
And they kept a very strong public association with Taiwan. They hosted SEATO. SEATO
headquarters was established there. And they did basically what the Thai have been doing for
centuries. They collaborated with whomever they had to collaborate with to remain independent.
Thai means Land of the Free, and even though they were nominally occupied by the Japanese,
they maintained their own government, and they played along with the Japanese while at the
same time they played along with the OSS, and the Jim Thompsons from the U.S. They were
very clever that way, but it was very interesting for a western oriented Foreign Service officer to
see the subtlety, and the Byzantine nature of politics and power in Thailand.

I had, among other things, responsibility for the Thai-Malay border area in terms of the political
section's coverage of it. So I traveled down to the Thai-Malay border and rode in helicopters
along the border with the CIA-trained border police who were trying to prevent the communist
terrorists in Malaya from coming across.

Q: This is the time of the confrontation.

JENKINS: That's right. I had good relations with the British officers who were assigned to the
Malay border police units, and we developed cooperation between the Thai and the Malay along
the border for which CIA deserves a lot of credit, and I made a small contribution. It was
interesting because there was shooting going on down there -- I should have gotten combat pay.
But I enjoyed it, I learned a lot, and saw a lot.

Another "hot area," of course, was Vietnam. With my wife -- not with the children -- we drove in
our convertible Ford to Saigon and stayed with friends there. We stopped at Phnom Penh, went
to Angkor Wat and saw the ruins. At that time Diem was running south Vietnam, and it was
taking off economically. It was very successful. It was peaceful in the countryside. I think
Diem's success, and the dramatic success of the private sector business economy that was
organized there, drove the Viet Minh in the north to launch the attack because they clearly were
losing the economic contest. They saw that the tide of history was running against them, and they
had to intervene to reverse that. So not long after we left real shooting broke out, etc. There was
intense, dramatic political back-and-forth going on in Saigon in the embassy and we had a large
delegation there already.



"Lightning Joe" Collins, the World War II general, was made ambassador to Saigon by General
Eisenhower. We had a number of people there, subsequently Henry Cabot Lodge, who made
very serious misjudgments, and contributed to the eventual morass into which we slipped, and
one of the great disasters in our history -- our participation in the Vietnam war.

Collins did understand the importance of maintaining a clear wall between permitting American
forces to engage in combat as opposed to have them just there as training forces. He deserves
great credit for that. Cabot Lodge on the other hand was there when, particularly in the Kennedy
years subsequently when Bobby Kennedy, with McNamara's active support, engaged in policies
which led us into combat, and eventually led to our defeat, and I think history is going to be very
harsh with them for the arrogance which they displayed in dealing with Vietnam.

Q: What were you getting from the officers at the embassy in Saigon?

JENKINS: I had several friends in our embassy in Saigon. The embassy was split. The main
thrust -- Donald Heath was the ambassador initially before Collins, and he had been a very pro-
Paris Point of view. Anything we needed to do to keep the French in NATO, we should do, and
if ignoring the Vietnamese and talking only through the French to Vietnamese is necessary, that's
what we should do. The DCM was a terrific FSO named Ed Gullion, who subsequently went on
to become an ambassador in his own right. Ed was for pushing very hard for our getting directly
engaged with Vietnamese nationalists, including the Viet Minh who many specialists believed
were up on the fence at that time. They wanted very much to have a relationship with the United
States. I think history has proven that they were not in China's pocket, that they were
independent-minded and that we did not have to have a situation where the Vietnamese
independence movement would be taken over by the communists. Ho Chi Minh would not
necessarily have been hostile to the best interests of the United States. Gullion had figured all
that out. With him was the head of CIA and the A.L.D. director, Heath, and Bill Leonhart, who
went on to be ambassador to Yugoslavia, were opposed to any independent action. He and Heath
dominated the process obviously, and they had the rank. However, the minute Heath would go
away on vacation, or left to go home, Gullion started firing off policy telegrams questioning the
wisdom of where we were headed. He never did succeed in changing the policy. A very
interesting novel was written about this called Forest of Tigers by Robert Shaplen. It's a
novelization of this dispute within the embassy. It's well done, a real little gem, and for anybody
interested in the history of our engagement in Vietnam, I would highly recommend it.

I found the whole time in Bangkok very educational. I did suffer personally in the sense that I
had typhoid fever. And I had obviously gotten it from traveling up country. I did a good deal of
upcountry traveling. We were engaged in an anti-communist program called the democratization
drive. We would go out with our Thai local employees in Jeeps, and take pictures of the King
and the U.S. constitution. It was a fairly simplistic -- and I think the Thai were all somewhat
bemused by our actions, although they were very hospitable and they always enjoyed parties, etc.
So I ' had a lot of dinners with governors which is always quite interesting, chicken was sort of the
up-market thing to be eating, so they'd always have some chicken and rice, and so on, and we'd
drink a lot of rice wine. They were very taken with refrigerators, and German beer. So the
governor would typically have in his living room a Westinghouse refrigerator full of German



beer or Carlsburg, which they called Catchyburg. After dinner we'd all drink cognac. That was
another big favorite of theirs, the French influence was very significant in that sense. Cognac
was very popular. We'd be sitting around having cognac and in would come four or five Chinese
dancing girls, and the tradition was that after a few dances and more cognac, that we were
supposed to go off to a bedroom with our Chinese girl. That was part of the dinner, "the dessert."
Of course, I was always able to wiggle out of that, but it wasn't easy, it took some diplomacy. I
was either sick...I came up with all kinds of excuses. It became a great joke, and my wife, "C"
used to tease me about whether I was enjoying "dessert."

Typhoid was no joke -- I damned near died and went down to 120 pounds before they finally
diagnosed it properly. There were a couple of good Harvard-trained Thai doctors there and they
stumbled onto it looking for Dengue fever. Once they did that, there was a new drug called
Chloromycetin, and within 24 hours it broke the fever. Then I had four months of recovery. It
was a tough time for me. I arrived home weighing about 125, and that also colored my
experience.

Thailand was a charming country. In those days they had not paved over all the klongs or
waterways. | gather it's pretty well destroyed its cultural identity today. The after-effects of the
Vietnam war where Bangkok became the rest and recreation center for tens of thousands of
American troops were severe. But the Royal Bangkok Sports Club remains a happy memory in
my mind, very plush, very attractive, a race course, tennis courts, golf course, set up very much
in the British tradition, linen-jacketed waiters, bare foot, and brass buttons. It was a neat place to
be and a lot of fun. Playing golf was quite unique. We had a caddy carry the bag, and then we
had a so-called klong caddy. Half the time you were going in the water because the golf course
was laced with these canals, and the place was full of snakes. And their job was to kill the
snakes, make sure you could address the ball without stepping on a cobra. You come out of
Germany after five years, and it's a whole new experience. So that was kind of fun, and it was a
happy assignment all-in-all.

Q. Going back to the SEATO time. You were there at the creation, you were part of the
apparatchiks who were putting this thing together. What was your initial, and particularly the
young and maybe some of the older people, but the people who had to put this thing together the
politicians, who said this is what its going to be, about Pakistan. Because there's been a lot of
debate about, all of a sudden Pakistan got roped into it. It was supposed to be the bridge, but
Pakistan...

JENKINS: We wanted India to be a member but they refused to participate because they were a
leader of the neutral Bandung group. They were instrumental in pushing the Chinese for
membership, for example. The Paks came in because they were responsive to us and it was
something that would set them apart from India. It was a way of getting close to the U.S. on a
military to military basis. Pakistan was a military-run country. Burma didn't come in for
example. Burma was with India on this. But Pakistan provided more muscle than anybody to
SEATO; so far as SEATO had any substance, I would say it was the Pakistanis who provided it.
Obviously the British, Australians, and Americans did, but for an Asian ingredient, even though
they were south Asian, not southeast Asian, their officers were splendid, Sandhurst graduates,
and splendid men. We really enjoyed them a lot, and they did a hell of a job.



We had one operation in Bangkok to sort of kickoff SEATQ's existence, called Operation Firm
Link. Firm Link included an airdrop and a naval landing combined exercise to demonstrate
SEATO's ability to inject force onto the Asian mainland if needed. We had 5,000 paratroopers
come from the Philippines. The Pakistanis had a couple of airborne battalions. We had jets that
swooped low, and the navy came in, the New Zealand navy came, and the Australians had some
troops with their wonderful bush hats, etc., and all these guys landed at the airport where there's
a huge flat field which went on for miles, without accident, very effective operation. We had big
parades through Bangkok and a lot of press coverage, etc. It was fun. But when we thought about
how we were trying to impress the Chinese with their millions of men, it was kind of thin, not
substance. We did the best we could. We had doubts as to whether it was going to have any
impact. Certainly the Thai were heartened by it, it reinforced their commitment to stay with the
West. The Pakistanis were trying desperately to stay with the West anyway they could. The
Malays were very good. We had Cambodian and Vietnamese association with SEATO, although
they weren't active participants, they sent a lot of observers. And I think Dulles was happy with
that. Given the interpretation of the world at that time, it was a pretty reasonable and effective
thing to do. Whether that interpretation was real is unclear.

Q: Were you and the people at the embassy concerned about the possibility of a confrontation, a
Chinese uprising in Thailand at that time?

JENKINS: No. It's odd. I think that's true throughout southeast Asia, although the Chinese
controlled business, and much of the finance of that part of the world, they never seemed to try to
get control of politics. If the Mainland Chinese had invaded, obviously, these Chinese would
have collaborated with them to a large extent. A Hong Kong-like takeover was always a
possibility, and we were always concerned that the Thai not feel that time was on the Chinese
side because they would start to adapt in advance. We used to say that political reed watching is
the order of the day. If the wind is blowing in a certain direction, they'll be there. We tried to
maintain a prevailing breeze in our direction, and to some degree we succeeded with things like
Firm Link, the SEATO operation. There was a lot of anti-Chinese sentiment, like anti-Semitism
in this country. Historically the Thai would complain socially and privately to you that the
Chinese control all the money, but they didn't hesitate to collaborate, to accept directorships, go
on the board, marry Chinese, to get their hands on the money. Not very noble, but very realistic
in a sense. The Thai have always felt that they were a small country, that they were impotent, but
very clever, and they were going to survive through being clever. They dealt with the Chinese
the same way. Not long after I left, in Indonesia after the overthrow of Sukarno, Suharto came to
power and under him they slaughtered about 800,000 Chinese. That figure may be inflated but I
think those were the numbers used.

Q. Nobody knows. This is in '65.

JENKINS: That never happened in Thailand, and it never will. The Thai were political warriors.
They dealt with Pol Pot, for example, in Cambodia. They do business with people, and they draw
you into a relationship. That's their way of resistance. And who's to argue with it? Its worked for
them.



Q: You left Thailand when?
JENKINS: 1956.

Q: When you left there, whither Thailand? What was your impression when you went. I mean
we're really still at the height of the Cold War. China is a great menace, and all that.

JENKINS: Oh yes, very much so.
Q: What did you think?

JENKINS: Well, I thought on leaving, that we had made progress, that we'd supported the Thai.
The Thai were desperate to maintain their independence, recognized that we were available, and
that we were probably reliable. What was clear by 1956 is that things were coming unraveled in
Indochina, gradually but clearly. That was distressing. And in Saigon, for example, half the city
was Chinese and they were all working with the Mainland. What we didn't appreciate, and I don't
think any American analyst did, except true experts who were too junior to have any impact on
policy, was that the Vietnamese hated the Chinese and vice versa. It didn't matter whether they
were communists or anti- communists, we were dealing with a national attitude and mentality.
And I think that was true in Thailand, true in Burma. It's true throughout Southeast Asia, and it's
logical. It shouldn't have been too hard for Americans to figure out that nationalism was driving
politics. For ideological reasons Dulles was really miscast in this whole picture. "Wild Bill"
Donovan was very naughty, and I think we missed the opportunity, not only to undercut
communist influence in southeast Asia by dealing with and exploiting the nationalist thrust, but
ignoring the fact that within China itself nationalism was a key element. I think the China
language officers who were literally driven from the Service, were heroes, they were right, and
they had the courage to say it, and they paid a terrible price. And I'll never forgive Eisenhower as
President for caving in to the Joe McCarthys of the world who were dominating our domestic
policy. He certainly was a great leader in World War II, but not as a President. I found much
about Eisenhower that I find about Clinton, reed watching, compromising, bending to the
pressures, no clear agenda. Dulles, to his credit, had an agenda. It happened to be wrong, his
picture of the enemy was wrong. He saw the Soviets as six feet tall, and us as 5'4", and it was
exactly the opposite in the real world and history will show that, will confirm that. I felt that
Thailand was on a pretty good track, and I left feeling that things were going to move ahead. In
fact, as you look at it, Thailand has not really suffered a serious reversal. Even the loss of
Vietnam didn't really damage the Thai. They are remarkable survivors. They made a lot of
money out of the Vietnam war, they got a lot of commitments out of us. Their military got a lot
of equipment, they got a lot of jobs, they paved a lot of roads, a lot of whore houses made a lot of
money. And the net result of the whole thing was Vietnam was destroyed, decimated. We created
a tremendous domestic crises in our own country, but nobody ever laid a glove on the Thai.

After these two eventful and, in retrospect, historic years in Bangkok, we returned home to
Washington via Lake Bluff, Illinois, where we spent our home leave (2 months). "C's" parents
lived there. Home leave is meant to be a time of regeneration and it was -- especially for me
returning at 125 1bs. after typhoid fever. C's family were marvelous, supportive people and loved

their grandchildren. There was a cold-shower impact on us, however, to feel the palpable



suspicion among C's school friends and their families towards the State Department and us -- a
sour left-over from Senator McCarthy's empty but scurrilous attacks on the Department.

While there we learned that we had been selected for Russian area language study -- 9 months of
intensive (8 hours a day, everyday) language training at the Foreign Service Institute and then,
two semesters at Harvard's Russian Institute. The language training was very wearing -- a small
room with no windows, four other "students" and a native Russian speaker.

While the language program was tough, it was really effective. The State Department language
program is under-appreciated by the general public, but in my experience and diplomatic service
around the world, our embassy officers are clearly better prepared to deal with native languages
at the post where they serve than any other Embassies. The language program assumes no
intelligence on the part of the student and uses a system which teaches language by sound, as a
young child learns to speak.

After this intense interlude, we decamped for a fascinating two semesters at Harvard. I had long
been awed by Harvard's reputation. As time went on, I found at Notre Dame and George
Washington and in competition with Ivy League graduates, that Bowling Green had not really
disadvantaged me. However, Harvard is truly something special. I was even more awestruck
after coming to know Harvard than before I got there. I had the great opportunity to study with
men like Marshall Shulman, who had been Dean Acheson's special assistant in the Department
when [ first started in 1950 and returned to be President Carter's principal advisor on Soviet
affairs. Marshall was a fascinating and wonderful man and I learned a great deal from him. I also
had two semesters with Zbig Brzezinski and Richard Pipes, both of whom became National
Security Council Advisors; William Langer, one of the premiere historians in the United States,
who taught a magnificent two-semester course on the history of the Ottoman empire, which of
course was central to Russian history; and the very impressive Dean of professors on the Soviet
economy, Abe Bergsten. On those occasions when we had a spare moment, we also were
encouraged to host informal dinner parties at the alumni club where for example, we spent an
evening with Henry Kissinger. All in all, our group of four Russian language students had a
fascinating and very productive academic year at Harvard.

I must add that for my wife, it was slightly less than fascinating! With no help, a third-floor
walk-up apartment on campus, my wife spent the long days coping with two in diapers and one
in nursery school. A Siberia-like experience for which she felt compensated when we landed at
our next post in Berlin.

MAX WALDO BISHOP
Ambassador
Thailand (1955-1958)

Ambassador Max Waldo Bishop was born in Gravette, Arkansas in 1908 and
raised in Kansas and lowa. He received a Ph. B. from the University of Chicago
in 1932. Ambassador Bishop entered the Foreign Service in 1935 and served in



Japan, Ceylon, Saudi Arabia, Thailand, and Washington, DC. This interview was
conducted by Thomas Conlon in 1993.

Q: How did it come about that you were assigned to Thailand? Had you had a special interest in
that country?

BISHOP: No. John Peurifoy, then Ambassador to Thailand, was killed in an automobile
accident. There was a vacancy to be filled in an important post. Under Secretary of State, Herbert
Hoover, Jr., arranged for me to be sent to Bangkok. He was my boss in the Department when I
was Operations Coordinator.

Q: How did you find Thailand at the time, in early 19567

BISHOP: We loved it. Well, you know the house and the beautiful grounds around the
ambassador's residence. Our two older girls were just barely of school age.

Q: SEATO [Southeast Asian Treaty Organization] had been established, as I recall, at the
Manila Conference in September, 1954, following the end of the French War in Indochina.
SEATO was getting organized, and it had been decided that Bangkok would be the headquarters
of the secretariat. Did SEATO occupy much of your attention?

BISHOP: Oh, yes. As a matter of fact, I had worked on the establishment of SEATO with
Herbert Hoover when I was with the OCB.

Q: When you went to Thailand, did we have consulates there -- in Chiang Mai, for example?
BISHOP: Yes, and we had a consulate in Songkhla, in southern Thailand.

Q: In terms of U. S. relations with Thailand, the country had a traditional policy of neutrality, of
not getting very much involved with other countries. I always felt that its membership in SEATO
marked a break with a long established pattern.

BISHOP: Yes, there's no question of that. You see, Pibul Songgram was the prime minister and,
I guess, benevolent dictator, of Thailand. He brought Thailand into SEATO, but he was disliked
by the royal family and a few political figures, such as Pridi [Pridi Panomyong, a former Thai
prime minister].

Q: So you served in Thailand for about four years, from 1955 to 1958. You said earlier that you
had decided to retire at about age 50.

BISHOP: Yes. I reached 50 in late 1958. I was 53 when I actually retired in October, 1961.
When I returned from Bangkok in 1958, I was assigned as Political Adviser to the President of
the Naval War College in Newport, Rhode Island, where I served until 1961. I stayed on longer
than I anticipated, although I really didn't have much work to do. The Naval War College has
one of the finest libraries. I lectured to the students on foreign policy and the objectives of
national policy.



JACK LYDMAN
Foreign Service Officer, Southeast Asia Treaty Organization
Bangkok (1955-1958)

Ambassador Jack Lydman was born in New York in 1914. He received a
bachelor's degree from Bard College in 1936 and joined the U.S. Army
Intelligence Corps in 1940. He joined the Foreign Service in 1955. His career
included positions in Indonesia, Australia, and Malaysia. Ambassador Lydman
was interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy on April 27, 1988.

Q: Your first assignment was in 1958 as Consul to Surabaya, Principal Officer there?

LYDMAN: No, that wasn't--my first assignment, in 1955 I was seconded as a Foreign Service
Officer to the staff of the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization in Bangkok.

0: SEATO?

LYDMAN: SEATO. A creation out of thin air by John Foster Dulles, in line with this grand goal
to create alliance structures in which we would participate but which would call forth the
independent efforts of countries that were weak economically, vulnerable politically to
independent pressures as well as to instability in their own structures and systems. His whole
effort was to engage these countries in international efforts that had a goal of regional as well as
their own security and that encouraged friendly alliances and relationships with Western
countries. Previously colonialist countries sustained an adversarial image and adversarial
relationships with most of the Southeast Asian countries. Dulles had courage and vision in
putting together the SEATO organization. What was this quite outrageous collection of countries
supposed to do together for their mutual security? You had Britain, France, Australia, New
Zealand, the United States. I was sent out to SEATO to be the Deputy in a division that was to be
the research and intelligence arm of the SEATO organization. I was not to run the division, the
head of it was a Pakistani and an old Indian civil servant type. He was from Assam and a poet in
Persian among other things, a delightful Pakistani gentleman of about 60 years, and
cosmopolitan. When we first met, he said, "Jack, I expect you to do all the work and run this
thing." Then he said, "All I want you to do, if you will, is to bring in the minute every morning
at, shall we say 10:00 AM? I'd like to see the minute daily and I will initial it."

Q: The minute was what we would more likely call the agenda of the day?

LYDMAN: The agenda, that's right. Any problems, etc., were in the minute. A sort of loose-leaf
folder in columns. That's the way he was used to do ding business in the Indian Civil Service. He
would sign the Minute very solemnly, say, "Thank you very much, Jack", and then go off and
play golf. A delightful man. I liked him a great deal.



But anyway, I started with a three-week old copy of the New York Times. That was my resource
when I arrived. But in about three weeks I accumulated a staff of about 35 people, completely
mixed by countries of origin. I got a deputy who was an Australian and very bright. We had our
pick of lovely Thai girls as secretaries and clerks and within I guess two months we were putting
out a daily intelligence bulletin, which was really not too bad. It was based for the most part on
public sources and some on lowly classified information. I got a stream of stuff not only from the
United States but from Australia, the U.K. and France. We had a good little thing there, teaching
young Thai and Filipinos officers how to analyze, what was important, why it was important,
how to select subjects, and finally what to bring to the attention of people responsible for policy
and operations.

I spent two and a half years there and enjoyed every minute of it. It was a unique introduction to
the psychology of people who were eager in many ways to pattern themselves and their actions
on Western models. Most of my staff were career army or police officers. They had been placed
in their assignments to learn and to transmit what they were learning to their services. What
became clear as time went on, was their realization that not all of the answers were the privilege
of people in the West. They began to see where things were faulty in the analyses of the West
and that they had just as good basis to judge problems as anybody else. I look back at that period
as a kind of microcosm of the awakening of Southeast Asians to their own worth.

Another thing that was interesting at SEATO was to observe the cynicism of some of the
Westerners. Their colonial lives had ended and they were going along for the ride, for European
purposes, essentially, Atlantic Alliance purposes, or for probing commercial advantage in future.
For them to focus on regional security was not very successful. But the facade was maintained
for a good many years, as you know.

VICTOR L. STIER
Editor-Writer, USIS
Bangkok (1955-1960)

Victor L. Stier was born in Michigan in 1919 and raised in California. As a
Foreign Service officer, Mr. Stier served in Thailand, Greece, Ceylon (Sri Lanka),
Finland, The Netherlands, and Washington, DC. The interview was conducted by
Lewis Schmidt in 1990.

Q: What year was that?

STIER: That was 1955, June when I arrived in Washington. I'd just finished ten years at the
Tribune. In Washington they gave me an eight weeks orientation course which I thought was
quite good. They used a lost of State and other foreign service-related personnel in and around
Washington including academics. The course was quite comprehensive.

Our first assignment was Bangkok. By that time Audine and I had three kids who were, I guess,
11, 10 and 8, something like that, all boys. We flew out to Bangkok in September. I think we got



there in the middle of the month, maybe a little earlier. We found a house and settled in. My first
PAO was Jack Pickering, who was a marvelous fellow to work with and for. He had been a
Chicago newsman and later went over to Paris and worked on the Paris Herald. Jack was
something, his sobriquet was The Growler. It's funny, I had already read about Jack Pickering
and had forgotten it. He was in Eliot Paul's "The Last Time I Saw Paris" which was a splendid
little book about the last days in Paris before World War II, right at the beginning of it. There's a
great story in the book about the people who lived on the Rue Hyacinthe in Paris, including Jack,
who decided to have a street party. It's a little cul de sac. Everybody was very peeved with Jack
because he was terribly late as was often the case. Finally, however, Paul wrote -- there marched
down the street in reasonable sobriety the Old Growler lugging over his shoulder the biggest fish
any of them had ever seen. Jack was something, and a wonderful human being.

My first job in USIS Bangkok was entitled Editor-Writer, which included writing stories for
Agency and other publications, pamphlets, scripts, all as a part of the PIP program started by Bill
Donavan. Psychological Indoctrination Program, is what PIP stood for, and was modeled in part
on U.S. Army programs. It was intended to convince the Thais that communism was a serious
threat to them. I don't think it was effective, but it was interesting, professionally. I confess to a
jaundiced view because of my difficulties with U.S. foreign policy in those days. John Foster
Dulles forever!

Q: At that time did you have a substantial insurgency in the field that you were combatting? Or
was it primarily a city-oriented program?

STIER: The program was in cities and the hinterland, but I doubt there was any real danger in
Thailand. The government was stable. The country was run by a professional Army general
named Pibul Songgram, and he ran the country very well. The real stability of the country was
the king, of course, whom all the Thais loved, Bhumiphal Aduljadet. They still do. The problem
was Thai military politics. Thailand was not any kind of a democracy. The policy chief of
Thailand was a police general named General Phao, and he was one of Pibul Songgram's rivals.
During our two tours there, we woke up one morning with tanks on the streets. It was an Army
coup d'etat headed by General Sarit Thanerat. He ousted Pibul Songgram, who fled to -- I've
forgotten where he went first. He ended up in Japan and ultimately in the United States. No,
there were not many communists in Thailand; a few, but not many. Do Buddhists make good
communists? There were more along the borders, of course, both in Burma and up north in the
triangle, and in Indochina, which was just beginning to stir following Dien Bien Phu, and the
Vietnam War was beginning. We used the PIP program in Thailand and in some other places.
Remember, we had all the printing done in one place?

Q: The Manila Service Center.

STIER: RSC Manila, that's right. Run at the time by a guy named Bill Bennett, another ex-
newsman. [ would go off into Laos, Cambodia and South Vietnam, as was, and pick up what I
could find for these pamphlet series I was writing and talks I would give. [ went to Laos a lot. At

any rate, [ was an editor. I was working for George Sayles, who was the Chief Information
Officer.



Q: The reason I asked this question was because later when I was there, almost 20 years later,
there was a substantial communist insurgency in Thailand. And I was wondering whether this
writing you were doing in this pamphlet series was aimed at people in the small towns and
villages? Or was it aimed at the large city populations, mainly Bangkok?

STIER: Actually, it was aimed at them all. Bangkok and little towns, regional cities, and centers.
All this was picked up and used later in Indochina also, but the main use of the materials that we
were turning out, we'd send them off and have them printed in Manila, was used in what was the
psywar program. The pamphlets, posters, even music would go off with teams of USIS officers,
State Department and I suspect CIA people and Thai military and lay people who were instructed
along very carefully-drawn programs to try to convince the head men of villages who would be
brought into these regional towns, government officials, business people, Buddhist monks and
general public to a lesser extent. We were trying to target the important shakers and movers
there.

Q: But you weren't actually going down to the village level with these programs. You were
bringing the chiefs into the towns and cities.

STIER: No, we did go to villages of a respectable size.

Anyway, frankly I never thought much of the psywar program. It was hard to convince the
ordinary Thai, and I don't mean just a peasant, I mean a fairly important educated Thai, of the
dangers of communism in Thailand, in those days. I can't speak about how it was after, when I'd
moved on. I think perhaps some of the military worried about communism, but the Thai, as you
know Lew from serving there, is a great political pragmatist. He doesn't like to worry anyway,
and his religion or his philosophy -- Buddhism -- seems to influence that kind of an attitude. I
didn't think the PIP program was very successful. I thought we were whistling at the wind. I still
think so.

Q: Another thing that I wondered, the rate of literacy in Thailand is not all that high. I suppose,
however, that the people with whom you were dealing in the towns were a pretty literate group.
But I didn't know whether the pamphlet program would be very effective with, say, the village
head men because I don't think many of them knew how to read.

STIER: That's an interesting question. I don't recall that coming up. I think mostly we aimed at
government employees like teachers who would read, police, military personnel, government
administrators, both regional and Bangkok-based, who traveled out there, health personnel and
the like. I don't think that was a problem. One thing we did do was we made a lot of films. There
was a big film program -- we had film officers on the post, a couple of very talented people, and
sometime we got others in on contract to produce films, with Thai soundtracks on them and we'd
show these pictures widely. Always there was an American accompanying the Thai employees.
So a lot of our pamphlets were very light on text and strong on pictures and captions. It was not
what you'd call a sophisticated program.

As I'said, I went up to Laos quite a bit. We used trips like that -- I wasn't the only one doing it --
rather extensively as program source material. For example, I would go up on what I later



learned were CIA financed DC-3s. I would accompany these and then write stories on what I'd
see. They would fly over hamlets and villages with Thai rice in big bags, double bags, so that
they could be dropped from the plane and not spill. We'd go into places where the Pathet Lao had
surrounded a government hamlet or village, most of which were on little elevations, little hills,
with the jungle all around them. We'd make a pass over these villages so the inhabitants could
show us where they wanted the rice dropped and we'd kick the rice bags out. It was interesting
that those villages, which were pretty harmless and insignificant, were being attacked. We could
see and hear the attack, even see the smoke from the weapons.

Q: But there really wasn't a substantial insurgency going on in Laos at that time.

STIER: That's right, but it was burgeoning.

Q: It hadn't yet become significant.

STIER: That's right, nor had it gotten to Thailand.

Q: Did we have a post in Laos at all at that time?

STIER: Oh sure. The first time [ went to Vientiane, Ted Tanen was the PAO and I slept in his
house on a couch. I don't remember why I couldn't find a hotel room then. I'm dwelling too long
on this, but that's how I started the Foreign Service. George Sayles finished his tour and I
succeeded him. I had, I think, five Americans working with me and more than 100 Thais. We
had a motion picture officer, a press officer, exhibits officer.

Q: Did you have a radio officer?

STIER: A radio officer, yes.

Q: Had a radio program?

STIER: Quite an extensive one.

Q. Now, let me ask you, in connection with the motion picture program and the radio program,
did you have production facilities right on the post for motion pictures, and did you have
production facilities for radio programs?

STIER: We had to the extent that we had in Radio, we had a sound room and equipment, yes.
For films we had, I think we had about four or five cameramen. We had a still camera staff,
Thais. But as information officer I spent most of my time from that point on either as press
officer or press officer adjunct, writing speeches for the ambassador, working with the press, a
more standard USIA press officer. That is, I was then not so closely associated with the psywar

program.

Q: Who was your ambassador at that time? Was it Max Waldo Bishop?



STIER: Max Waldo Bishop, yeah, yeah. He was a career foreign service officer who came to us
highly touted. He had been General MacArthur's drafting officer and was very favored by
MacArthur. Bishop came and was exaggeratedly anti-communist, so much so that I felt he had
trouble reading the situation in Southeast Asia, with great difficulty. He wasn't alone, of course. |
say this even though there was a Vietnam War which certainly gave us lots of reasons for
worrying about communism in that part of the world. Mrs. Bertie McCormick, the wife of the
publisher of the Chicago Tribune was not exactly a left winger, and Ambassador Bishop got into
a horrendous argument with her at a luncheon in Bangkok which made the press and the New
York Times and Time Magazine, in which he accused her of being soft on communism. Another
time he said some pretty strong things to the most important Thai editor, Khun Kukrit Pramoj,
who was the Editor of Siam Rath and the leading media person and intellectual in the country.
Khun Kukrit was terribly important because he was a nobleman, but he was also a man of great
influence in Thai society and in the Buddhist world, and as you know, in Thailand that's
important.

Q: He later became Prime Minister as I recall.
STIER: That's right.

Q: And I think it was Kukrit Pramoj who played the role of the Prime Minister in the Ugly
American film when it was filmed.

STIER: That's right.
Q: He was briefly again Prime Minister, I think, just after I left Thailand.
STIER: Yes.

Q: But he was back on Siam Rath most of the time I was there, and he was recognized as sort of
a senior intellectual in Thailand.

STIER: Yes, the Pramojs were an important family. His brother Khun Seni Pramoj, also had very
responsible government positions. He was an attorney. Khun Kukrit was the former husband of a
Thai employee, a lovely lady.

Q: I'm trying to think of her name now. She was still there when I lefft.

STIER: What was her name? Oh yes, Pakpring Janzen. Her nick- name was Puck. At any rate,
we had two full tours there. I was there five years. Two of our children were born there, a boy
and a girl. We all loved the country, loved the people, loved USIS Bangkok. We had a wonderful
old Southeast Asian home with a great big patio which would flood in the rainy season. There
were a lot of mosquitoes too. There was a big AID program to Thailand. I think we got along
very well with the Thais who were very nice to us, but I really think we were spinning our
wheels with the psywar program, and the dominoes thing, too. Well, the whole panoply and farce
-- I don't know, how does one look on Vietnam? I have many mixed feelings. I think what's
happened as a result of the communist attacks on the people of those three countries is



inexcusable. On the other hand, our foreign policy decisions then were also unbelievable.

One of the interesting things that happened to me in 1959 when the fighting in Laos was heavy
and the Plaine des Jars brought the world's press corps there, I was sent up -- I think it was '59 --
on temporary duty to handle the foreign press corps, and that was fun. Laos kept taking a
beating, as it has ever since -- along with the other two long-suffering countries.

We loved Thailand, loved the Thai people. It's a beautiful country. The war in Vietnam, in
Indochina, started to blow fiercer in those years, in '55-60. We left in January or February of
1960. You could smell it coming, and already we (in USIA) were in strong arguments about our
foreign policy and about our USIA policy. One thing which I -- perhaps this is more a
concluding remark, but I could return to it: I always thought that the role of the Agency
participating in the formulation of U.S. foreign policy was ignored, even repudiated by the
Department of State, by CIA, by DIA, the White House and the Congress, that is the entire U.S.
foreign affairs community. They never would give us the opportunity to contribute meaningfully
and we simply never had the clout to get our views heard. The pity is that what we had to offer
was significant, that it would make a difference. So many field messages and different kinds of
messages we in USIA would send back, not just from Thailand, from all over, about how our
audiences felt and how our policies could be sensibly and psychologically arranged to include
meaningful arguments and policy statements. A very wasteful state of affairs. At any rate, we left
Thailand in early 1960 and went to Athens where I was Information Officer for five years.

Q: Before we leave Thailand, who was the PAO at the time of your departure?
STIER: Oh, I should have mentioned, Dick McCarthy.
Q: Oh, yes.

STIER: Who was as good a PAO as I ever saw, a man of great humor, a fine writer, a charming
guy that I enjoyed very much working for and he taught me a lot. We became very good friends.

Q: You've mentioned when we were off tape that you thought Dick McCarthy was a great PAO
and a very fine person. Since Dick has had some of his problems in the service, I'd like you to say
a few words about what your estimation of him was and how you thought he conducted the
program.

STIER: Well, it was such fun working with Dick. He was open to any idea. He might nix it for a
good and substantive reason, but he listened. He was friendly to ideas, creative ideas and ideas
which were not congenial even to him, but he was interested in them. This made his entire staff
eager to contribute to our work; it wasn't all done at the top. He never stood upon his position as
PAO. He also stood up to the Embassy. Too many PAOs, as you know, are too submissive to the
Embassy, shockingly so I thought, ignoring the brief that the agency had from the Congress. Our
USIA director was appointed by the President and very few, not enough PAOs took that
individual mandate, but Dick McCarthy did.



ROBERT G. CLEVELAND
Economic Counselor
Bangkok (1956-1958)

Robert G. Cleveland was born in Washington, DC and received a bachelor’s
degree in 1932. He entered the Foreign Service in 1946. His career included
assignments in Bucharest, Paris, Sydney, Bangkok, and Belgrade. Mr. Cleveland
was interviewed by Horace G. Torbert in 1990.

Q: I remember the stories. What happened?

CLEVELAND: Soon after that, we left Sydney for home leave and eventual transfer to an
undetermined post. When I got to Washington, I was asked to take the job of Economic
Counselor in Bangkok. With many misgivings, I accepted the assignment. It looked like a
challenge, and it was certainly closer to the action than Australia.

Q: One thing about the Foreign Service is or was that you could count on having a change; but
this assignment looked rather menacing.

CLEVELAND: In those days, you were expected to accept an assignment without much
question. Also, in my case, there was a record of my having contested an earlier assignment, so I
felt I didn't have much choice. Nowadays, assignments seem much more negotiable.

Q: I agree. So you went on to Bangkok?

CLEVELAND: Yes. Despite my fears, Bangkok turned out to be a fascinating and demanding
job. Thailand was a key post in those days because of its strategic location, and strong anti-
communist orientation. The economic section had many functions beside routine reporting and
trade promotion, ECAFE and economic aid matters, for example. So we had quite a sizeable
staff. Aside from managing the section, my personal duties involved advising the ambassador on
economic and politico-economic matters. Contrary to my prior concern, [ had good relations
with the ambassador, but found his judgment rather questionable. He had very close, certainly
too close, relations with the then Prime Minister. When the latter requested something in the
economic aid area from the United States, the Ambassador would wire Washington
recommending it. These messages had little result, and I tried to persuade the Ambassador to let
things go through proper channels, namely the aid mission. It was part of my job to interface
with the aid mission.

Thailand has always been independent and sovereign. The citizens have none of the sense of
inferiority of some of the former colonial peoples. They revere their King, which seems to give a
sense of stability to the country. The military hold most of the power, and over the years, power
has changed hands through a series of bloodless coups. While we're on the subject, we had one
or two coups during my tour. The first one caused us a real problem. The Ambassador, as I said,
had been close to the Prime Minister, and did not permit the Embassy staff to make contact with
opposition groups. No civilian in the Embassy knew the new Prime Minister; fortunately,



however, our military attach¢ had maintained clandestine contact, so things worked out. It was a
good lesson in diplomacy. I should add that coups in Thailand have always been bloodless.
Being for the most part good Buddhists, they don't seem to believe in violence.

Q: Was that called the ICA mission?

CLEVELAND: Yes. The mission had a very big staff and a very ambitious program in many
fields. Because of the importance of Thailand to the United States, large dollar amounts had been
allocated to the program, especially for major projects.

Q: Infrastructure type things, roads?

CLEVELAND: Roads, dams, utilities, agriculture, education etc. The big programs went very
slowly because at the time Thailand didn't have the skills needed to carry them out. Also too
many Americans were used; this was expensive. We were learning that it would be much more
effective to concentrate on training and education. This would upgrade the capacity of the Thais
to absorb aid. So we moved from project aid to human resources development. This was more
than thirty years ago, and thanks to the Thais themselves plus our assistance, Thailand is now no
longer considered a less developed country.

The aid program for Thailand was plagued by a political problem. Each year, Washington would
announce the dollar level of aid for each country. The Thai Government would compare the level
allotted to Thailand with those allotted to other countries, and then tend to judge the state of
Thai-US relations on this basis. Both the Embassy and Washington took this attitude seriously,
with the result that much more aid was programmed than could be absorbed by the fairly
primitive economy. The backlog of unspent funds became enormous, and remained so over
many years.

The fifties was a learning period in the aid business, not only in Thailand, but in all other
underdeveloped countries. The Marshall Plan in Europe had been successful because the
European countries had the infrastructure and institutions capable of effectively utilizing aid. Our
early assumptions for the Truman Plan seemed to have been modeled on the Marshall Plan. We
thought that throwing money into massive projects would work. We were wrong, but we did
learn that economic development is a complex business, and perhaps a science.

Q: Regarding building human resources, how was that undertaken? Did we send experts to
Thailand, or did they send people for technical training?

CLEVELAND: Both. In fact, there was a huge program run by I. D. that persisted up until quite
recently. Institution building was the name of the game. I believe it was quite successful, to

judge by Thailand's present prosperous state.

Q: I'm not sure that all countries have learned what we know about the subject of economic
development.

CLEVELAND: I agree. We are doing better now, although we're doing much less. Thirty years



ago, we really didn't what we were doing.
Q: Going back to Thailand, wasn't there a change of Ambassadors while you were there?

CLEVELAND: Yes. U. Alexis Johnson arrived in early 1958. He was a breath of fresh air. He
was a great Ambassador. His superior judgment, leadership and organizing ability were
impressive. It didn't take him long to get a grip on the job, and his tenure during my short period
with him was one of the high points of my career.

Q: What would you say was the secret of his success?

CLEVELAND: Alex is and was a man of superior judgment; that is quality enough for a good
diplomat. His other assets included leadership, self-confidence and a way with people. He never
made one feel he was superior, and was always ready to listen. Thanks to his experience with
Korea, he had the special respect of the military. This was a great help in Thailand, where the
Thai military have a central role. He was very much respected by the U.S. generals in our
military aid mission.

Q: Was the MAAG primarily in the hardware business, or was there training also?

CLEVELAND: Training was a major component, and involved a lot of U.S. military trainers in
all branches. I should have said that the program had a heavy political content. Much of it was to
maintain good relations with the Thai military. They got a lot of goodies from us for being good
allies and providing the headquarters for SEATO. In the fifties, there appeared to be multiple
threats of Chinese communist origin - particularly through surrogates, including Vietnamese in
the Northeast and the insurgency in Malaya. Thus our military aid program was massive, and
included hardware, training and advice. Thus we had a very big MAAG with a lot of brass. Alex
kept them under control.

DOROTHY A EARDLEY
Clerk-Stenographer
Chiang Mai (1956-1958)

Mprs. Eardley was born in Wisconsin and raised in Wisconsin and Illinois. She
attended Rubican Business School before entering the State Department, where in
1951 she was assigned as Clerk-Stenographer at Djakarta, Indonesia. She
subsequently was posted to Berlin, Chiang Mai, Paris, Libreville, Colombo,
Ankara, Ottawa, Jeddah and Kigali. She also had temporary duty assignments in
Djibouti, Reunion, and Johannesburg. She retired in 1980. Mrs. Eardley was
interviewed by T. Frank Crigler in 2008.

Q: What on earth brought about your transfer to a remote place like Chiang Mai?

EARDLEY: God only knows!



Q: How did you learn about it?

EARDLEY: They sent a telegram transferring me. Home leave and transfer. So, I got ready and
went.

Q: Saluted and went.

EARDLEY: I always went wherever they told me, so if I didn’t like a place I could gripe about
it. The only place they had trouble placing me was the last assignment. Do you want to hear
about that now?

Q: No, I think it would be better to go step by step, don’t you?
EARDLEY: Okay, let’s go to Chiang Mai.

I knew it was as one-man post, because I was told that. I didn’t know how many other agencies
were up there - CIA, AID, military, and . . . I don’t know what that outfit was called. It was
training Thai police. Then there was JUSMAT (U.S. Military Assistance to Thailand [?]), our
military (I think they were Americans).

I lived in a house out on a country road. A big yard with fruit trees in it. Behind it, there was a
kitchen, housing for a houseboy or cook girl, whatever, and there was a next-door neighbor, with
sort of an alley that separated our two places. I didn’t know who or what it was, but I often heard
screaming over there, couldn’t figure out what it was. One night, I drove in and my windshield
was splattered. Something had hit it as I came in as I drove into my driveway. And I went right
to the police, who were a couple of roads behind me. I learned a lot. They told me I lived on the
opium trail from China! That house next door was a house of ill-repute, and the man who lived
there was a police officer. He had all these girls locked up in the house. I mean, his girls.

Q: Nice neighborhood.

EARDLEY: Well, I knew enough Thai at that point. I learned Thai phonetically. I can neither
read nor write Thai. I said something to the police when I was at the police station about opium.
Thin [phon.] was the word for opium. And I said, “I think I live on the thin trail.” “Well,” they
said, “you’re right.” They were shocked, though, about the screams from next door. That was
one of their men who was living there with these women. It was funny.

Q: Yeah, I guess so. Tell me about your principal officer, your single officer. Who was the
Consul?

EARDLEY: Karl Sommerlatte. He was PNG’d (expelled, persona non grata) out of Moscow.
They should have sent him to Paris where he’d get lost in that big embassy. Instead they sent him
to a one-man post where he stood out like a sore thumb. He was supposed to be up there in a
“walking” position. That’s walk here, walk all over the countryside. It was a listening post.
(Maybe I’'m not supposed to say that. Maybe that’s classified.) But anyway, they should never



have sent him there. For the dispatches that they were supposed to send back to Washington, he
simply copied the British consul general’s walking tour reports to his government, but he had me
change the spelling to American spelling. We put it on our forms, sent ‘em in. I thought it was a
crock! But I wouldn’t report him, the dumb stoop.

Q: He didn’t do any of his own reporting?
EARDLEY: Nope, he wasn’t about to get his feet dirty.

He had a wife, Jane. They didn’t get along very well. She was over on the consulate porch every
morning when I arrived, crying her eyes out. She hated the post, and I guess she didn’t care
much for him anymore either. They had a little boy, I’ve forgotten his name. He was a
sweetheart. I felt sorry for him.

Q: Was he there for the whole time of your tour?

EARDLEY: Oh, yes. Two and a half years I spent there. I liked it. I liked the people and learning
their language — it was tough. It’s a five-tonal language, and as you can tell, ’'m a monotone. |
needed singing lessons.

Q: Did you teach this to yourself, or were there teachers?

EARDLEY: No, the number one local (employee) in our consulate, it was his wife. They had ten
children. She was a nice lady. She taught me phonetically. That’s pretty tough with a five-tonal
language, but I learned it. And strangely enough, I didn’t think I learned that much, but my
farewell speech when I left the post was in Thai. And when I went back about ten years later to
visit, it came back. The speech came back! The first place I visited was the market, because I did
my own marketing, got up at five in the morning when they butchered meat. Bought my meat.
All meat was just fifteen bhat a kilo. And it was all cut into squares, so I didn’t recognize the
cuts. The only thing I could recognize was a very expensive cut. What do they make filet mignon
out of?

Q: Beef tenderloin?

EARDLEY: Okay, I bought the whole one each time I went. And I was acquainted with all of the
vegetable sellers also. When I left Chiang Mai (I left on a Sunday morning, there were only
about two planes a week), I went to the market to tell them goodbye. I passed the first little stall.
That news traveled all over the shop, all over that market, and they were all crying. “Mem
[phon.] is leaving! Mem is leaving!” It was priceless. [ was loved!

Carl Sommerlatte was not the nicest person on earth. Every year, you could just about pinpoint
the date, the floods came. And when it flooded, the whole compound where the consulate was
located was flooded. He didn’t tell me about that damn flood. I drove down as far as I could
toward the consulate. And there at the gate was our number one local employee. Pancho /7] was
his name. I guess he was waiting for me. He knew I couldn’t get in there. But he had his bicycle,
and he had me hang onto the handlebar of his bike while he led me inside, through all that



washed-out garbage. They had open latrines. I threw my skirt over my shoulder (in those days
we all still wore skirts) and Pancho led me in there through that mess.

Q: On foot?

EARDLEY: Yep. That dumb Carl Sommerlatte! And I’m thinking, “How could anyone be so
stupid?” Well, he never became an ambassador, I’1l tell you that.

Q: Did his wife survive the two and a half years?

EARDLEY: Barely. They were divorced after that. He married some older woman, I don’t know
who. I don’t know how that turned out.

Q: Tell me more about Chiang Mai. What about the other personnel in the consulate. Did you
have much to do with anyone else?

EARDLEY: Yeah, the head of JUSMAT (Joint U.S. Military Assistance Team). I think his name
was Major Shawfelt. He came over to my house every night and had drinks with me. I liked him.
I didn’t care for the sergeants he had though (I think there were two of them), so I didn’t have
them over. Anyway, I liked that organization. They were training the police. The Shawfelts lived
down the road apiece from me. They had a little girl, sweetest thing, Melissa was her name. We
had a cultural affairs officer, too, and a little library that was also on the compound.

Q. How did you think the police training team got along with the Thais? Was it a good
relationship?

EARDLEY: I don’t know. When I entertained, they would all come to my house. One thing I
should tell you: the Thai colonel who was governor of the province where Chiang Mai was
located had studied Gregg shorthand in the United States. He was fascinated when he learned
that Gregg was what I used. He gave me his books, and he asked me if I would teach the Thais
shorthand. I could neither read nor write Thai, so I taught them in English. But the Thais have
marvelous memories, and that’s what it takes in shorthand. We have a lot of brief forms which
you had to memorize, and in the colonel’s day (I think he was in the United States in about 1927)
they had had to learn a lot more word forms than I did twenty-five or fifty years later.

Q: It’s hard to imagine what he used his Gregg shorthand for.

EARDLEY: I don’t know. What did these ‘children’ he brought in for lessons use it for? He
brought in seven. I think they were all men except one. They were all bank employees. But they
didn’t know English, and that’s what I dictated to them.

Q: So they could write English in shorthand.

EARDLEY: But they had terrific memories. The brief forms, they memorized all of them. Do
you know that in six months they took sixty words a minute? Not in their language?



Q: That blows my mind.

EARDLEY: It blows mine too. I don’t know how they did it! Anyway, that’s all I can think of
about Chiang Mai. I loved it. That’s why I went back to visit. You see, in the meantime Vietnam
came along, and they made Chiang Mai an R&R (Rest and Recuperation) point for our GI’s. You
can imagine what they do to cities. I was worried. I didn’t want them to do that to Chiang Mai. I
went up to check on it. That’s why I went to the market. Right off the plane I went to the market,
and when I got there, those sellers recognized me and word went through the market “Mem is
back!” I loved them. They were so sweet.

Q: And that was ten years later?
EARDLEY: Yes.

Q: Did you have anything to do with the embassy while you were posted in Chiang Mai? Were
you a courier or anything of that sort?

EARDLEY: No, I think they ignored us.
Q: So much for “listening posts.”
EARDLEY: Well, we did the listening.

Q: But I mean the embassy needs to listen to the consulate. You had nothing to do with — was it
Ambassador Bishop at that time?

EARDLEY: Yes, he was there at that time.
Q: Did he ever visit?

EARDLEY: I'm trying to recall whether he did or not. I don’t think I met him. However, there
was one interesting thing: the King and his wife visited Chiang Mai, for only the second time in
their lives. I had to learn the official curtsy for the occasion. Took me two weeks to learn and I
kept losing my balance. [Laughs] 1 learned it. And you always back away from royalty. You
don’t turn your back on them.

Q: Did you have the impression that the royal visit was a very popular thing? The people there
were impressed?

EARDLEY: Oh, the people there were happy to see him! It was a very peaceful country at that
time. It still is, I think, but strange things have happened since.

RICHARD M. MCCARTHY
Public Affairs Officer, USIS



Bangkok (1956-1958)

Richard M. McCarthy grew up in lowa and received a bachelor’s degree from
lowa State University. He enlisted in the U.S. Marine Corps and U.S. Navy during
World War 1I. Mr. McCarthy joined the Foreign Service in 1946 and later
became part of USIS. He served in China, Hong Kong, Thailand, Vietnam, and
Washington, DC. This interview was conducted by Jack O'Brien in 1988.

Q: Good story. You had six years in Hong Kong. Then what happened?

MCCARTHY: I was transferred as PAO to Bangkok by George Hellyer, who was then the area
assistant director. I was sent to take the place of Jack Pickering, a man who most of us admired
very much. Jack belonged to the wrong political party and had run afoul of the ambassador, so he
found himself on the way home. I was sent out there to replace him.

Q: That was what year, Dick?

MCCARTHY: That was late 1956 or early 1957.

Q: You were there how long?

MCCARTHY: I was there until August of 1958.

Q. What were some of the highlights of that period, would you say?

MCCARTHY: My first task when I arrived in Bangkok, apart from the basic task of getting
along with the ambassador, was to cut back very severely on something called PIP, the
psychological indoctrination program, which, as somebody there at the time said, had managed
to cover most of Thailand with two inches of paper. It was a massive psychological
indoctrination program operated jointly by the Thai Government and American agencies. Its
thrust was primarily anti-Communist, but it also built on the twin symbols of Thai national
stability, the Buddhist religion, and, of course, the money.

Q: What was the reason for cutting it back? Money?

MCCARTHY: Partly money, partly the growing realization that it probably wasn't that
necessary, particularly the anti-Communist objective. The Thais were about as anti-Communist
as they were going to get, given the realities of the situation. Anyhow, we found ourselves trying
to build a more or less conventional USIS program. This was the first time I'd served in a country
which had a number of branch posts, and we tried to build up that particular field program. But
we had posts, as I recall, in Songkhla, Chiang Mai, Udorn, Khorat, and I may have forgotten one
or two others.

Q: Was the American Binational Center functioning then?

MCCARTHY: It was functioning, but it certainly wasn't as important in those days as I



understand it has been since. It's now a major part of the program, I understand.

Q: Yes. But did you have that same location as it is today, or do you know? It was a land grant,
as [ understand it, from the royal family. Then there was a little sliver of land that was needed,
and that was donated by the U.S. Did that happened during your time?

MCCARTHY: I think I would remember something like that if it had happened. I think it may
have happened either before my time or after I departed.

JOHN R. BURKE
Deputy Chief to the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization Section
Bangkok (1956-1958)

Ambassador John R. Burke received a bachelor’s degree from the University of
Wisconsin in 1947 and a master's degree from Wisconsin University in 1955. He
immediately joined the Foreign Service. His career included positions in
Thailand, France, Vietnam, Haiti, Guyana, and Washington, DC. This interview
was conducted by Charles Stuart Kennedy in 1989.

Q: That's too bad. I had come in a year before and went from an FSO 6 just to an FSO 8. It was
rather traumatic. We're obviously going to concentrate on the later part of your career, but your
first job sounds quite interesting. 1'd like to talk a little about it. You went to Bangkok, didn't
you? How did that develop, and what were you doing?

BURKE: Well, my first post was Bangkok. I had expressed a preference for service in the Far
East, because I felt I knew the region and already had a basic knowledge of it and wanted to
build on it. When I got to Bangkok, I was originally slotted for a political officer job.

However, when I arrived, they had worked a couple of switches within the staffing, and the job
available and open to me was one as deputy chief of the CENTO section. That, in effect, was the
U.S. permanent delegation to SEATO that consisted of two men, myself and John Calvin Hill,
Jr., who was my boss. And the two of us really handled the day-to-day work and representation
of the U.S. on the permanent working group of SEATO, which was the body that sat regularly in
Bangkok and handled the activities of the organization on the political side. There was
representation from the other six member governments as well drawn from resident embassies in
Bangkok and the other member governments. So it was an excellent experience, and I got my
feet totally wet right up to the hips, I think.

Q: Well, how did you and those around you at the embassy view SEATO at that time? Because
today it's looked upon as being sort of an ineffective nonstart of a treaty. How did you feel about
it at that time? It was brand new or almost brand new.

BURKE: It was fairly new, of course, as you say. It's kind of curious in a way in that my first job
in the service was in Bangkok on the SEATO delegation, and then later I came back to Bangkok



as DCM, and I was present at the termination of SEATO and sat in on the last meeting of the
council representatives when SEATO was dissolved finally.

I do feel that SEATO was "bad-mouthed" by several people who didn't really understand that we
got over time, I think, a great deal of bang for the buck out of SEATO. We never spent much
money on it. Our contribution on an annual basis when I was there in the mid-'50s, I think, ran
something like $300,000 a year. Plus we had a few people detailed to the international staff, and
we had some military people on the military committee as well. But the total outlay from the
U.S. side was really minimal in modern terms or even then terms of what we were spending on
NATO and, I guess, CENTO it was. But as an organization, I think it performed some useful
services particularly in terms of providing the regional members -- by that I mean, of course, the
Philippines and Thailand and Pakistan -- with a great opportunity to work together on a variety
of projects. And I think the Thai, by their experience, gained a great deal of savior-faire, if you
will, in the international realm which they built on later.

Q: This is really their first international organization, wasn't it?
BURKE: Yes.

Q: I mean, other than the U.N.

BURKE: Yes.

Q. How did your ambassador and the rest of the staff view SEATO? Did you feel sort of a
stepchild, or were you --

BURKE: Well, Max Bishop, who was the ambassador when I first arrived, I think took a
reasonable interest in it and did participate fully. He left the day-to-day running, of course, to
John Hill, who just, by the by, is probably one of the most extraordinary Foreign Service officers
I ever served with in terms of his intellectual capacity and his negotiating skills. John Hill, I
think -- and I say this, I'm also including comments that I received from British, Australian, New
Zealand diplomats who were there present at the time -- they all felt that John Hill was the
guiding genius behind SEATO in the early days and in the early years, and any effectiveness
they had was due to a large extent to Hill's competence and abilities.

But getting back to the question, Max Bishop was quite content to leave the running to Hill, and
it was done extremely well. The successor to Max Bishop was Alex Johnson, and Alex, I think,
had an interest in SEATO. I don't really have a feel for how he regarded the organization in
terms of its long-term value or what we might be getting out of it in terms of national interest.
But he certainly participated very actively in all the meetings of the council representatives.

Q: How did you view Vietnam from there, I mean, your personal view? Was it a problem at that
time?

BURKE: No. In those days, of course, Ngo Dinh Diem had just begun to consolidate his position
in Saigon. And I had friends in the embassy in Saigon and used to travel back and forth on



holiday to Saigon and traveled around the country, to a certain extent, with them a lot. It was still
quite easy to make that trip by road. I talked to the people in the embassy about their view of
SEATO, and certainly SEATO looked at Vietnam very carefully, looked at the insurgency and
looked at the threat posed by the insurgents in Vietnam and elsewhere and what had been French
Indochina.

At the same time, of course, they were protocol states -- Cambodia, Laos, Thailand and Vietnam
-- under the SEATO treaty, and there was no obligation. But it was not as clearly defined as one
might have hoped.

GEORGE M. BARBIS
Principal Officer
Chiang Mai (1956-1961)

Myr. Barbis was born in California and raised there and in Greece. He graduated
from the University of California and served in the US Army in WWII. In 1954 he
entered the Foreign Service and was posted to Teheran, Iran as Economic
Officer. His other overseas assignments included postings in Thailand, Korea,
France, Belgium and Greece, primarily in the Political and Economic fields. Mr.
Barbis served on the US Delegation to the United Nations (1973-1975). His
Washington assignments involved him in Southeast Asia matters and the US
military. Mr. Barbis is a graduate of the National War College. Mr. Barbis was
interviewed by Mr. Raymond C. Ewing in 1996.

BARBIS: Right. And, when I was told I was going to Chiang Mai, I had heard about it from
some colleagues and knew it was isolated somewhere up there in the Thailand, Laos, Burma,
China area, but I didn’t know much more about it. My wife knew even less and burst out in tears
when I told her. But, it turned out to be a wonderful experience for both of us.

Q: Before we go on to that, did you learn Korean along the way?

BARBIS: The Korean I learned was very elementary. By no means could I use Korean other
than to break the ice by saying, “hello,” “thank you,” and “How are you?” I don’t even
remember if I took formal lessons, but certainly there was no big language program before |
went there.

Q: When you were given this assignment to Chiang Mai, did you get language training there?

BARBIS: We got language training of a sort, early morning at the FSI [Foreign Service
Institute]. It was just the two of us. This was very useful, especially for Pat. I had two excellent,
Foreign Service National assistants who were always with me and spoke good English, so I had
no difficulty communicating with people, whereas Pat was thrown into the Thai environment a
lot more.



Q: So, in May of 1959, you were initially the only American officer in Chiang Mai?

BARBIS: When I first got there I had an American secretary, or administrative assistant, and
there was a vice consul and a BPAO from USIA. So, there were four Americans at the consulate.

Q: And you were the consul?
BARBIS: I was the principal officer.
Q: Had this post been open for a while?

BARBIS: The post had been opened back in 1950, not as a consulate performing consular duties,
but as a special purpose consulate. In fact, we did no visa work whatsoever. Anybody who came
to us for an immigrant or tourist visa application we referred down to Bangkok. That whole area
of north western Thailand is one with nomadic crossing of borders by hill tribes. The Meo, who
figured so prominently in Laos, who we now call Hmong, were one of the tribes. [Various tribes]
were up in the mountains cultivating opium. So, our interest was two fold. One, just to monitor
what was going on in that area in terms of cross border movements with political implications,
and secondly, the drug trafficking that was occurring, although, it wasn’t until I left that drugs
became a primary target of focus and we even established a DEA [Drug Enforcement Agency]
presence in Chiang Mai. But, when I was there, it was myself, my vice consul, the branch public
affairs officer, and the administrative assistant.

Q: Obviously this is a key city in a region that impacts several countries, but was our main
interest in what was going on the stability of Thailand or were we looking at Vietnam? You went
there in 1959, which was pretty early days for Vietnam interest.

BARBIS: Our focus was more international than it was national. Thailand, throughout my
association with that country, was a pretty stable country and throughout their history they have
had stability. They are not the kind of people who rebel. It is kind of surprising in a way, but they
bend like the bamboo that they are famous for. So, there was an interest in that, but most of the
domestic political center was Bangkok and still is, I guess. It was what was happening across the
borders that could lead to instability. For example, the Shan in Burma were very much in arms
against the central government and Chiang Mai was a headquarters of the Shan in exile. One of
my closest friends in Chiang Mai was Sou Souk, who was a prince of the Shan nation and who
had married a Thai woman and lived in Chiang Mai, but who had contacts up in the Keng Tung
arca of Burma and was an excellent source of useful information for us. But, it was that, the
Shan, and the remnant of the Kuomintang troops that had withdrawn from China and settled in
the Burma/Laos border area [that were sources of instability]. We had helped evacuate
Kuomintang troops to Taiwan back in 1959, but some of them had stayed behind, gone into the
opium business to support themselves and were still a military force and no doubt received some
support from Taiwan. One of the main things I did in my two years in Chiang Mai, was to
observe the evacuation of remnants of the remnant. We still left some remnant there, they didn’t
all come out. We were involved in the sense that we brought pressure on them to do it and also
facilitated it, I presume, although the Chinese air force established a presence in Chiang Mai
with those big bladder fuel things because at that time there were no refueling capabilities there.



They would come in with these DC-3s and DC-4s and these guys would come out of the hills
and be flown off to Taiwan. [ would be at the airport every day to see what was going on trying
to take a count, talking to the Chinese air force colonel who was a resident liaison guy. A
wonderful guy with excellent English. His name was Johnnie Tong. I will never forget him. We
will get to that later because we celebrated the completion of his mission at a Chinese restaurant
in Bangkok with much [fanfare].

Anyhow, every day I would go to the airport and then back to the consulate and get on the single
side band radio and talk to Stapleton Roy and give him a report of what was going on. Stape was
the political officer in Bangkok and to this day whenever we meet we recall our communicating
two or three times a day by a single side band radio. But that jumps ahead because that was a
very special episode of my two years in Chiang Mai.

My main activities were to learn as much as I could about what was going on in terms of not
Thai political activities because there weren’t any to speak of, but in terms of the tribal groups,
the Shan and the KMT [troops].

Q: Were you interested in what was going on in Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam?

BARBIS: Less so. Not at all with Vietnam, [we were on the opposite side of Thailand], it being
the northwest corner. [We were] much more [interested in] what was going on along the
Burmese border. I would occasionally go up to the Mekong River, northeast of Chiang Rai,
which is [another] major town directly north of Chiang Mai and closer to the border. Obviously
there was a lot of smuggling and that kind of activity going on across the Mekong in that area,
but at that point I was not involved with Pathet Lao activity, there wasn’t any to speak of in that
general area at the time. It was later when I came back and got involved with Laos that I spent
more time on that issue.

Q: Was the Thai military quite active in the Chiang Mai area?

BARBIS: There was a regimental headquarters there. The officials I dealt with primarily were
the governor of the province, a heavy drinker, a little man, a wonderful guy with a wonderful
wife who became a good friend of Pat’s; the mayor of the city and a Harvard graduate banker of
Chinese origin; [the other], who knew everything, was an art collector, a banker, and sort of the
renaissance man of Chiang Mai. So, it was sort of a broad group. There was a guy with tattoos on
his beer belly, who would come down from up country to Chiang Mai to see us and tell us what
was going on with the Shans.

Q: He was a Thai?
BARBIS: He was a Thai no doubt involved in cultivating or trafficking opium. I don’t know.
Q: Was there much of an American community or missionaries?

BARBIS: Mostly missionaries. But there was also an American presence beyond the consulate.
We had two MAAG [Military Assistance Advisory Group] officers, a full colonel and a



lieutenant colonel, or major, who were advisors to the regiment. And then there was one AID
representative, Dr. Butler, who was more in the agricultural area. And then there was a
missionary group that ran a hospital with a wonderful Scots doctor, who took care of us. In fact,
on our way to Thailand we stopped in Chicago, before stopping in California to say goodbye to
my folks, to visit my brother and coming down the steps of his apartment Pat had fallen and
apparently injured her back. This started giving her real trouble and she was hospitalized at
McCormick Hospital, which was very primitive.

Q: Where was McCormick Hospital?

BARBIS: In Chiang Mai. For traction they tied sandbags on her ankles. But, things were not
getting any better and I talked with the doctor in Bangkok and he arranged for the Attaché’s
plane to pick Pat up with the embassy nurse and fly her to Bangkok where the hospital flight,
which flew from New Delhi to Clark Air Force Base, took her on to Clark Air Force Base where
she was hospitalized for about a month. She came back on crutches because while she was there,
after she was released from the hospital, she broke her ankle. They had to put her in a cast. She
stopped off in Hong Kong before returning to Chiang Mai and was hobbling when she arrived.

Q: Did you have children at that point?

BARBIS: At that point we had only been married less than a year. We had no children while we
were there. So, Pat was involved very much with...there were some interesting other Americans,
private Americans, the Young family, Harold Young and his sons Bill and Gordon. Their family
had been in that area even before the war or during the war. They started out as missionaries and
then became hunters. Harold helped organize the zoo in Chiang Mai. They really knew all the
languages and the area very well and were well known throughout both to Thai and to others. Pat
used to go and visit them. One of their pets was a baby cub, a tiger cub. One day it bit her on the
behind.

This was kind of primitive you know. For meat we would get buffalo meat. You didn’t have
beef. We had to boil our water. There was a man who had been assisted by AID and had
developed a vegetable garden so we could get some nice vegetables and all kinds of marvelous
fruit. We had banana trees on the property. Chiang Mai had been a principality and the Thai
government rented to us, and still does, for one dollar a year, I don’t know whether the rent has
gone up since I left, a compound which had a lovely two story house, with teak floors and
ceilings. My predecessor didn’t like teak and he had painted it black, so the first thing Pat did
was to blow torch all the paint off and restore the original teak. Bathroom facilities weren’t great,
so she supervised the construction of a modern bathroom with a Chinese contractor. I will never
forget, he had a fingernail on his little finger out to there.

Q: About ten inches?

BARBIS: Yes. They communicated through an interpreter, of course. So, it was quite a challenge
for her. Her first post had been Korea, her second post was this sub-country town in Thailand
where elephants would frequently walk by our compound. The compound had three buildings on
it. In one corner was a beautiful pavilion, all open, which was our USIS library. Then there was



our magnificent teak house. And behind it, what the ruling prince had used for his concubines, or
dancing girls, a bungalow with four rooms and a nice veranda where the receptionist sat. So, Pat
was in charge of training the cook to boil the water properly, to learn to tenderize buffalo meat
and things like that. As a result we ate a lot of Thai dishes. We got very fond of a Thai dish that
[the cook, Thong, prepared]. And the kitchen was a separate building and Pat helped modernize
that, too. Electricity was erratic so we had our own generator whenever city power went off. We
had a wonderful mechanic who took care of the cars and did a lot of the maintenance work and
as soon as the lights went out, Seeboot would run and kick in the generator, so we always had
electricity.

Pat got involved in raising orchids and even won prizes, which put her in contact with the local
community. How I got on to the Youngs, Ruth Young, the wife and mother, ran a program at the
local school for English teaching and Pat became a volunteer English teacher there. So, running
the house, teaching English, raising orchids and raising Siamese cats... there are not all that many
in Thailand but there was a retired British consul there, Mr. Wood, a man in his eighties or
nineties, married to a Thai lady, who when he retired from the Colonial Service stayed on in
Chiang Mai. They raised pure Siamese cats, and that is how we got involved in it. Every few
months, when we would have a litter, I would load a basket with kittens and take them to
Bangkok and hand them out to people at the embassy who wanted a Siamese cat.

So we had those activities, plus any official ceremony, that the consuls, and there were only three
of us, the American and British consuls and the Burmese consul general, would attend. School
would open and the monks would be there to chant and the consuls would be there to sit with the
mayor and governor and chief judge, etc. So, we were part of the official community of Chiang
Mai.

Q: How large roughly was it at that time?

BARBIS: Oh, 15,000-20,000 at most. It was one of the principal towns of Thailand outside of
Bangkok, certainly [the largest] in the north. [But, close to town], there was farm land with
people living out in the fields.

Q: Was there much industry?

BARBIS: Well, cottage industry. Waxed, paper umbrellas, which are still a tourist attraction
because they paint these very colorful designs on them. Silver, the silver village was a very
popular place. When I went back in 1980-81 there was a whole center, sort of American style,
with beautiful gardens, exhibit rooms, etc. and you could still go and see the silversmith tapping
away and making a beautiful vase out of a piece of silver. The other cottage industry was
celadon. This banker I mentioned, his wife sponsored or promoted two things cotton weaving,
sort of like Jim Thompson in Bangkok and the silk industry that he promoted and created, and
celadon, trying to bring back the old Thai pottery craft. Also lacquer painting on blocks of teak
wood, and we have some of those pieces.

Q: When you went back in 1980-81, the Thai economic miracle was probably well underway.
Twenty years earlier you probably saw very little sign that that had begun.



BARBIS: Exactly. Of course, it was two decades later or more. Chiang Mai was essentially a
village even though the population was larger than a village. A river went through the center of
town. On the other side of the river was the Railway Hotel, sort of colonial type, up on stilts,
open verandas, little cottages. There were no bathing facilities, a Shanghai jar in every room. I
can remember going there for meals. There was quite an Indian community there and I remember
the Indian community leader had a dinner once and we had to cover our bread with plates
because of all the flies. It was an interesting situation. The only other restaurant, you would go in
and the dog was always there and the floor was all dirt.

When [ went back in 1981, the hotel where we stayed, the Orchid Hotel, was one of the most
luxurious hotels I have been in. Teak everywhere. A restaurant of French cuisine. In fact, I ran
across a picture just last week and showed it to Pat and told her this is where I had dinner at
Chiang Mai, could you believe it. Very fancy like in any modern city. There were several hotels
with modern air conditioning. Completely transformed. They had joined the 20th century. I
didn’t see any elephants parading around when I was back that time. There were a lot of cars, a
lot of activity. A market place open 24 hours where you could buy a shirt, shoes, hats, furniture,
you name it.

Q: When you were there a consul, how often would you go to Bangkok?

BARBIS: Once a week somebody would act as courier from the embassy staff and bring the
pouch up. And I guess, once a month or every six weeks I would take the pouch down, both in
order to consult with the embassy and deliver whatever I was sending and collect whatever they
were holding, but also to do shopping. The only commissary where we did our food shopping
and other household things was in Bangkok, and that was always a problem because they had to
pack it and ship it by train or get it on the plane if you could. And they only flew these DC-3s
that didn’t have much room. But in the back there was a little compartment where you would
find chickens and goats and some of our commissary supplies.

Q: You would usually fly when you went to Bangkok?

BARBIS: Yes. The first trip I made to Bangkok was right after we arrived there when the
director of Point Four and the political counselor were making a tour and I joined them and we
drove from Bangkok down to west central Thailand where we were building a dam and where
Ambassador U. Alexis Johnson was involved in some kind of a dedication ceremony. I think
Bechtel was the contractor. Now it is a dam that provides a lot of electricity and a lot of other
good things to the country.

Q: Did Ambassador Johnson come up to Chiang Mai some times?

BARBIS: I think Alex came up towards the end of his tour for a farewell call and brought
Foreign Minister Thanat Khoman with him, and Mrs. Johnson. That was a busy time for us, of
course. I think that was his only visit. Other officers came up. Len Unger, for example, the
DCM, came several times. And other officers would come up.



To continue with the trip with the political counselor and Point Four officer, we flew back with
Ambassador Johnson who had the plane. I never drove all the way from Chiang Mai to Bangkok.
When we first arrived we flew directly to Chiang Mai, because my predecessor had already left
and they didn’t want a gap. The only way we could get up there was with the British Air
Attaché’s plane. He flew us up and dropped us. And, then, as I said, the following week, Tom
Naughten and John Guthrie arrived and I left and here was Pat with her limited Thai and no
English speaking servants in the house. But, she adjusted very quickly and got things organized
for us.

Q: You started to mention something that happened after you had been there about five months.

BARBIS: Oh, my kid brother in Chicago died of a brain tumor and I flew home for his funeral
leaving Pat there alone. At that point, the vice consul who was there when we arrived had left
and his replacement had not come. Anyhow the embassy sent an officer up who stayed at the
Railway Hotel, to sort of act in my absence. This was interesting because it brought out, and I
hope this has changed, that the wives in the Foreign Service were not always treated well in
terms of being recognized as part of the team, although they have always been, especially in a
post like Chiang Mai. While I was gone for those two weeks, Pat was not treated as though she
was the consul’s wife, or that she had any official standing. She was completely ignored. And
this happened in other posts where the wife was not given the same treatment as the husband,
who was the officer. Of course, now we have a lot more female officers and I would hope we are
much more appreciative of the role the wife of a Foreign Service officer plays.

Q: I'would certainly hope so, but I think there are probably times even now when things don’t
happen the way they ought to.

BARBIS: Yes.
Q: Certainly in that period it was common.

BARBIS: Like the day we were married or the day after getting this telegram that “if rumor true,
resign immediately.”

Q: Is there anything else, George, that you would want to particularly reflect on in terms of
Chiang Mai, or have we pretty well cover your two years there?

BARBIS: I would only make some comments that maybe have more general applicability. A
special post like that, we have a number around the world, is a special challenge because you are
on your own and isolated. We had one-time [encryption] pads, if you have ever had that
experience. | would get telegrams about some cultural group visiting Rangoon, “limited official
use” so naturally it was encoded. There was no need for that to be encoded. I think now we have
simpler decoding machines at isolated posts like that. But, that was always a pain, to get a call in
middle of the night because an urgent telegram had come in and then to find it had nothing to do
with Chiang Mai.

Q: We certainly have cut back on consulates and special purpose posts that we have for budget



reasons, etc. Did you feel that it was pretty valuable, important to have the American flag flying
in Chiang Mai in those days?

BARBIS: I think very much so and we will come to that when we talk about Bordeaux as well,
because that has been closed. Chiang Mai has been elevated to a consulate general, as you know.
And the name when I was there was one word, Chiang Mai, and now they have split it into
Chiang Mai.

And, this was my third post and here I was principal officer. I hope I did well. I think I got a
promotion out of my Chiang Mai experience. But, you do need an officer with some experience
because he is America to many, many people and his presence is important which was why we
consciously accepted any invitation that we got to anything, be it Buddhist monks, etc., simply
because it was noticed. If the British consul was there and I wasn’t, people would talk about it.
And, it was also important, I think, that we developed a close relationship with the Burmese
consul general who was a military officer and was there for obvious reasons similar to mine. It
helped to show the Thais that the Burmese are not your enemies, we can have our differences
and work together and live together. And, he had good relations with the Thai officials. They put
on a good front and behaved properly in that respect.

Q: You mentioned much earlier that the Shan were quite active in Thailand. Were they seen as a
kind of rebel force?

BARBIS: Well, not in Thailand, in Burma they were very much a rebel force and at times they
controlled large parts of the Shan state. I think they are still a problem for the central
government. And, in addition to the Shan, the Karen, on the western front have been in rebellion,
in a dissident state for many years.

Q: There were also Chinese elements you mentioned.

BARBIS: The Chinese had been pushed out and came into an area that was pretty close to the
Laos/Burma/China border. There were not KMT troops in Thailand, itself, but very active up
near the border. I guess because of the weather or terrain the PRC [People’s Republic of China]

never tried to eliminate them completely.

Q: So the ones that were evacuated to Taiwan were brought to Chiang Mai because that was the
closest airfield?

BARBIS: Yes.

Q: So, the Shan would be active on the western border of Thailand and the Karen along the
western part of the frontier.

BARBIS: Yes. The only Shan I met was retired essentially.

skeksk



Q: Today is October 23, 1996. George we have been talking about your experience as principal

officer in Chiang Mai from 1959-61. I think we pretty well completed that assignment, but would
you like to talk a little bit about the role of the Foreign Service National employees in a post like
Chiang Mai?

BARBIS: In a post like that, especially in a post like that that is isolated, a special purpose post,
you are dependent, especially if you haven’t had prior experience of being a principal officer on
your local assistant. In Chiang Mai, we have had over the years, and I regret to say I don’t know
whether he is still living, an outstanding Foreign Service National whose wife taught me and my
predecessors, and I am sure my successors, Thai. He was an unusual man, very well informed,
contacts all over the place, and loved to go on field trips. It was always a joy being with him and
having him assist in opening doors.

This may be off the record. I remember one of my first trips we went to this little village and
called on the local officials and had dinner and then returned to our rooms and as soon after
turning the light off to go to sleep there was a knock on the door. I opened the door and there was
this young lady there and I couldn’t understand her, my Thai not being very good. But apparently
this was the custom in Thailand and maybe in other Southeast Asian countries where you sort of
took hospitality to the extreme. I managed to convey to her that she should go to room number
such-and such, [where someone] was able to dismiss her. He told me the next day that the chief
or whoever the host was for that visit had been perplexed that this young consul wanted to be
alone.

Q. I'would like to ask you about one other American position at your post, was there a USIA
officer, was their an America House or public programs in addition to what you did in contacts?

BARBIS: There was and it was a very important function. Initially, when I arrived there there
was also a vice consul--the consul (principal officer), vice consul and the administrative assistant
on the State Department side. We also had co-located with us a branch public affairs officer from
USIS, with a cultural center, which was the pavilion, open air, in front of the residence, which
the previous occupier, the last reigning prince of Chiang Mai, used for entertaining. That is
where his dancing group, which was housed in the buildings in the rear of the compound where
our offices were, used to stay. We had books there and various events, movies, occasionally a
leader grantee or entertainment group. It was a popular place for Thai, especially young Thai, to
come. We didn’t have the resources ourselves to promote English language classes, but there was
a separate group of ladies, including my wife, which in cooperation with one of the local schools
offered English language classes.

Q: You left Thailand in 1961, I suppose the summer?

BARBIS: That’s right. And this gives me the opportunity to mention something that I think has
broader application too in terms of life in the Foreign Service. I had two family emergencies
during my two years in Chiang Mai. We arrived in May and this must have been in September, I
got word that my kid brother, who lived in Chicago, had died of a brain tumor, so I returned
home on emergency leave to be with my parents and attend the funeral, and then return to
Chiang Mai. The following year I had bad news again that my father had been diagnosed as



having leukemia and hoped that I could come home and spend some time with him. So, I
returned for a month or so. Both trips were made at my own expense and I am glad that I did it. I
returned to Chiang Mai and completed my tour. As it happened my father died a month before I
was eligible for home leave and we decided that we would not return for the funeral.

But, I think that points out even in this day of rapid communications and transportation, one of
the unfortunate parts of being in the Foreign Service. I had good support from my colleagues,
from my ambassador, U. Alexis Johnson, Len Unger, the DCM and a colleague, very kindly took
me in for the night because I had to fly down from Chiang Mai to catch a flight to Hong Kong
and from there to fly home. This was the pre-jet period so it was a long trip. Friends took care of
me in Bangkok that first night, which was very comforting. But, I just mention that as something
that many of us have experienced. I think we do better now in terms of facilitating people. I don’t
know whether we pay for trips back, but in any event we have addressed that problem as best we
can.

Q: The world is smaller but it is still a long way from home and family, particularly for
emergency, crisis situations.

BARBIS: I think I mentioned this earlier and made a mistake, it was during that second
emergency trip, when an acting consul was sent to Chiang Mai and my wife suddenly became a
non-person. | think this needs to be acknowledged. I think we have come a long way in
recognizing the role of the spouse in the Foreign Service and we have made great progress in that
respect and in accepting them as part of the team. Well, they were always part of the team but
they were two for one and sort of anonymous, whereas they get some recognition now and they
deserve it because I don’t see how a Foreign Service officer can be effective, especially in a
situation such as Chiang Mai was, without a spouse to help you enter the community, become
part of that community so that you have some standing and some role and some influence.

Q: Yes, and I think also it very much enhances your position not only as a family person but a
person with a normal life.

BARBIS: Exactly, and I can still remember how one of the things my wife got involved in, in
addition to the English classes, was growing orchids. She participated in some contests and won
prizes and was cited in the local weekly newspaper with her picture for having won a prize for
whatever type of orchid she had raised.

Q: And that was a talent, skill that perhaps she developed there that she could continue
elsewhere.

BARBIS: Exactly. She had has that to enjoy for many, many years since then.

GORDON R. BEYER
Consular/Economic/Political Officer
Bangkok (1957-1959)



Ambassador Gordon R. Beyer received a bachelor's degree from Harvard
University and a master's degree from Northwestern University before entering
the U.S. Marine Corps during the Korean War. Following his military service,
Ambassador Beyer joined the Foreign Service. His career included positions in
Thailand, Japan, Somalia, Tanzania, Uganda, and Washington, DC. He was
interviewed by Horace G. Torbert in 1989.

Q: That is the proper way of doing it, but not the easy way as some of the rest of us got into the
Service. Do you want to start then and outline generally where you went to begin with, and what
your major duties were, and what kind of a life you had for the first year or so? I think you
started out by going to Bangkok, didn't you?

BEYER: That's right. After the A-100 course, which all the young officers took at that time, I
was assigned to Bangkok, Thailand as our first post. My wife and young daughter, Theresa, and I
took off for Bangkok. It was a pleasant trip in those days. We went by railroad from Washington
to Florida, to Chicago, to Minneapolis, to Seattle by train, then Northwest Airlines from Seattle
to Tokyo, to Hong Kong, to Bangkok. In those days it was a prop plane and we traveled with
beds on this plane.

We arrived in Bangkok and there were three junior officers assigned to Bangkok, Thailand. I was
assigned, perhaps in those days considered the least desirable post, as consular officer. In fact, it
turned out to be a marvelous job where I was in charge of our little consular section, had an
American assistant, an older woman, and two or three Thais. No one, really, was terribly
interested in what we were up to as long as things went along all right.

Two things that [ remember are, when I arrived, Mr. Donovan was inspecting the post, and the
consular section had had some troubles because a traveling rodeo had gone broke in Bangkok,
Thailand. I had been working part-time on the desk, when I was in the A-100 course, with one
Mr. Rolland Bushner, who was the desk officer. So I was somewhat familiar with the problems,
as seen from Washington, with this rodeo going broke. One of the problems was, that the
consular officer did not immediately find out what the Americans were and what their passport
numbers were.

So, as this rodeo went broke, the horses were sold and the Americans dispersed, but there was
never a very clear accounting of who was who, and so on. Washington was quite distressed.

Mr. Donovan, an old consular hand, was very upset. When I arrived, he decided to take me under
his wing and tell me how this should have been done so that, if it ever happened again, I would
be able to handle it properly. He was a fine teacher. I learned a great deal about consular work
from him, and kept in touch with him for many years afterwards.

So I did that for nine months. I was then assigned to the economics section, and had a pleasant
time there, doing a variety of things. Robert Cleveland was the head of the economics section,
and I learned a great deal from him about Foreign Service life and the style that we, as young
officers, should maintain.



Then finally, I finished up for the last year or so on our delegation to SEATO. So, in that first
tour, [ had a good exposure to life in the Foreign Service -- the consular business, the economic
side of our affairs, and then the diplomatic side and working on our delegation to the Southeast
Asian Treaty Organization.

Q: Was SEATO, in those days, a viable and growing concern that was really, that you felt, was
doing something useful in building our defense posture in that area?

BEYER: I thought it was quite viable, but it was not a NATO. It didn't have forces assigned to it.
It had a disparate membership and, therefore, was never a defense organization as such, as
NATO was.

On the other hand, these were the early days of SEATO. For example, Ambassador Jack Lydman
was in charge of the secretariat at SEATO in those days. Mr. Hill was in charge of our delegation
-- another fine and vigorous officer. What SEATO did do, I think, is it was more of a cultural
organization in many respects. It permitted a great deal of conversation between the European
members -- the U.K. and France -- the U.S., and the members from other parts of the world --
Pakistan and Thailand. So, though never a NATO, I think it served a very good function in those
days, and it certainly was very interesting for all of us.

One aspect of life in Thailand in those days was curious. I was, of course, a third secretary. There
were a goodly number of other third secretaries who were there, including the today's
ambassador from Australia to the United States, Mike Cook, Bruce Harland of New Zealand, and
Ali Alatos of Indonesia. Ali today is the foreign minister in Indonesia, and Bruce Harland is up
at the U.N. in a significant post.

But, in any event, we third secretaries decided that, since no one else wanted to talk to us, we'd
talk to one another, and we got together for lunch every couple of weeks. It became very
interesting because we felt we could invite anyone that we wanted to, and we began to invite
people that, I think, our ambassadors began to wonder about.

In any event, all of our ambassadors heard about this, after about six months. We were called in
and asked what we were doing and what we were up to. [Laughter] We explained that this was
just a social club and that we were having a good time.

The ambassadors that I had there, first was Ambassador Max Bishop who I didn't get to know
very well. As I said, I was down in the consular section at that point. The next ambassador in the
second year was Ambassador U. Alexis Johnson, and his DCM was Leonard Unger. Both
became friends that I kept in touch with throughout my career in the Foreign Service, and both
were outstanding officers.

Mrs. Johnson became very fond of my wife, Molly. Molly wanted to teach English to Thais and
asked Mrs. Johnson if that would be all right because, in those days, it wasn't too common for
wives to work. Mrs. Johnson said this was fine as long as she attended the American wives'
meeting at the residence once a month. That was the only requirement she put on Molly.



We, of course, in those days, did work very closely, both of us, with the staff of the embassy and
the ambassador, and so on. We tried to be as helpful as possible.

FRANK N. BURNET
Chinese Language Officer
Bangkok (1957-1959)

Frank N. Burnet was born in New York in 1921. He joined the Foreign Service in
1951 and served in the Philippines, Thailand, Laos, Vietnam, Taiwan, and
Washington, DC. Mr. Burnet was interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy in 1990.

Q: Your first post was then to Bangkok from '57 to '59. What were you doing there?

BURNET: I was in the political section, and we had an assignment there which was called the
Chinese Language Officer slot. There had been several incarnations before me.

So my job was to get in touch with the local Chinese communities. Something that I very quickly
got into, because my predecessor was being given a number of farewell entertainments by
members of the Chinese community, and those were usually large affairs.

I remember when I got to Bangkok, it was six, seven, eight nights in row, feting my
predecessor's departure and my arrival. And, as you know, at these Chinese affairs there's an
awful lot of drinking and eating.

One thing you'll have to say about the Chinese is that they don't believe in drinking without
eating, so that nobody really gets into trouble. But you have to have a cast iron stomach for all of
the ganbei-ing, the chug-a-lugging of warmed rice wine -- or even Scotch -- that you'd do.

It was kind of hard on me physically, but I quickly got to know who the leaders were in the
Chinese community.

Q: What was the importance of the Chinese community in Thailand to us?

BURNET: You see, this was in the period of the Cold War. And Southeast Asia and Thailand,
being among the dominoes, we were interested in at least keeping the status quo.

We were worried about the Chinese community. We thought that this was a group of people who
could easily be used by the mother country for subversion, in all kinds of ways, to bring about a
change of allegiance in this part of the world. And we were there to try to see that Southeast Asia
would hold together.

So we were interested in the way China, the mainland, Beijing, was working on the Chinese
community to make some headway with them. Taiwan, on its part, was trying to do a little bit.
And our job was largely to try to work with those Chinese who were more or less favorably



disposed to us and keep them in our camp. So we had to know them, know what was going on,
see who was making the inroads and to what effect, and report this back to Washington.

Q: Well, how did you view the Chinese community there? Was it a strictly business-type
community, really had very little connection with the Thai community, and did it play much of a
role in Thailand?

BURNET: It played a very large role. All of the Chinese, even the formal community leadership,
were deeply involved in business, and deeply involved with Thai Government officials.

They sort of wore two hats you could say: they had their Thai hat and their Chinese hat. I think
the bigger and the fancier hat was the Thai hat, because this was where all their money was
made.

All the Chinese knew each other and they monopolized trade. They were also connected by
networks all the way back to China. There was a symbiotic relationship between the Thai and the
Chinese as they needed each other.

The Chinese, being the superior businessmen, knew how to do business with one another, but
they all had partners or associates who were Thai. So they could do business with one another in
a way which really had nothing to do with the formal Chinese organization but be protected from
arbitrary acts of the Thai Government.

But yet it was in the Chinese associations, the communities, that you got to know these people.
My language and area training gave me easy entrée into that, but you had to know both sides of
these Chinese leaders' lives.

Q: Well, did you feel at the time that the Peoples Republic of China, the Communist Chinese
were making serious inroads into this group one way or another?

BURNET: They really weren't. There were not too many positive signs that they had any great
effect on the general Chinese population. But yet you never knew for sure which way they were
going. There was always the fear that they could get an inroad, maybe take over a newspaper or a
Chinese school, so that we weren't too comfortable-feeling. Washington put a lot of time and
effort into devising programs to keep the overseas Chinese lined up with the free world. But the
attitude of the Thai Government was by far the most important factor in determining their
loyalty.

Q: Well how did the political section view the stability of the Thai government? We're talking
now from '57 to '59.

BURNET: Well of course when I arrived it was very unstable, because you had a very strong and
powerful leader, who was long since past his peak, Pibul Songgram. And you had younger
people coming up in the military, more ambitious and very powerful in the number of troops
they commanded.



About two months after I got there, there was a coup (called a "coup de repos" because it was
peaceful) which overthrew Pibul, and Marshal Sarit and his group came in. So there wasn't a
feeling of stability when I arrived. There was a very definite feeling that a coup was coming, that
there were going to be big changes in the works. So we were very anxious to report this to
Washington.

There was a problem in that the then-Ambassador, having been there almost two years by that
time, had become very close to Pibul.

Q: Who was that?

BURNET: This was Max Bishop. I remember one of the first things that [ heard when I arrived
in the political section was: Look, we've got a problem. We can't really report what's going on,
because the Ambassador won't approve any reporting which is critical of Pibul or suggests he's
on the way out.

The way we were to get out the story of what was going on in Bangkok and elsewhere in
Thailand was to write memcons, because no one interfered with getting your memcons back to
Washington. So the chief of our political section said, "I want you to get out lots of memcons
and get the word across as to what's going on."

Q: The idea of a memcon, you're making no judgment. This is, you're talking to somebody, this
person said we've got a problem here, and so you're just reporting the facts, ma'am, type of
thing.

BURNET: It's legitimate reporting; however you hoped that there were things said in these
conversations that would obviously lead to a conclusion of some sort.

Q: And you would be picking the people, too, to some extent.

BURNET: Oh, yes. You picked them, and then of course you knew what you wanted to ask
them. So you pointed them in the direction, perhaps, where you were seeking information.

Q: Well now, often when you have an Ambassador who you feel has gone so committed to almost
one side as you see another situation, there is not only the memcon route, there are other ways.
When the desk officer comes to visit, or... Did you find there was much of this going on, too?
Were people going on home leave and would...?

BURNET: You know, I don't remember that there was much contact back and forth in those
days. I don't know just why there wasn't. I remember the chief of the political section had just
returned from home leave, and... But still things were very unsettled in Bangkok. We were all
concerned about what was going to happen, although in the event it went fine.

A continuing embarrassment for the political section was that up to the moment Pibul fled
Bangkok in his sports car (to Cambodia) we could not send any reporting cables to Washington.
By that time we should have sent many "Flash" cables! Finally, the Ambassador sent one which



said simply, "Trust Department has seen reporting in other channels." A further irony was that a
prominent U.S.-financed facility in Bangkok -- widely believed by the Thai press to be a CIA
activity -- was attacked and wrecked by elements of Sarit's coup group. This was because it was
a symbol of American support to the national policy which was led by Sarit's arch-rival for
power, Colonel Phao.

Q: How about when Sarit came in. Did that make much of a difference?

BURNET: Well, it certainly did. The Ambassador at that time realized (I think he realized) that
he had made a mistake in not giving us a little more head in our reporting. So there was really no
problem after that. Of course it was a totally new situation. There was lots of work for everybody
to do to get to know the new crew. So we had a free hand. It was not long before Bishop was
replaced by U. Alexis Johnson.

Q: How did you view Sarit and company when they came in?

BURNET: I think we had no particular animus against him. And we were certainly disposed to
burrow in and to get to know him and the people behind him. Of course the Chinese were doing
a lot of shifting of ground in the same way. I was interested to see how the Chinese were viewing
Sarit, and how they were making their accommodations and so on. So it all fit. Every Thai leader
certainly had his Chinese who associated with him, a whole group of people who had sort of
made his money for him. The new military leadership were also involved heavily in business and
had their Chinese associates.

LEONARD UNGER
Deputy Chief of Mission
Bangkok (1958-1962)

Ambassador
Thailand (1967-1973)
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State in 1941 and later the Foreign Service. In 1945, he was worked with the
post-war boundary issues in Europe. Ambassador Unger worked in the late
1940's and early 1950's on the issue of the Free Territory of Trieste. This work
led to his appointment as the Assistant Secretary for Southeast European Affairs.
He served in Italy, Thailand (where he later was ambassador), Laos, and Taiwan.
Ambassador Unger was interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy in 1989.

Q: Skipping over your time in the War College, we'll move to your assignment to Thailand as
Deputy Chief of Mission, DCM, 1958. How did this assignment come about?

UNGER: I imagine the principal factor was that there was a new appointment as Ambassador to



Thailand, namely Alexis Johnson, succeeding Max Bishop. Johnson was appointed early in '58.
He was looking for a DCM. He didn't propose to keep on the man who had been Bishop's DCM.
He had been asking around and, I think, it was probably Marshall Green who had mentioned my
name to him. Marshall and I had been working on this worldwide survey of overseas
deployments and bases, for which Marshall had been the East Asian man. When we traveled to
East Asia, [ was on all of the trips. Marshall and I got acquainted and hit it off very well. I think
he mentioned my name to Alexis Johnson.

So I was in the middle of my War College year that Johnson was getting ready to go. He
suggested we get together and I invited him down to Fort McNair for lunch. We talked and he
told me what he had in mind. I was very pleased because, of course, at the end of my War
College year, I would be looking for a new assignment. I had expressed an interest previously in
serving in some different part of the world. All of my experience, up to that time, had been
European. I said I would like to go out to this area Thailand, he was looking for a DCM and so
that was it!

Q: He was willing to take somebody who had not served in the Far East? I mean was this a
detractor? Did he feel that this was necessary?

UNGER: He knew that I had accumulated a certain amount of background on that region by
virtue of my participation in this worldwide bases survey, when I had worked with Marshall. Of
course, at the War College, we had obviously picked up a number of the outstanding East Asian
problems at the time, and had studied them. But I had not served out there. He apparently
decided, nevertheless, that somewhere along the way, I would learn enough to be able to be a
useful assistant to him. He, obviously, was the experienced person in that part of the world and
he was going to be calling the shots.

Q: Well, how did he use you? Some ambassadors use DCM's in different ways.

UNGER: I would say that he identified a certain number of sectors in which he expected me to
take responsibility. If I had to make some kind of a distinction, I would say that the political
aspects of the job, and particularly the more sensitive political ones, he very definitely kept to
himself. But some of the less complicated political things, and a lot of the economic things, he
was ready to have me take over, always under his supervision. I was the first to recognize that
this was, for me, a new part of the world and I had an awful lot to learn. Until I had an
opportunity to get some of that behind me, I obviously would have to move a little slowly and
cautiously.

But there was a great deal going on at that time in Thailand, the Thai-U.S. relations. They were
becoming more and more significant as time went on. We, the Thai, the Philippines and
Pakistan, which at that time, of course, still had its Eastern Branch, we were all in SEATO. At
that time SEATO had a certain role and reputation. It didn't last very much longer but at that time
it was active.

Q: Did you feel SEATO, at that point, was something other than a paper treaty?



UNGER: We doubted that it was ever going to be a close treaty in the same sense, for example,
as NATO, identifying committed forces, setting up joint commands, assigning forces to an
identified SEATO commander, etc. SEATO never went that far, and I think it probably was not
intended that it would.

I had worked a lot on NATO and it was much more a matter of a difference than a similarity. I
think SEATO was seen as primarily political, a means of providing some reassurance to the
Filipinos, and particularly to the Thai, who at that time were living in an atmosphere where there
was a fair amount of hostility and uncertainty in the region. The French Indochina period was not
very far in the past. China, of course, was a distinctly hostile power.

In Malaysia for example, at that time (it was British Malaysia still) there was essentially a
Communist insurgency. Indonesia was, certainly in the Sukarno days, in a good deal of trouble.
The Philippines had the Huks problem. And, of course, in Vietnam, there was the North/South
conflict, which was hotter or cooler, depending on the time, but always potentially a very active
military situation.

So SEATO was seen as not so much an active instrument, but as a means of reassurance,
particularly to the Thai and the Filipinos, to reassure them that their links with the United States
and with some other Western countries was not going to be a serious endangerment to them.
That if they were in trouble, their friends from outside were prepared to come and lend a hand,
give them support.

Q. What were American interests in Thailand at that time?

UNGER: That's a tough one. I would say that, approaching it negatively, the United States felt
that it would be dangerous if, one by one, the countries of that area were either taken over by
Communist powers or fell so much under Communist influence that they were responsive only to
orders out of Moscow and perhaps, to some extent, out of Beijing. Little by little, many
significant interests of the United States in the region would be threatened.

One of the most serious questions, of course, was the Straits. The Straits of Malacca, where
Singapore sits and across the way, Sumatra; and the Sunda, a Strait in Indonesia. The absolutely
critical nature of those two straits was clear for all sea communications between East Asia and
the Indian Ocean and, beyond, i.e., the Mediterranean and Europe. The feeling was that if things
began to fall apart in Southeast Asia, in due course, Communist power would be established in
Malaysia and then in Singapore and perhaps Indonesia. In fact, each one of those countries
already had its own internal subversion problems.

When the British were still there, in what was still called Malaya, there was a serious Communist
problem and there was a very active Communist movement in Singapore itself. There was not
such in Thailand, but there certainly was in Vietnam, in Laos and Cambodia, too. Those
situations were somewhat chancy.

So there was a feeling, that we now look back on and don't particularly approve of, or agree with,
that saw all these issues as black and white: "they're either for us or they're against us!" And a



fear that both the Philippines and Thailand might be engulfed and lost. These indispensable sea
routes, indispensable to countries like Japan and Korea, between Europe and East Asia, would be
cut off and all the resources of the area would be cut off and all the population. This would make
India dubious about any kind of connections with the United States; even Australia might feel an
obligation to change its policies. In effect, that part of the world would be completely under
direct or indirect Communist rule. The balance would be a dangerous one for the United States,
Western Europe and Japan.

Q: How did the Thai see the situation at that time?

UNGER: Well, the Thai governments were by and large Western and U.S.-oriented. They
certainly were anti-Communist. There was a new young King and series of dictators who were
the real bosses. Sarit, for example, had taken charge in Thailand about six months before I came
there. He had taken charge about the time that Alexis Johnson got out there, or shortly before.
We developed a very close relationship with him. He was looking for American support and
assistance, including economic assistance and military assistance. He argued for this on the basis
that he was a friend of the United States and of the West and that he was an enemy of
Communism. He would be doing what he could do to see that the Communists didn't have any
further successes in his region.

This was kind of a black and white era-"you're for us or you're agin' us!" There were rulers in the
Philippines, at that time, who were taking a similar line. In the Philippines, of course, the United
States had a much more direct stake because of what are now two bases, Clark Air Base and
Subic Bay, but then were proliferated far beyond that. There were, I don't know how many,
American installations of one kind or another, which were considered vital to our position in the
western Pacific. And there was a feeling that Japan, and its friendly orientation, was dependent
on keeping those sea lanes open and preserving a reasonably secure situation in East Asia.

There was also a feeling that it was important to hold on to this last little friendly Chinese
foothold, namely Taiwan. And there was a very definite apprehension that mainland China might
try to move against Taiwan. It was at that point that it was announced that the American Seventh
Fleet would be regularly circulating through those waters in order to inhibit any intention of the
Chinese to make a move of that sort. This is, of course, also the period of the Korean War and
subsequent years.

Q: In the first place, when you were in Thailand when the Kennedy Administration came in 1961,
did you feel, just from your position as a Foreign Service officer there, a change in mood toward
the area or not?

UNGER: Yes, I think so. There was less of a disposition to accept some of the attitudes that had
been established and running by then for a fairly long period. The sort of black and white attitude
of John Foster Dulles about how you can't have anything to do with the Communists; their
intentions are invariably evil and aggressive. The only thing to do is to build up secure defenses
and military arrangements, and work with the countries that are friendly to gear them to share the
same anti-Communist attitude. (Some people referred to this as "pactitis.") In that particular area,
the SEATO pact and ANZUS, and perhaps several others, were already in force.



This situation I think, in a way, was what led to the Laos settlement of 1962, which was intended
to substitute a neutral solution for the dangerous East-West hostility which otherwise prevailed.
Presumably, some of the initial discussions on this were between Khrushchev and Kennedy.
When the new arrangement was worked out to provide for a neutral Laos, the idea was to wipe
the slate clean, send in a new ambassador who was going to be there to work with not only his
British and French, but also his Russian colleagues. (We Americans couldn't work with the
Chinese because they wouldn't talk with us!) But we meant to try to make a success of this
neutral solution, with the idea that Laos might lie as a buffer between western-oriented Thailand
and Communist-oriented North Vietnam. It was also intended that a neutral Laos would not be
used by North Vietnam to infiltrate troops into South Vietnam.

In Cambodia, you had kind of a neutral position of Sihanouk. If you could have a similar neutral
position in Laos, perhaps you could isolate and insulate the Communists who were in charge in
North Vietnam, and also the Chinese, particularly from Thailand. And Thailand could continue
its existing western orientation. I was sent from Bangkok, where I was DCM, directly to Laos,
having been sworn in in Bangkok, as Ambassador to Laos. (Almost always a new Ambassador is
sworn in in Washington where he gets his instructions before taking up a new assignment).

Q: Did the nomination come as a surprise to you? Had anybody talked to you before about it or
prepared you for it?

UNGER: I knew it might be in prospect because I knew about the Geneva Conference; I knew it
was going to be necessary to appoint somebody to Laos. And several of the people who had
come through Bangkok, had been working in Geneva with Harriman, who was our principle
negotiator there.

Q. He was then Assistant Secretary for the Far East.

UNGER: Yes, which was an interesting job for him to accept because with his standing he could
have aspired to be Secretary of State.

Q: Or President. 1'd like to move on now to your assignment to Thailand as ambassador. How
did this come about?

UNGER: I suppose one of the reasons they asked me to go out to Bangkok in the fall of 1967
was because of my earlier experience there and in Laos. Let's see, did I follow Ken Young?

Q: It was Graham Martin.
UNGER: Excuse me, Graham Martin. Yes, that's right.
Q: You presented your credentials in October of 1967.

UNGER: I think I arrived at the very end of August and presented my credentials in October.
Again, | think my name probably got thrown in the hopper by a number of people, including



again, Bill Bundy. I think Bill was still Assistant Secretary for East Asia and the Pacific. Could
that be correct?

Q: Yes. He was there until 1969.

UNGER: Right. This was a period when the United States had a rapidly mounting number of
Americans in Thailand. The predominant group was the U.S. Military. There were five or six air
bases in country, which were being used to support the allied forces in Indochina. There was a
major logistics base at Sattahip, in southeastern Thailand. That was the base that had been
developed to facilitate the movement of supplies in country, from abroad, for two or three
purposes: one was moving supplies up country to support the then five, or maybe six, Thai air
bases where the United States had substantial forces.

Also, to supply what we were taking into Laos and, to a minor extent, Cambodia, as well as what
was still being provided for Vietnam. Obviously, most of that last was moving via other routes,
but the port at Sattahip, which was initially a Thai Naval Base, became a very important supply
base also for the United States forces through that whole area, in Thailand and Indochina.

Under those circumstances, a large share of my responsibilities related to the situation in
Indochina. There were several situations: the most time consuming, the most troublesome, the
most difficult, of course, was Vietnam. The Thai were very much committed to joint action with
the United States, Korea, Australia, et al. The Thai sent ground forces to South Vietnam to
support the government in Saigon and they were engaged in the land war especially in the
northern coast area. I don't remember precisely which places, maybe around Da Nang and north
of there.

Moreover, the military effort in Vietnam was very substantially supported on the supply side
through the Port at Sattahip. As for the U.S. air activity which was principally over North
Vietnam (the bombing of Hanoi and all of that) and also along the Ho Chi Minh trail, most of
that was based in Thailand, utilizing bases like the ones I mentioned in the northeast, mostly, but
also Thakli.

This meant that the United States had, in five or six locations in Thailand, substantial numbers of
Americans in residence. Most of them were Military. There were all the local community
relations situations that come out of such a situation. By and large, our presence in Thailand was
free of critical tensions but every once in a while there would develop an unhappy jurisdiction
situation, or the U.S. Air Force would feel it had to acquire some real estate. This might impinge
on a lot of agricultural or other important land uses. By and large, the relationship was smooth;
nevertheless a great deal of my time, in that early period, was taken up with trying to resolve a
multitude of problems of that sort.

If I remember my chronology correctly, it was only about five or six months, or even less, after |
got there, namely late October or November, that . . .

Q: You presented your credentials in October of '67. So this would be the spring of '68 or so?



UNGER: What I'm trying to recapture is the year; I seem to remember that it was October or
November. It was when Thanom Praphat were eased out and the government was taken over,
first by a caretaker, and then Seni Pramoj, and then Kukrit Pramoj and others.

Q: There was a coup by Premier Kittikachorn in November of '71. Or maybe it was '70?
UNGER: A coup by Thanom?

Q: I mean his forces. I have a note here. He was the Premier, but apparently his group took
over. I'm not sure exactly about this.

UNGER: He was the Prime Minister who took over from Sarit when Sarit died. It was a coup
against Thanom that I was thinking about, but that was in October or November, 1973.

Q: We are now restarting. We've just gone and done a little research. Mr. Ambassador, let me
ask you first, how did you deal, when you first arrived, at the end of 1967 -- and you were there
for almost five years -- how did you deal with the Thai government. Whom would you see and
who were the major players that you dealt with? And, could you spell the names.

UNGER: When I returned to Thailand as Ambassador, in the fall of '67 (having been out there
earlier as Alex Johnson's and then Ken Young's deputy), Sarit had died and Thanom had
succeeded him as Prime Minister. | had known Thanom from that earlier time when he was
Deputy to Sarit. We had what seemed to me and, I believe, seemed to him likewise, a good
relationship. It was easy for us to communicate. He was available to receive me if there wasn't
something critical going on; I could go in and see him and talk to him quite informally. He
accepted that [ was able to bring him reliable word of U.S. Government opinions and policies.

I think it is fair to say, that [ had perhaps a better understanding of his country than some other
American ambassadors, if for no other reason than that I had already served there for a number
of years, and that I had learned their language, which wasn't true of very many American
ambassadors out there. Also, I had served elsewhere in the region, namely Laos, specifically.
Also I had been working in Washington on the region before I came out there. I had been with
Bill Bundy in the East Asian Bureau as his Southeast Asian deputy. Earlier I had been very much
involved in the activities of SEATO, even though SEATO was by this time on its way out. But
nevertheless, I was familiar with the history of that and other important earlier situations.

Also I spoke Thai. For example, with Thanom's wife, both Mrs. Unger and I could communicate
with her only in Thai; she didn't speak any English. Thanom's English was limited. I wouldn't
have pretended to do business in Thai, except when I had to, particularly if I were traveling
around the country in more remote areas. But nevertheless, Thanom knew that I knew it.

So I think we had developed a pretty good relationship. At that time, in Thailand, there were
really two powerful people. Thanom was out front: he, himself, plus his wife, plus various

people closely associated with him, were one sort of power center.

But a much more adept and much more skillful operator was his Deputy and Minister of Interior,



General Praphat. Praphat was more than Thanom in the old line of Thai General-politicians,
people who came up through the Military ranks but who, in the process, had accumulated to
themselves a very considerable body of supporters, and they had brought those supporters along
with them into relatively high places. Whether in the Military or in the Ministry of Interior or in
other important places, there were key people who were "Praphat men," and they were ready to
support him. I think they expected that Thanom, as sort of a genial and kindly father figure,
would in due course be prepared to move aside and that Praphat, who was younger, would move
into the top position. This whole hierarchy of Praphat supporters would then benefit from his
being in the number one position.

This was pretty much the expectation. I don't think it was Thanom's expectation, but it certainly
was that of many people in political positions, including many of the Military, many of whom
were Praphat's men. He was not only an important figure in the Thai Army but he was also the
Minister of Interior; therefore, the police were very much a part of his group as well.

This was the power scene as it had developed following the death of Sarit some years before.
Thanom and Praphat had moved in as a kind of team. I think one of Thanom's sons or daughters
was married to one of Praphat's daughters or sons, or something like that. [Laughter] It was an
alliance, and an effective one. But it ran into growing opposition. Sometimes for special reasons,
but sometimes just because I think it's in the nature of such things: as people in power "overstay
their welcome" and other people who want power are anxious to move in.

Anyway, little by little, their situation became more tenuous. There began to develop, in
Thailand, a much wider political participation and involvement of various groups, particularly
the students. There was resentment over the machine that was primarily under Praphat's
direction, but from which Thanom benefitted too, in which very substantial amounts of funds
were diverted to personal bank accounts; that very familiar pattern that has happened many
places in the world!

It had been true in Thailand, certainly of Sarit. But Sarit had been a very determined and
effective leader and, perhaps also, had chosen to die at an appropriate moment, before some of
these things caught up with him!

Furthermore, Thanom was less effective than Sarit and Praphat was perhaps a little more
outrageous than some, in terms of the kinds of deals that he was engineering and the amounts of
money he was diverting!

Also, this was a time of some stress with the war in Vietnam, not far away, and something like
50,000 foreign, albeit allied, forces in country. There was growing uncertainty as to what was
going to be the outcome in Indochina. (That situation in Indochina, particularly as it might
directly affect Laos and Cambodia as well as Vietnam, was always a very central concern for the
Thai).

At a certain moment, the unhappiness with Thanom and Praphat boiled over. There was a student
demonstration; in the past these had usually been quite effectively controlled and never had
represented any kind of a serious political problem. But in this atmosphere that I've been



describing, the demonstration did get out of hand and in October of '73, both Praphat and
Thanom were ousted and I guess they both flew to the United States, fairly directly. The King
appointed, not on a permanent basis, but essentially as a caretaker leader of government, a very
much respected Chief Judge of the equivalent of our Supreme Court, Judge Sanya Thammasakdi.

Judge Sanya was someone I knew well. Given what had happened, he asked me (even though at
that time I was just about to leave) to stay on for some additional time, over the transition, as he

was beginning to get things in place for a new government. Washington agreed to let me do that.
So I stayed, as I recall, about another month beyond what I had planned to do.

Q: Did we play any role in the change of government there?
UNGER: We, the United States, in any official sense?
Q: Yes.

UNGER: No, I don't believe so. I think that from top to bottom, both on the U.S. side and on the
Thai side, contacts were extremely numerous and very frank. Many of them of long duration.
People talked to each other and compared notes and passed on opinions and had numerous
discussions of situations. I'm sure that it was clear, particularly, that the kind of graft and
corruption that Praphat represented was something the United States felt was a real disadvantage
to the Thai. And it was something that was inevitably going to cause them problems. While they
had had a pretty stable internal situation and relatively little in the way of political dissent, that
kind of leadership was going to breed the kind of opposition they hadn't had before.

The stability of the country and the stability even of the monarchy could come into question, if
that were to take place. I think there were many Thai, including people in responsible positions,
who, as time went on, became more and more disturbed particularly with Praphat. They realized
that Thanom was not a strong figure and that even if they removed Thanom and Praphat
remained in place, they wouldn't have accomplished very much. The important thing was to get
them both out and to bring in a more democratically organized and a more responsible kind of
government that would be better able to start handling some of the problems in Thailand that
needed to be solved.

All of that might suggest to some people that the United States played some kind of a role in the
change, which was not the case. In fact, there were many official Americans, and I would say
particularly Americans in the military, who were very apprehensive about the kinds of changes
that took place. They feared that this might bring an end to the kind of position and privileges
that the United States military had in country.

And, of course, account had also be taken of American people in the Thai business world,
although the American business presence in Thailand was not all that great at that time. But they
were afraid of a revolutionary spirit and instability that they believed might follow.

When Judge Sanya took over, he was a respected but certainly a conservative figure. The general
disposition of His Majesty the King was also well known; it certainly didn't suggest any desire to



move in any radical direction. It was anticipated that there would be a transition to a more
responsive government and that, hopefully, there would be less corruption. Clearly it was not
going to be a government that was going to bring any kind of radical overturning, either on the
political or the economic scene. And this is, in fact, the way it turned out.

While I can't speak out of direct experience with the subsequent situation, since I left Bangkok at
just about the end of '73, I certainly tried to keep track of it. I was back in Washington and was,
of course, closely in touch with what was taking place at that time. As anticipated, there were
some rough times in Thailand as time went on with the Pramoj brothers and their governments,
followed by Thanin. Nevertheless, fundamentally it was a stable situation as it has continued to
be and remains so today.

Q: You were saying you had the 50,000 Americans. When we have large bases, we tend to insist
and have what amount to extraterritorial rights. Were you concerned about this being a
destabilizing factor? Not only because of the Service men, but also the money that you bring in.
This could not help a country by doing this.

UNGER: We were very much concerned about it. When it became clear that there was going to
be this much larger deployment to Thailand, a lot of measures were undertaken to find a way to
handle problems as they arose and even anticipate problems, and to try to avoid the development
of any kind of critical stress or strain.

Of course, I was not yet there when this big deployment took place. That was, I think, primarily
during Graham Martin's time. But when I got there, I had a good basis for judgment given my
past familiarity with the situation. I had talked to all of my Thai friends, including people in the
government, including some discussion with His Majesty to learn how he saw the situation. I
reviewed the situation with people in the Thai Government and a lot of people that I knew, who
had perhaps been in government, or people who were not directly concerned with this issue, but
whom I knew to be perceptive, sensitive people. While I knew most of them to be friendly to the
United States, They also would be very ready -- if they felt our actions had been high-handed or
improper or incomplete or whatever -- to give me a frank opinion. So when I went out there, in
the early fall of '67, it was very important to reestablish contacts and try to get a feel for how the
Thais perceived the situation. By and large, in the Thailand of that day, the U.S. presence was
not resented. Most of the Thai in leadership positions -- I'm not saying this was necessarily true
of the Thai body politic as a whole -- were themselves concerned about the situation in Vietnam.
The fact that the United States was concerned, and involved, and intended to defend South
Vietnam, fitted with their policy as well. This is what they wished to see. They were afraid that a
North Vietnam, moving into a dominant position in Indochina, taking over the South and
exerting control over Laos and Cambodia, meant trouble for them. They felt there was hostility
there that would mean pressures on Thailand and make life difficult for them.

Of course, in the light of what's happened in the last year or so, we know that the Thai have
adjusted well to the situation at the same time that Vietnam itself has been adjusting. But that's

modern history and things looked somewhat different then.

Q: You were there during the critical period when our relations with the People's Republic of



China went through a very dramatic turn from being absolutely opposed to establishing a form
of relationship there. How did the Thai view this?

UNGER: Remember, of course -- as would be true in the United States too -- there are Thai and
there are Thai! [Laughter] And, certainly, there were university people; and there were some
business people, who for rather special reasons, regarded this PRC-U.S. rapprochement
favorably and anticipated Thailand's following suit somewhere along the way.

There were those who were ideologues (and this included quite a number of people in top
government positions), who were dubious about this. They felt the United States was mistaken in
its perception of China and that a country that they saw, by all odds, as the principal menace to
Thailand's independence, was perhaps going to be given a free hand to operate as it wished in
Southeast Asia: this would be very dangerous from a Thai point of view. Now, of course, we
know that none of that happened the way they anticipated, but that was the kind of thing that
they were worried about.

Remember one thing, and this is very important anytime you talk about China and Thailand:
Thailand has one of the largest Chinese minorities in all of Southeast Asia or anywhere else.
There are some countries in Southeast Asia like Singapore where the Chinese are not a minority;
they are a majority -- three quarters of the whole population. But in Thailand, they are a very
significant minority and a minority that has an extremely important position, particularly on the
business and economic side.

But unlike Malaysia, where the Chinese element is often in almost a hostile relationship with the
Malay Muslim population, in Thailand the Chinese have adjusted and assimilated in remarkable
fashion. The Chinese minority is nothing like the problem that it is in the Philippines, in
Malaysia, in Indonesia and many other areas.

The usual pattern is that the first generation dresses as Chinese and lives in the Chinese part of
Bangkok or maybe in one of the other big cities. Maybe even in the next generation somebody
will go out and become a rice miller in a relatively small town or be in business in Bangkok with
children with Thai names. Possibly they will change their own name and take a Thai name; and
the next generation, to all intents and purposes, is Thai.

One of the most interesting cases that I always have cited is a family that I knew pretty well -- I
think there were something like a dozen children. The oldest was a very respected gentlemen
who still had his Chinese name and perhaps dressed Chinese. He came from China when he was
a young man and he was the head of one of the most important Chinese societies in Thailand. He
was a very wealthy businessman and was respected as such by the Thai. But there was no
question that he was a representative of the Chinese community, an immigrant community. It
was a big family and his youngest brother -- who was quite young when he was brought to
Thailand -- had a Thai name. In due course he was also given a Thai title -- Phya -- when he
became a very close advisor to the King. He was thought of by everybody as a Thai; he married a
Thai woman; he had the name Phya Srivisarn which was a good Thai name. And so in the course
of just one generation, however many years that entailed, they went from the old pattern of
identity as Chinese immigrants to a new pattern of essentially total assimilation as Thais!



Q: One last question before we move on to your next assignment. How much did narcotics play a
role in your work as Ambassador at that time?

UNGER: The second time I was in Thailand, it was an extremely important aspect of the work.
For one thing, we had begun to have a problem in the United States. I can't remember exactly the
status in America at that time, but certainly drugs had been recognized as a growing problem in
the States. And Southeast Asia was perhaps the principle source of opium and its derivatives,
morphine and heroin; this came primarily from the "Golden Triangle." Territorially speaking,
this meant primarily Burma and Laos, but with some production in northernmost Thailand.
Thailand, however, provided the principal route of exit for these substances.

That wasn't always true. For example, even in the days that I was still in Laos, it was frequently
reported there were French or other free-lance pilots who knew the wild areas of Laos and knew
where they could land and take off unapprehended. They were operating mostly in the
northwestern corner of Laos where they loaded up heavily with opium (or perhaps heroin which
had been refined in one of the Burmese refineries) and flew over Thai territory, high enough so
that they weren't intercepted and then dropped their cargo to a ship at sea in the Gulf of Thailand.
This was one of the ways to get the heroin out without being interfered with and thus engage in a
very lucrative trade!

But at the same time, it was known that there also were overland channels through Thailand (as
well as through Indochina and Burma) that probably came down the western side of Thailand, in
relatively remote, mountainous areas. They delivered their product to rendezvous along the Thai
coast; again, that was primarily heroin.

Going back to our discussion about Thanom and Praphat, there were recurrent rumors that
Praphat who, as Minister of Interior, was responsible for the police, but also had a military
position, and was the person we had to talk to and work with, principally, to try to get the
narcotics problem under control. At the same time we were talking to him, we were from time to
time receiving reports that he was carrying on his own narcotics operation! So it was a somewhat
discouraging picture. I never had any reason to think Thanom was personally involved, but we
definitely thought that Praphat was.

SIDNEY WEINTRAUB
Economic Officer
Bangkok (1959-1961)
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Q: I've heard this many times. You went to Thailand. You were there from when to when?
WEINTRAUB: '59 to '61.

Q: What were you doing there?

WEINTRAUB: Economic Section?

Q: Who was the Ambassador at the time?

WEINTRAUB: Alex Johnson. He later became Under Secretary, Ambassador to Vietnam.
There, the experience was very different. I had great regard for Alex Johnson. He was a decent
fellow. He did his job well. He knew everybody. He encouraged people. It was a very good
assignment.

Q: What was your particular parish?

WEINTRAUB: Essentially the analysis of the economy, of what was going on, and then making
recommendations on U.S. policy. I guess I was Number Two by then in the economic section,
just reporting generally on the nature of the economy, the usual economic officer duties.

Q: What was the political and economic situation in Thailand in this '59 to '61 period?

WEINTRAUB: There was a military dictator. His name was Sarit. I met him on a number of
occasions, but I had really no great dealings with him. I had much contact with a very
professional man at the head of the central bank, and with others in the central bank. They were
really very professional. And with the people in the various economic parts of the government.
Thailand wasn't booming then the way it later happened, but it was in reasonably good shape.
The Foreign Minister, whose name was Thanat Khoman, was really quite a sophisticated man. |
met him a few time and I had some dealings with him. But my dealings were much more with
the economic side of the government. The central bank and the other economic officials realized
that, as the Vietnam War heated up in the years following, Thailand would be deeply affected.
They began to think about how they could limit the adverse impact on Thailand. In other words,
people were thinking ahead. The government was pretty corrupt. That's not the point I'm making.
Thailand was not a democracy. But the economic policy makers were people of considerable
sophistication and ability.

Q: Did you have problems getting to know people within the Thai government and Thai
business?

WEINTRAUB: No, not at all. Thailand was very different from Japan. I had a quite active social
life with Thai government officials, Thai businesspeople, others there. Thailand was a pleasant

place to live at that time. I found it a rewarding experience.

Q: What were American economic interests in Thailand then?



WEINTRAUB: Essentially trade. Modest investment, though not all that much. Thailand had
always been an independent state. So, it was kind of a political/economic relationship. The two
went together. They wanted to maintain that independence. The problems between us were not
deep problems.

Q: Were we competing for rice or anything like that?

WEINTRAUB: Yes, it was an issue, but I'm not sure it was all that deep an issue. It's the way PL
480 has always been an issue.

Q: What about Thai silk and all that? Was this a major export?

WEINTRAUB: It was an important export. It wasn't Thailand's main export, but it was an
important export. The Thai silk industry got a big boost by a man named Jim Thompson. Jim
Thompson helped them get the right dyes and the right designs and set up quite a flourishing
business which then got emulated by a lot of other Thais. They were building up a jewelry
business. Their big exports though at that time were agricultural products of one kind or another.
They hadn't reached the boom period yet.

Q: Were they at all concerned about an indigenous Communist movement there? They had all of
Indochina.

WEINTRAUB: Yes, I'm sure they were. I'm sure there was some concern. As far as I can recall,
there was no serious expectation that the Thais would succumb to some of the things happening
elsewhere in Indochina. There was a good deal of, not animosity, maybe that's too strong a word,
but there was no love between the Indochinese states and the Thais. The Thais tried to keep
themselves somewhat distant from that. There were insurgencies in Burma, but that didn't affect
the Thais too much, except along the northern part of Thailand. There were insurgencies in
Malaya the time, not too far from the Thai border, but, again, they did not deeply affect the
Thais..

Q: You left Thailand when?

WEINTRAUB: I left in '61. I came back to Washington.

BEN FRANKLIN DIXON
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Q: Well, then, we'll move you. You left Rabat in 1958, and then you went to Bangkok, where you
served from 1959 to '62. What were you doing there?

DIXON: Well, my personal job was being liaison officer, or U.S. representative to the Economic
Commission for Asia and the Far East. I was given that job primarily because Bill Porter, who
was back, head of...

Q: This was Ambassador William J. Porter.

DIXON: Who had been the DCM there. I had just come into the Foreign Service. Well, I had just
come into the field for the first time. I had been in the Civil Service and qualified under
that...what is that program?

Q: Wriston program, I think, wasn't it?
DIXON: No.
Q: Mustang program, or...

DIXON: ...five, ten, eleven, or something like that. After so much time in the Civil Service, I
took an oral exam and was qualified for this. [ wasn't brought in until the time of the Wriston
thing, but I did that thing about a year before that. And they apparently held up, I don't know
why. Oh, yes, I do, because, well... In any case, Bill Porter thought that I had never had the
economic experience, and he kept telling the Personnel people that I should be given economic
jobs. This also involved this problem with John Root. They wanted to make John Root the head
of the political section; the people back in the department had wanted this right along. So I was
shunted off to Bangkok.

The Asians at that time were at the beginning of this great opening that they have reached today.
But they were just beginning then, and they were very hopeful that the United States would help
them develop their economies and get started. A lot of that representation was done through
ECAFE, which was the Economic Commission for Asia and the Far East. And then they had
meetings on all sorts of specialized things, like petroleum and Customs and...I don't know, they
must have had fifteen or twenty different seminars every year on special aspects of economy and
of governmental functions, you know, sort of a training thing. And they'd put out these detailed
things about how you, for example, conducted a Customs Service and this sort of thing.

I was completely immersed in this. The embassy had no interest in this whatsoever. Alex
Johnson was the ambassador, and the economic counselor had no idea of what I was doing. They
began to ask me to do other things, but I said, "You know, I think there's a job that needs to be
done. I was sent here to do this job and I think I should be supported in doing this." There wasn't
much response to it. And I found trouble in getting my things sent out. You know, they'd let
them stand for a week before they'd be signed and that sort of thing. And I found it very difficult
to try to get along.



Q: Was this just one of the things that has often been leveled against particularly the older
Foreign Service, that things of economic or commercial interest just didn't grab their attention
as much as...

DIXON: They paid absolutely no attention to it whatsoever. I spent a lot of time out there talking
to people to see what they wanted to do on all these different sections, and what they planned,
and informing the department of this. There was a section of the department very much
interested in it. And if I could get my dispatches out, or my telegrams out, which... There were
great delays by the economic counselor.

Q: Who was the economic counselor?

DIXON: Claude Whittington -- didn't know what I was writing about, didn't even send them up
to Leonard Unger, who was the DCM, who would simply let it sit there for a long time before he
would sign it or do anything. Sometimes he'd want to talk about some minor point, but he'd hold
it there for a couple of weeks before he did it. And Ambassador Johnson just had no interest in it
whatsoever. I felt pretty annoyed about this.

When the inspector came, I told him I thought that either they ought to let me do these things
alone or give it immediate attention.

This annoyed Whittington considerably, and he began to denounce me as not being very
responsive to leadership and so forth. I'd never had anything from him at all, except he'd want me
to do some things, and I had, say, a delegation there, we were doing something, and I'd say |
couldn't do it.

The result was that the inspector wrote a nasty report about me, which I resented very greatly. It,
in fact, was primarily untrue. They had some professional inspector, named King, there, who
didn't write his report until several months after he got back. It was shot through with all sorts of
error of fact, error of judgment. But it certainly didn't help my career very much.

Q: No, no.

DIXON: Anyway, I enjoyed... Once I got into it, it was an entirely different kind of thing than I
had ever done before. And I think they had great confidence in me.

Q: You're speaking about the...
DIXON: The ECAFE.

They also assigned me labor reporting in Thailand, which I resisted. But Alex Johnson finally
insisted that I do it, so I did it. But it cut into the time on the other thing.

I had some interesting times. They were trying to start the Asian Bank at that time. I felt that it
would be a great help in dealing with the Asians, if we could afford it. Therefore, I wrote
dispatches recommending that the Department consider this thing very seriously, and consider



doing some basic financing for it. They eventually did do it, but they never showed much of a
willingness as long as I was there. Shortly after I left, they began to take on to it some. But I felt
that it was a very important thing for the Asians.

commerce and under secretaries of a lot of departments -- that came out to these things. I was
able to talk them and try to explain what ECAFE wanted to do, what these countries needed and
that sort of thing, in hopes to get widespread interest, throughout the agencies of the U.S.
government that dealt with these sort of things, for the problems in East Asia. Sometimes they'd
stay two weeks, sometimes delegates would stay a month, but those were good times to do
briefings and talk with them.

One thing that was rather funny. The ECAFE had an annual meeting. One time it was in New
Delhi. This was just when Kennedy had come in. I felt that it was important to get somebody of
standing to come and talk to the economic ministers who came to these meetings. I saw that
Harriman was probably going to be the EA assistant secretary, so I sent a telegram back saying:
Would it be possible for Harriman to come to this and talk to the economic ministers individually
and sort of get familiar with our problems? I thought it would be helpful in his job to know what
their problems were, as well as a good chance for us to make some time with somebody who was
important in the administration to talk these people. They never answered this thing until the last
minute. When I got to New Delhi, they said he was coming.

Funny thing, we had a guy who said he'd worked for Harriman. And he said, "Mr. Harriman will
want to make a speech, so I'll write a speech for him." So he wrote a speech for him. Harriman
came. At the first delegation meeting, this guy said, "Governor, I've written a speech for you."
And Harriman picked it up and looked at it, opened the second page, read a couple of lines, third
or fourth page, tore the thing up and threw it in the trash basket and never said anything, which I
thought was one of the rudest things I'd ever seen in my life. Well, he was pretty bad.

He said for me to gather all the economic ministers together and he would address them. I said,
"Governor, the point of your being here is to talk to each one of these guys individually and to
listen to what they have to say." Well, he wasn't going to do that. And I said, "Well, this is what
you're here for. And I hope you will do it, I'd hate to have to report back that you are not going to
do what you came here for." He looked plenty goddamned mad, but he said all right, he would
do it.

So we sat -- each minister, and Harriman, and myself. The first meeting we had was with the
Afghan minister. Harriman said, "I'll just write out my speech that I'm going to make, while I
pretend to listen to what they're saying."

I said, "You know, it doesn't make any difference to me, but please hear enough of it to be
responsive."

Harriman was sitting there. He was talking and writing a couple of words and things. And all of a
sudden he took the hearing aid out of his ear. It was sort of loose. He pulled the cord in front of
his ear. I reached up, picked it up, and stuck it back in his ear. He was a terror. He was terrible.



But we did get through all the economic ministers. I think he was pretty annoyed with me, but
nonetheless...

We had two other things that happened there that were quite important. The Lao foreign
minister, Kampan Panya, came to me and said... | had been in Laos.

Q: What was his name again?

DIXON: Kampan Panya. He came to me and said, "Souvanna Phouma is here at the Ashoka
Hotel." And he said...

Q: Who was then the...

DIXON: Well, he had been prime minister and was thrown out. And he had stayed quite a while
with Sihanouk in Cambodia. Kampan Panya said, "Listen, he's on the other side of the fence
from me, but nonetheless I think the Americans ought to go in an show him some attention. At
least call him and have something to say to him. You never know when something else may
happen and you'll want to be in his good graces, too." Which I thought was pretty good, coming
from the foreign minister. So I went and got Carol Laise at the embassy and wrote a telegram,
and she sent it to...

Q: Carol Laise would have been, at that time, the political officer at the embassy in New Delhi.

DIXON: She sent a telegram off. I said, in effect, please authorize somebody -- out of the
embassy, or Harriman if he comes, or myself -- to talk to Souvanna Phouma. We got no answer.
Two or three days went by. Harriman still hadn't come. So I went to my British opposite number
and we went over to his embassy, and I told them that Souvanna Phouma was there and that my
government had not responded to it, and I thought maybe it would be a good idea if they went
over and had a chat with him, which they did.

I knew him, slightly. So I hung outside his door until he came out, and went over and spoke to
him and sat down and had a chat with him.

Finally, Harriman arrived. Souvanna Phouma was on the way to the airport, so we dispatched
Harriman out to the airport to catch Souvanna Phouma just as he was waiting for the plane to go
off, and he did get to talk to him. But, you know, it was sort of a last-minute thing. Harriman
later put great store in the fact that Souvanna Phouma was friendly towards us, but of course a lot
of groundwork had been laid before that.

Q: Well, this is about the time when Laos all of a sudden became the area of concentration of the

early Kennedy administration, and particularly Averell Harriman. We're talking about 1961-ish,
'62-ish.

DIXON: Yes, that's right. But Harriman was awful goddamned slow in getting out there. We
tried to say, you know, he's on his way, get out to the airport. And Harriman finally went, but he
dawdled a lot before he went. I don't know, maybe he was tired or something. But I think he's a



pretty sorry character. I had a lot of contacts with him which were the same sort of thing.

Another thing happened which I thought was interesting there. There was an Indian who was
said to be a stringer for the KGB.

Q. The KGB being the Soviet secret police.

DIXON: Yes. My opposite number was in fact the head of the KGB in Bangkok. He was the top
KGB agent. I'll tell you about him in a minute.

This guy was very friendly with him, obviously very friendly with him, but he was also doing
some sort of...I don't know what. He was doing some task for the KGB, our CIA people said.

Q: This is the Indian you're talking about.

DIXON: Yes. When we were in Delhi, I was approached by this Indian, who was fairly high in
the Indian Civil Service, who said, "The Soviets are going to make an attempt to have the Lao
delegation thrown out of the conference, saying that they don't represent the true government."
And so forth. There had been a change in government. I've forgotten exactly what it was at that
point, whether they had forced their way in or what it was.

In any case, I went and told Kampan Panya, "They are going to try to unseat your delegation and
I think you ought to get prepared for it." I said, "I've gotten this through an Indian source, but it
sounds fairly reliable to me."

The thing that was difficult, as far as [ was concerned, was the fact that if he was the KGB setup,
it seemed unlikely he would tell me the truth. But it just didn't fit at all, so I figured he must have
had a spat with them or something and was going to get even with them. So I told Kampan
Panya, and I sent a telegram back home, and we were all prepared when this thing came.

And, in fact, it came very suddenly. But we were all prepared; we had already talked to other
delegations and so forth. And we very quickly turned it around. We had made enough contacts
and so forth, so that they said okay, we... this and they seated the Lao delegation of Kampan
Panya.

The other job that they gave me at the embassy was because there were a number of Soviets in
ECAFE, in the staff as well as this guy Victor Leziovsky, who was the head of the KGB there. I
was in constant contact with them. You know, this was still during the Cold War. They had one
officer from the embassy who went to their parties and talked to them and reported on them and
that sort of thing. So I was given the job, which was fairly easy because I'd see these people out
at the ECAFE headquarters as well as other places. So I reported on the Soviets there.

I got in great, detailed discussions with them. They were very excited at that time by the fact that
Khrushchev had come to power. They said he was the new Boris Gudonov; he was going to turn

the government around and get rid of all this Communist crap and so forth and so on. Which they
told me individually -- a number of them, even the deputy chief of mission, who I'd gotten very



friendly with in one of these discussions. It was perfectly clear they welcomed him and they
wanted a reform in Russia and so forth and so on, and they had thought the Stalin days were
over.

I did a fair amount of reporting on this and got a fairly good insight into how these Soviets, in
this mission at least, which I think in different ways were representative of different runs of
people in the Soviet Union, how they do things, how they think about things, and what they were
hoping for and so forth.

Well, that about winds up what I did in Bangkok.

Q: One thing, you were talking about your dealings with the Soviets. How did you work with the
CIA on this? I mean, because I assume they would be very interested in what you had to say.

DIXON: My deputy was a CIA type, and I worked very closely with him. Well, I reported. They
didn't have much to say. They were pretty closed about it, but they got a little less closed. They
didn't keep it into their chests. But they were, at first, not very informative. As I told them things,
they began to sort of tell me about what was going on. My deputy, as a matter of fact, tried to get
one of the Soviets to be subverted. And, well, a big to-do. The Soviets sent a note to the
Secretary of State, objecting to his activity and so forth. And I think, for a while, they thought I
was a CIA type. They all seemed to know each other well.

Q: Well, you know, there are tee-shirts today in Washington which say: "KGB and CIA, together
at last. We cover the world." But did you find that the CIA operation at that time, I mean,
obviously the KGB and the CIA are in there, were they promoting what you were trying to
promote? I mean, I'm talking about our CIA. Or were their activities sort of a hindrance to our
trying to further the economic development in there?

DIXON: They were trying to get things... For example, they wanted to build a model of the
Mekong. Apparently, in deciding how a river's going to react, you can build a model and run
water down it and one thing and another. The other thing is to do it by computer. You can do it
by computer. The Soviets were prepared, through ECOSOC I think it was, to give the institute in
Phnom Penh where they doing this work under ECAFE on the Mekong Authority, a computer
model. I felt that if they did this, they'd be pouring more Soviets in there to run the thing and to
do all this, and I figured what we ought to do was to try to beat them out on this. So I wrote the
department about it. They reluctantly finally came along, and we did put something down there.
But it was very difficult to get them to act on this.

However, with the Soviets, we were in contest with them. They also had an ECOSOC meeting
there in which there was a great political to-do over seating delegations and objecting to people
and God knows what, in which the Soviets showed their orientation pretty closely. We fought
with them there.

In other things, we were cooperative. At this time, though, the Chinese and the Russians were
being split asunder. I used to refer to the Chinese as their Chinese cousins, which used to irritate
the hell out of the Russians. They didn't like that.



But I got along fairly well with them. And they were fairly open, after a while, about things,
projects that they were interested in, projects that we were interested in. And we were pretty
careful. You know, if it was a project that they could not really object to, we would discuss it
with them. If it was something we'd think we'd get into competition, we didn't discuss it with
them. But in general we were trying to find out as much as we could about what they were going
to do, as well as to find out what they were particularly interested in, and try to warn our
government about the things they wanted to do.

Q: Did the early stages of our involvement in Vietnam play much of a role in what you were
doing at that time?

DIXON: Yes. I was up and down in Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam quite a bit, as well as
Australia, Indonesia, and Singapore, about various and sundry things. I figured, you know, what
could we do to try to bring Vietnam on our side? We had this Mekong development. And, you
know, we at that time were trying to have peace with the North Vietnamese. The war had not
gotten to the stage that it later got onto, and it was still possible to do something about this.

I therefore wrote a dispatch recommending certain projects, which the North Vietnamese
obviously couldn't participate in the Mekong thing, and suggested that we use these things as bait
to try to interest them and join the Mekong, stopping the war in effect.

President Johnson used this basic idea in a speech at a college to propose this. But the
Vietnamese would have nothing to do with it.

The other thing was that I knew the president of Vietnam. Also, was the guy, Wolf Vladijinsky,
who was...

Q: He was the very famous advisor both in Vietnam and in Japan, too.

DIXON: Yes. I was up in Laos on special duty when the incursion came in from the north. Wolf
was there then, I got to know him. And he got to telling me about how bad things were with
Diem and his family and all of those secret organizations and so forth. Later, while I was in
Vietnam, he introduced me to Diem. And I got into the conversation, saying, in effect, you know
you ought to get rid of Madame Nhu.

Q: Diem was the president, and Madame Nhu was his sister-in-law.

DIXON: Yes. And I had occasion a couple of times after that to talk to him about it. He clearly
was aware that it was a liability to him, but, on the other hand, he apparently seemed to think that
all this organization and so forth that they had was really important to his support. There wasn't
much I contributed to that.

There was some resentment against Diem. There was a rumor at an ECAFE conference that
Diem had been deposed. The Vietnamese ambassador rushed over to me and said, "What is this?
Have you heard?"



I said, "I don't know, I can go over to the embassy and find out if there's anything."
And I went down and found it wasn't true.

But they didn't know what the hell to do. They heard that somebody else was taking power. You
know, they wanted to be on the right side. And a great, great to-do.

And finally, when we got this thing straightened out, he acted as though nothing had happened,
but I think he was getting ready to try to throw his weight on the other side.

I went down on an inspection of the Mekong, and we went down to look at something in Cantho.
There was of course fighting in there, but it wasn't very great.

Q: This is in the Mekong Delta, Cantho.

DIXON: Yes, and we took a look at this thing. We were riding in Jeeps, and there was an Army
truck with some soldiers in it that sort of went with us. It was an area where there wasn't any
fighting to speak of. But on the way back, somebody started firing, and they stopped that big
truck. The driver said, you know, it made him nervous to sit there. And I said, "Well, I agree
with you. I was in the Marine Corps, you don't ever let yourself get caught while you're just
sitting like a duck somewhere. Either let's go back or let's go in to Cantho." So we just drove
around that big truck -- with some difficulty, they didn't want us to, but we went on into town.
They didn't get out of there for hours after that. But they sat there, of all stupid things. That was
my only encounter with that down there.

While I was there, this incursion into Laos came. The Pathet Lao had come into the north there.
They needed people up there and I went up. John Holt, who had inspected me in Rabat and
thought very highly of my work, asked that I be assigned up there. And I stayed up there nine
months. I drove back and forth to ECAFE things, and then went back when things were quiet.

But I did two things there. One was that we borrowed the United Nations mission to take a look
and see what was going on. I had worked with UNSCOB on Greece, when I was the assistant
Greek desk officer.

Q: What was this?

DIXON: United Nations Commission on the Balkans. And I knew generally how it was
organized, so I explained to them, and we did the basic preparations to set up for a mission there.
A guy named Jilliard, I think, who was from the U.N., finally came out there. But he didn't know
much about this either.

We also had to see about getting aircraft that could get people up to that high level up there
where this thing was going on. And I got the Naval attach¢ and we talked to the people in the
Navy channel to sort of figure out what sort of plane we could use to go up there. We finally
found the only kind of plane we could use. Helicopters wouldn't do very well. But the landing



place there was in the shape of a "U" cut out of a mountain. And you had to come in, turn
around, and land on a very short strip. So that you could not get more than about two or three
planes in at a time. The only plane we could use was a Canadian plane named something like a
duck or something like that.

Q: An Otter, I think. There's a Canadian plane called an Otter.

DIXON: Otter, yes. And you could only take a few people up there. When we were organizing
for this, the minister of defense asked that I come out and talk to him. I went in there and sat
down and expected him to ask me a question. And he said, finally, "Well, what do we do?" And I
explained to him how UNSCOB had been organized and what we ought to do, and that we ought
to send people up there to take a look around, we ought to interview people and explain how the
mission should work. And generally I worked on...

When the mission came, we had a great guy, a Japanese who was on the mission, who had been
Mariel's handler in Istanbul during World War II. But he was an active guy and got out and did
things. The son of the president of Tunisia was there, but we couldn't get him to do anything.

Q: Bourguiba.

DIXON: Bourguiba, Jr., yes. They were the two outstanding ones -- Bourguiba for not doing
anything, and this Japanese, whose name I don't remember right now, who was very good and
very active.

Anyway, they went up. We got the aircraft in and everything worked fine. And they did the
interviewing and finally got up a pretty good report on it.

The other thing that I got involved with there was, there were two Gudden brothers who had an
airplane, who rented their plane and flew commercial missions for people. They had been down
to...I've forgotten where they'd gone to, but they had stopped, because they were low on gas, at a
field they saw in Indonesia. Well, they landed there, and it was the CIA field that they were
trying to build up, or outfit, to get rid of Sukarno. They had a terrible time with the Indonesians
and, I guess, the CIA getting out of there. But they finally got out, and they got up as far as Laos
and they ran out of money. They got a contract with a local guy, hauling something from
Cambodia somewhere. They were just bags of things. They finally realized they were hauling
opium. They refused to do it anymore. Don Corli, who was a Corsican living in Laos and
running dope out of there, took over the planes. I went down to the Lao government and told
them to give the planes back to the owners. And, after long representation, they finally did.

This Don Corli, however, was still doing a lot of things, and they were trying to find out who the
hell was supporting this thing.

The Lao ambassador to India came there, went down to the Banc D'Indochine (the French
Indochinese Bank), and did some transactions. I talked one night to somebody, and I was asking
about him. Something made me think that he was somehow involved in this. So I went down to
the Banc D'Indochine and talked to some people there. And I found out that the Indian



ambassador was sponsoring Don Corli and that he, of course, was very closely tied in with the
prime minister.

This absolutely sent Horace Smith, who was the ambassador, wild, because he was the principal
supporter of the Indian ambassador and apparently must be getting some rake-off from this thing
that Don Corli was doing. And that explained why we had so much trouble in trying to get this
thing straightened out. It was very interesting. But the CIA had been unable to find anything
about it. And I guess it was just by accident, in talking to one of these Lao who said something
that gave me the idea that he might be tied-in to the problem. And I must say that, for bankers, I
was surprised they would tell me as much as they would tell about him.

KENNETH MACCORMAC
Deputy Public Affairs Officer, USIA
Bangkok (1960-1965)

Kenneth MacCormac was born in Cordova, Alaska in 1911. He graduated from
the University of San Francisco in 1933 and served overseas in the US Army
during World War I1. After entering the State Department, MacCormac served in
Seoul, Japan, and Thailand. In 1978 during his retirement Mr. MacCormac
directed the Thai Fulbright Foundation. He was interviewed in 1989 by G. Lewis
Schmidlt.

MACCORMAC: In 1960 I was assigned to Bangkok, Thailand. I had six months of Thai
language training at Foreign Service Institute, and then I continued in Thai language training all
the time I was in Thailand. As you know, it's a difficult language. Languages are difficult for me,

anyway.
Q: They are for me, too.

MACCORMAC: I had to spend a lot of time at it. But it was worthwhile. I was assigned as
deputy PAO at that time to Bangkok. The public affairs officer was Howard Garnish, with whom
I'm still in contact and look forward to seeing whenever I go to Washington. He and his wife
were very, very kind to me.

One of the interesting things, as far as I'm concerned, in Thailand was my association with the
Siam Society. Through the Siam Society, which is a cultural organization which has been going
in Bangkok since 1904, I came in contact and met practically all of the cultural leaders in
Thailand, including the king and queen. This was helpful in many, many ways. My great and
good friend in the Siam Society was Prince Dhani, who was the king's uncle, a delightful man
who was then in his sixties. His grandmother was one of the consorts of King Monqut. When
Prince Dhani was a boy, he was raised in the grand palace and carried around until he was 13.
When he was 13, he was sent to Rugby in England for an education, and stayed in England for
many years. He's was a graduate of Cambridge, and he spoke flawless English in a rather
Victorian manner. He wrote beautifully, a highly educated man. He had been under the absolute



monarchy, at one time the minister of education. As I say, through Prince Dhani I got to know
some of the cultural leaders and, as a matter of fact, some of the cultural leaders became political
leaders, among them Kukrit Parmoj.

A good deal could be done through personal acquaintance with the nobility and aristocracy. Of
course, the king in Thailand is greatly revered, as is his wife. Among my other acquaintances at
that time was Prince Wan, also a delightful man, English educated, of the old school. When I
knew him, he was rector of Tamasat University, and at one time he became prime minister. Then
I remember another time somebody wanted an interview with him, and for some reason or other,
I was the only one in the embassy who knew him.

This was during the time U. Alexis Johnson was the ambassador, and he was followed by Ken
Young, ambassador to Thailand. It was shortly following Ken Young's appointment there that we
had the visit of the Vice President, Lyndon Johnson.

Vice President Lyndon Johnson Visits Bangkok!
Q: Which I understand was something of a disaster.
MACCORMAC: Something of a disaster. Right. (Laughs)

Q: Would you care to make a few remarks about that? I think it would be very interesting to get
your impressions and your report of what happened.

MACCORMAC: I found it was very difficult to deal with the Vice President's party. We had
been planning at that time -- "we," that is USIA. I was Acting PAO at that time because Howard
Garnish was on home leave. We had been planning a reception at the Erawan Hotel for the Thai
Press Association, which was celebrating its 50th anniversary. We had invitations out, and it was
going to be a big gala affair of which we, USIS, were the host. We did not know at the time that
Lyndon Johnson had refused the Thais' offer of one of the palaces in which to live while he was
in Bangkok, and he moved into the Erawan Hotel, where we were having our reception. I
thought as long as he was going to be in the hotel, he might like to meet the Thai Press
Association. So I phoned to members of his party in Taipei and in Hong Kong, and asked if the
Vice President would be willing or interested in meeting with the Thai Press Association in his
hotel, and was assured that he would be happy to. So all was laid on.

Our party was going on and on and on downstairs, and I was waiting for the Vice President to
come down. The party was half over and he wasn't there, so I asked somebody to go up and get
him or see if they could coax him down. It was Carl Rowan. Remember Carl Rowan?

Q: He was the director.

MACCORMAC: He was the director of the Agency at that time. Carl went upstairs. After a
funny story that I can't record, he came down and told the story about the Vice President.
Anyway the Vice President eventually came down and he stayed about half an hour and talked to
the Thai Press. It was a big success as far as that went. But I was getting gray hair, wondering if



he was coming to the party at all.
Q: At this point 1'd like to ask you why did he refuse to stay in one of the palaces?

MACCORMAC: I think he refused to stay in the Phitsanolok House because of security reasons.
That's the story they gave, anyway. But it took Bangkok a long time to get over the visit of
Lyndon Johnson.

Q: There was one story going around when I got there, which may be apocryphal, said that he
moved into the mansion, didn't like the drapes, and asked the imperial household to change the
drapes.

MACCORMAC: It's a story that could have happened, knowing what he subjected the post to.
But I never heard that story. I don't know whether it's true or not. He was a difficult man to
please, anyway. That was 1963.

Q: Your tour was up in 1963.

skeksk

MACCORMAC: I was getting old, and I knew that I would have to retire in 1971, so I asked to
be returned to Thailand. An opening came up as the cultural affairs officer, and I was assigned
back to Bangkok as cultural affairs officer.

Q: You replaced Frank Tenny.

MACCORMAC: I replaced Frank Tenny. I met Frank Tenny last week at Greg Henderson's
memorial service in Cambridge.

It was a job I liked, back among old friends. I got my old house back again. One of the perks in
Bangkok was a beautiful old Chinese house which I had leased when I first got there in 1960, on
the same street as the USIA office, and it was a great place for entertaining. It was wide open,
lots of room, lots of space. I had a number one, which is known as the person in charge of your
household, from 1960. Her name was Foo. Foo ran his house with an iron hand.

Q: Was she Chinese?

MACCORMAC: Foo was a Vietnamese, totally uneducated, although she could speak five
languages, Vietnamese, Lao, French, Thai, and English. The reason she wanted to work for me,
because there was a school nearby she wanted her three children to go to. This little lady who
had never been to school in her life arranged that her children got into this very good school near
where I lived, and all three of them went on to the university. I'm still in touch with her.

Q: Did they go to the university in Thailand?

MACCORMAC: The university in Thailand. Right.



Q: Tomasat or Chulalongkorn
MACCORMAC: Chulalongkorn.
Q: Was Phil Damon in Thailand when you were there? Did he return in 1970 or '71?

MACCORMAC: Yes. Philip Damon, whom I'd known in my German days in Germany, and
who had married a delightful French girl who came with the ballet from Nice to Munich, he was
in Bangkok when I got there. Phil and Genevieve Damon were very close to the king and queen.
They were both fluent in French, and Phil was a big, outgoing guy, a great golfer, but sadly
enough, he contracted multiple sclerosis, and he was back in Washington when this developed.
He always thought if he could get back to Thailand, he'd get better, but, of course, he didn't.
Through agency help, he was brought back to Thailand as an employee without compensation, I
think it was called. There he had the use of the APO and the commissary. The king and queen
kept him in Chulalongkorn hospital with day and night nurses for the first year he was there, Phil
is still living. I go to see him whenever I go to Bangkok. He's totally bedridden. I think he's
nearly blind. His only source of happiness is the books on records which he gets from the Library
of Congress.

Q: Is his association with the king terminated now?

MACCORMAC: No. The associations with the king and queen are still strong. As a matter of
fact, his wife Genevieve, is a great friend of the Queen, and Genevieve is the only non-Thai that
I know of who has been given a title by the king. She's now known as Khun Ying Damon. She
runs a small ballet school, and she's been a marvelous, marvelous wife to Philip Damon, who has
had this terrible affliction. His three daughters are now married and living in Thailand.

skeksk

MACCORMAC: One of the first things I did when I first got to Thailand in 1960, was to deliver
a check of $280,000 to the American University Alumni Association, AUA, to build an AUA
language center. All the preparatory work had been done by the people who preceded me, but the
check just happened to come when I was there. To make a long story short, we got crown land
on which to build the AUA building, and I still have pictures of it. It was on three old fish ponds
on a very long, long lot, but in a good location. We moved the AUA center, finally, when it was
built, from Sarankom Palace, way down the river on the other side of town, to the new location.
It's been a big and going concern ever since. When I was last in Thailand, the AUA center was
operating from 7:00 in the morning until 9:00 at night, teaching English to Thai. This is
something they want, and AUA knows how to do it. Small classes, teaching spoken English. By
the time the pupils are through one year of this course, they can really speak English. As a matter
of fact, we moved the USIS library and cultural center from Patpong Road, which had become
infamous, to the AUA center, and it's now a USIS center, as well as the American University
Alumni Association.



Q: When I was there, we closed the American library and we moved all the books, donated them
to the center. Is that the move to which you are referring?

MACCORMAC: That's right, yes. After the building of the AUA classrooms, another grant was
made to build the large library in front of the AUA classroom building, and it's one of the best
libraries in Thailand.

Q: When you said you acquired the crown property, what did we do, pay the crown for it? Or did
they donate it?

MACCORMAC: It was on a long-term lease, which is a nominal amount. I forget the amount
which we pay the crown property division every year.

Q: So all the major grant went to the construction.

MACCORMAC: The major grant went to the construction of the building. Right. There are 35
classrooms, and it's amazing to see them all in use, all the time. The success, of course, was the
use of American teachers. We used only American teachers, even though those who had never
taught before, we taught them how to teach.

Q: You were teaching English with an American accent and American vocabulary.

MACCORMAC: Precisely. As a matter of fact, some of our colleagues in Australia, New
Zealand, and England were sort of miffed that we wouldn't use them, but we always insisted on
using Americans.

Ambassador Johnson was one of the firm backers of the AUA and all of its activities. I'll always
remember him saying, in a country team meeting, "I never put pressure on people to participate
in social events, but if there are any events at the AUA center, [ want you there." It was very well
attended by Americans. Usually there was an annual show put on by the AUA membership, to
which the king and queen came. There were lectures, films, big auditoriums. It's a very
impressive and worthwhile institution.

Q: I've heard people say they think that the AUA, which is, in fact, our cultural center in
Bangkok, probably did more for American-Thai relationships than all the rest of the USIS
programs.

MACCORMAC: I think there's no question about it. It's something we know how to do,
something the Thai wanted, both in teaching of English, use of the library, and use of the film
center, lecture halls, all that sort of thing.

Q: Who was directing the center during the time you were there as CAO?
MACCORMAC: Gordon Schneider was director of the language center when I first got to

Bangkok, and he was the one instrumental in the move to the new location. He was followed by
Milton Leavitt, who had two tours as director of AUA. I remember when we were moving the



USIA cultural center to AUA, there was some hesitancy on the part of the board of directors,
which was headed by a Thai, Phra Bisal Sukhumvit who is still living. He didn't want to have an
American propaganda institution. So Leavitt went over all the programs we had at our own
cultural center the preceding year, and convinced Phra Bisal that it was not going to be, and
never would be, an American "propaganda" center. The programs we put on there over the years
are very, very well received by the Thai.

kksk

MACCORMAC: I retired in July of 1971. Then in 1977, I received a telephone call from the
Thailand Fulbright Foundation, asking me if I'd come back for two years to direct the Fulbright
Foundation in Thailand. I was only too happy to go back, and so I spent '78 and '79 back in
Thailand as the director of the Fulbright Foundation, working with a lot of people whom I'd
known in the past. For instance, one of our early grantees, Dr. Qasim, was then rector of
Chulalongkorn University. A lot of the young Thai we'd sent in the early sixties for advanced
degrees to the United States had come back and were in very prominent education and cultural
positions in Thailand. So it was easy to deal with them.

We had good support from the department, not because we were such a good foundation, but
because no money could be spent in Burma, Laos, or Cambodia. So we had extra money for the
Fulbright Foundation in Thailand, and we usually sent 30 or 40 graduate students to the United
States every year. Most of them came back with doctorates.

Q: When you were there on your first tour, I imagine there probably was not much student
agitation, but I know that at the time that I was approaching the end of my tour, the students had
become quite activist, and a number of them were getting into left-wing organizations. Did you
have much trouble with that during your last tour there?

MACCORMAC: I never did at all, no. I was very much surprised to read and learn about these
student riots and uprising after I'd been away from Thailand. To me, it was so un-Thai to have
this open rebellion against authority. But nothing like that ever happened while I was there.

Q: You mentioned a little earlier that a number of the people who had been patrons and even,
perhaps, students at the AUA, subsequently went out and became prominent people not only in
the Thai educational scene, but also in the political field. Can you name a couple of them in the
political arena? Were these the Pramoj brothers?

MACCORMAC: The two Pramoj brothers were particularly influential in the political field.
Kukrit became Prime Minister of Thailand. He is his own man and quite a mercurial man,
sometimes a great friend, sometimes a great enemy of the United States, was manager, owner,
and publisher of the most prominent newspaper in Thailand. The Siam Rath, a paper that
everyone reads. He was also the man who played the part of the prime minister in the film, "The
Ugly American." We journeyed to the United States on the same plane one time, and |
remember, I think it was during the time when he was doing this film, I addressed him as Mr.
Prime Minister, in jest, never thinking he would really be prime minister again one day. His
brother, an older brother, Seni, had been the Thai minister to the United States in Washington at



the time of the Japanese invasion of Thailand, at the time when Thailand declared war on the
United States. But we were never at war with Thailand because Seni refused to deliver the Thai
declaration to the Government of the United States.

GEORGE M. BARBIS
Analyst, Thailand and Burma, INR
Washington, DC (1961-1963)

Mpr. Barbis was born in California and raised there and in Greece. He graduated
from the University of California and served in the US Army in WWII. In 1954 he
entered the Foreign Service and was posted to Teheran, Iran as Economic
Officer. His other overseas assignments included postings in Thailand, Korea,
France, Belgium and Greece, primarily in the Political and Economic fields. Mr.
Barbis served on the US Delegation to the United Nations (1973-1975). His
Washington assignments involved him in Southeast Asia matters and the US
military. Mr. Barbis is a graduate of the National War College. Mr. Barbis was
interviewed by Mr. Raymond C. Ewing in 1996.

BARBIS: But, that job didn’t last long because I was affected by another reduction in force
program in the government and the position I occupied was abolished. So, suddenly I had to find
a job. A friend ran into a friend and mentioned that I was looking for a job and I ended up in INR
[Bureau of Intelligence and Research] in the Far East region [RFE], assigned as the analyst for
Thailand and Burma. The Ne Win coup in Burma occurred my first weekend there and Dr.
Spinks, who headed RFE, called me in and we went to the safe, which I didn’t know how to open
yet, opened it and looked in the biographic files. This was soon after the responsibility for
biographic files and reporting had been transferred from the Department to CIA [Central
Intelligence Agency]. But, that was no excuse, the file on Ne Win was empty. I knew even less,
although I lived near the Burma border and one of my main interests in Chiang Mai had been to
follow [cross border] developments and activities, I did not follow the Burmese political
situation in detail. So, I had very little background that qualified me to write the brief for the
Secretary on this coup. But, somehow with Dr. Spinks’ assistance we managed to produce a
paper that was acceptable.

Q: Had you ever been to Rangoon?

BARBIS: I had never been to Rangoon. The closest I got was the border in northwestern
Thailand.

I was there for several months when the analyst for Laos was coming up for transfer, Bob
Barrett, and he suggested that I was the logical person in the office at the time to succeed him. Of
course, Bob was anxious to find a successor so he could move on. In any event, I became the
Laos analyst. I think I dropped Burma but kept Thailand, but I was primarily on Laos which was
heating up at that time and becoming an important issue in American policy. In that job I worked
very closely with my counterparts in the army intelligence service (AIS) and, of course, at the



CIA.

It was some months later, maybe more than a year, after | had become pretty knowledgeable and
pretty deeply involved in Lao affairs and I can remember having to go in on weekends
frequently. There was one particular time when Dr. Spinks took me up to brief Secretary Rusk on
a Sunday afternoon and he was kind of relaxed, having a high ball with his coat off, etc. He had a
big map on his desk and I was showing him how some of the intelligence reports had been
exaggerated and tried to give him a true picture of the situation, which was threatening but not at
the critical stage that some reports were suggesting. For this I was indebted to a major in army
intelligence who kept me very well informed on the details of the order of battle and all that kind
of thing. In any event, [ remember to my horror as I was moving around and pointing things out
on the map I hit and almost upset Secretary Rusk’s high ball. Fortunately I retrieved it before it
spilled all over the map.

FREDERICK Z. BROWN
Intelligence Officer, Southeast Asia Treaty Organization
Bangkok (1962-1964)

Frederick Z. Brown was born in Bryn Mawr, Pennsylvania in 1928. He joined the
Foreign Service in 1958. His career included posts in France, Thailand, the
Soviet Union, Vietnam, and Cyprus. Mr. Brown was interviewed by Charles
Stuart Kennedy in 1990.

Q: Your next assignment was somewhat out of this world. You went to Thailand.

BROWN: Something happened on the way to Thailand. At one of my farewell parties, and I can
remember exactly just what one it was, in Cap d'Ailles or Menton, it was a lobster. It was a
lovely farewell dinner, as only the people in the Cote D'Azur can offer. Champagne and so on. It
was either a lobster or a soupe de pistou, a bouillabaisse, which must have been hepatitic.
Because 21 days after that party, I came down with hepatitis. I spent from July of 1962 until
November of 1962 with a very severe case of hepatitis, which delayed my arrival in Bangkok. I
was slated to be staff aide to the ambassador in Bangkok, who at that time was Kenneth Todd
Young, since deceased. Father of Steve Young who ended up being one of my close colleagues
of Vietnam a number of years later. In any event, by the time I got to Bangkok, that position was
filled, and I was shunted over to the civilian staff of the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization,
where I was in the intelligence business. What I did was write basically black propaganda, anti-
communist propaganda for use in various SEATO publications as part of the paper war
conducted by SEATO against Beijing and Moscow. My job was to work with Pakistanis, New
Zealanders, Australians, French, Filipinos and do the biweekly background papers and reports of
an unclassified nature that were placed in universities and opinion influential locations in an
effort to point out how bad the communists were. In retrospect that was a fatuous, rather
nonsensical activity. In fact SEATO had very little reason for existence as an operating entity
even then.



Q: How did you see it at the time?
BROWN: At the time I saw it as fatuous. I did. I saw no point in what [ was doing.
Q: How about your fellow officers?

BROWN: There were only two or three American assigned to the international staff.
Deliberately. The head of the international staff at that time was Nai Pot Sarasin, who was a
distinguished Thai political figure. He was succeeded by a Filipino general, Vargas, who was
nowhere near as effective. But the international staff was generally made up of other countries
who were seeking a cushy assignment. Basically, my American colleague who was Francoise
Queneau, who had been assigned to Laos, later assigned to Vietnam; Francoise and I did most of
the writing of this biweekly what ever it was, intelligence report. The rest of the people did very
little. My recollection is that these were political assignments from Manila, from Canberra,
wherever. The international civilian staff at SEATO Headquarters was basically there on holiday.

Q: Did the embassy pay much attention to you?

BROWN: They paid as much attention to me as I wanted. Every week I went over to the political
section and read the classified material. They kept a safe for me. [ would go over there and I
would read it. And in some cases I would take that information and rework it into the SEATO
documents that I did. I certainly was well treated at the lower level of the embassy. But to be
perfectly honest with you, I was terribly highly motivated in a professional sense to get in with
the embassy and to do one thing or another. I am being very frank about this. What I was
interested in was Thai culture and getting to know Thailand and having a good time. Because
Thailand in the early sixties, for a bachelor, was really like pig heaven. I must say I took
advantage of that. I was permitted to teach English at Thammasat University by the director
general of SEATO so I did that virtually every morning. Spent some time there. [ was a member
of the Royal Bangkok Sports Club, so I spent time there in the afternoon, polishing my tennis. I
had access to both the SEATO commissary and the American commissary. It was good living. |
must say that, to my regret, I did not look upon that time as a way to sort of build my career.
Because it was an offbeat assignment. It was not a good assignment for a young foreign service
officer who was supposed to be up and coming. The fact that I was picked to be staff aide to the
ambassador was indicative of sort of fast track assignment. I don't know. I lived it up. I had a
very good time, traveling around the countryside in the company of an officer with whom I came
into the foreign service, Albert A. Francis who ended up being one of the two brilliant Thai
language officers in the foreign service. Did you ever know Al?

Q: No I didn't.

BROWN: But that is what I did. I was offered a chance to go to Thai language training out of
SEATO. I declined that because I had applied for Russian language training.

My assignment ended early. I left after eighteen months in Thailand. I left in June of 1964 to go
to Russian language training. Because in the back of my mind I always had this desire to be a
Soviet specialist.



ALFRED PUHAN
Deputy Chief of Mission
Bangkok (1962-1964)

Ambassador Alfred Puhan was born in Marianburg, Germany, (now Poland) of
an American father raised primarily in Illinois. He was educated at Oberlin
College, the University of Cincinnati and Columbia University. During World
War II he was employed in radio broadcasting, first by the British Broadcasting
Company and later by the Voice of America. In 1953 he joined the Foreign
Service, serving in Vienna and in Washington, where he served as Executive
Director of the European Bureau and Head of the Office of German Affairs. In
1969 he became US Ambassador to Hungary and served there until 1973.
Ambassador Puhan was interviewed by G. Lewis Schmidt in 1990.

PUHAN: So this was to be a substantive job. But to my astonishment when I got back I was
asked to go to Bangkok as DCM. The reason I think was that we had a political ambassador there
and they wanted someone to ride herd on him which is very difficult for a DCM to do.

Q: Who was the ambassador?
PUHAN: t was Kenneth Young.
Q: He was a pretty good ambassador.

PUHAN: Kenneth Young was a friend of Chester Bowles. He had some credentials for being out
there. His problem was—he’s dead now as you know-his problem, I think, was mainly that he
sort of, well, I’ve never seen any ambassador call as many press conferences as Kenneth Young.
And during his press conferences he had his small children climbing all over him with Thai
journalists around. He never could keep an appointment on time. I immediately voiced some
objection to going there when it was proposed to me by saying, well, I don’t know anything
about the country and it’s not my field. And I was told, well, that’s all right. We want you to take
over there and Averell Harriman wants this done.

Well, Kenneth Young was in Washington and I got an appointment with him. And the first
question he asked me was why do you want to go to Bangkok? And I said, I don’t. I said, I want
to go to Belgrade where I know something about the area. I don’t know anything about Bangkok.
Q: Oh, you mean you never got to Belgrade?

PUHAN: Never got to Belgrade, no.

Q: Oh, so this came up in lieu thereof.



PUHAN: They just changed it after I had been told, yes, get ready. My wife had even measured
for curtains in Belgrade and the house. Anyway, I went to Kenneth Young, who liked my
frankness and I think was relieved that I was not an expert on Southeast Asian affairs. We got
along very well. And as you may remember, he and his wife and my wife all had hepatitis at the
same time and I was Chargé. He never returned. His case was complicated by some
gastrointestinal ailment and I was Chargé for six, seven months in Bangkok. So you see after
that, of course, then came Director of the Office of German Affairs and then finally Ambassador
to Budapest. So by the time I finished my job as the Executive Director I was in a substantive
job, but known as a man who could also administer. I was sent out by Katzenbach, for example,
to implement both the BALPA (balance of payments reduction program) and OPRED (overseas
personnel reductions) programs. You remember those cutbacks?

Q: Yes, [ remember those cutbacks.

PUHAN: I was sent out to do those because, I guess, of my administrative experience.

Q: What years was it that you were in Bangkok?

PUHAN: ‘62 to ‘64.

Q: ‘62 to ‘64.

PUHAN: Yes.

Q: I guess there was not a coup at that particular time was there?

PUHAN: No, there was not.

Q: And there’d been one not too long before that. And the next one came in the early ‘70s.

PUHAN: Yes, Sarit was in power when I was there and died in bed while I was there. He was
succeeded by Kittikachorn.

Q. Thanom.
PUHAN: Thanom Kittikachorn, yes.
Q: He was the Premier when I was there.

PUHAN: Yes, very genial man. And Thanat Khoman was the shrewd foreign minister. I got
along with him very well.

Q: I got along with him very well too.

PUHAN: Yeah.



Q: What would you think or what would you consider to have been the principal political
developments in Thailand during your period there as far as the Thai government itself was
concerned?

PUHAN: Well, as far as the Thai government was concerned I think the principal development
was already in progress when I got there. That, as you know, you were there, Thailand had until
World War II a policy of neutrality. All the roads out of Thailand ended at the border and they
had nothing to do with the outside world. And they kept pitting France and Britain against each
other. Then when the Japanese came in there and were ousted they finally opted to go with the
Americans. When I was there the buildup for the subsequent war in Vietnam was beginning. I
knew General Harkens, Paul Harkens, who was the predecessor of Westmoreland. And I knew
Westmoreland. They used to come to Bangkok and sit in my office. I used to have long
conversations with them. That was the principal development.

I think one of the problems in Thailand was that the capital was full of talented people, Thais, as
you know, but none of these talented people wanted to go out and work in the boondocks. So the
communists agents could go in there and tell the people that when we take over you won’t see
the tax collector, you see, and this was a real danger that was developing in Thailand. But I think
Thailand having opted to ally itself with the United States caused some regrets later on in
Thailand.

Q: Did Graham Martin come in as ambassador before you left? Or had you left by the time?

PUHAN: No, he came in. He came in after this long hiatus when I was Chargé. He came in in
the Fall of 1963 or maybe October, November. In any event, I spent six or seven months with
him.

EDWARD E. MASTERS
Desk Officer, Thailand Affairs
Washington, DC (1962-1964)

Deputy Chief of Mission
Bangkok (1971-1975)

Edward E. Masters was born in Ohio in 1924. He graduated from George
Washington University in 1948 and from the Fletcher School of Law and
Diplomacy in 1949. He served in the U.S. Army for three years and then joined
the Foreign Service in 1950. His overseas postings included Germany, Pakistan,

India, Indonesia, Thailand, and Bangladesh. Mr. Masters was interviewed on
March 14, 1989 by Charles Stuart Kennedy.

Q: Then pushing ahead, you had economic training from 1961 to 1962, and then you moved to a
desk, on Thai affairs, from '62 to '64.



MASTERS: Yes, I had the great, good fortune -- I guess because I had been in the Far East part
of INR, and had gotten to know some of the people in FE (the Far East Bureau) -- to switch over
first as the number two on the Thailand desk, under an FSO named Clinton Swayze, who
fortunately was not very active; so it enabled me to play an important role. And when he left -- I
guess he retired right after that -- I forget where he moved on to. And then I took over as Officer
in Charge of Thailand Affairs.

Q: What were our principal concerns, at that time, with Thailand?

MASTERS: Economic development, I suppose was the major one, and related to this was the
counter-insurgency program. I spent an awful lot of my time working on AID programs -- PL
480; helping the Thai to develop programs to train people, and so forth. And of course, I spent a
lot of time fighting the U.S. bureaucracy, because that was a time when a lot of attention was
focusing on Southeast Asia, and again, authority was -- power was tending, I thought, to drift
away from the State Department.

So one of the first things I did, after I became OIC, was to set up what I called a Working Group
on Thailand, with me as chairman; and including the people working on Thailand, handling Thai
affairs, from all the key departments of the government. We had two from the Pentagon -- one
from ISA, and one from the Joint Chiefs. We had a CIA fellow, AID, USIA. I don't remember
whether I left anybody out or not, but anyhow, we got them all in. We met -- initially -- about
once a week. Then it later became unnecessary to meet so often. But it was a way, I felt, of
putting State more in the driver's seat; and ensuring that we had an overall, consistent policy
toward Thailand.

Q: This obviously makes sense, but you say you had to institute this. In other words, one -- it
came as an initiative, rather than an overall order that you should have these working groups, [
take it?

MASTERS: There may have been others in the Department -- I wasn't aware of them. But it
seemed to me that this was a way to do it, instead of dealing bilaterally with all of these people,
and them dealing bilaterally with each other -- was to get us all in the same room. Sort of like the
country team in the field.

Q: Well, did you have any problems putting this together? You know, sometimes there's the
inherent reluctance of a bureaucracy to deal with other elements.

MASTERS: No, I felt that it was welcomed. My view has always been that when State asserts
leadership, by and large, the other agencies will respond. I think the real problem is when State
doesn't assert itself. I think the others are looking for leadership; they're looking for coordination.
Now that doesn't mean we all agreed. We had some god-awful fights in this working group, but
at least we got together and talked about it.

Q: And you could get the cross feelings, rather than have to fight each battle individually, and
then go off and fight it all over. All the cards were on the table.



MASTERS: That's right. Exactly. Somewhat related to that -- you were asking about the big
issues. Of course, counterinsurgency -- very early on in the Kennedy administration -- became a
big issue. And Thailand, of course, was very prominent in the that role, particularly through the
Border Patrol Police. We spent a great deal of time on the BPP (Border Patrol Police).

Q: These are the Thai Border Patrol Police?

MASTERS: The Thai Border Police, that's right. The idea was to strengthen the BPP to at least
reduce, if not eliminate, the infiltration of Communists into Thailand.

Q: They were coming from where?

MASTERS: Largely through Thailand's border with Laos, but also to a certain extent, through
the Cambodian border.

Q: But basically Vietnamese?

MASTERS: Basically from Vietnam; yes, basically they were Vietnamese. Or they were Thai
who had been taken out; trained in Hanoi, maybe in China, and then reinjected.

And of course, there were high-level government groups working on that problem. I know
occasionally I would have to go up and meet with -- I don't remember the name of it anymore --
it was a group chaired by Maxwell Taylor that included Robert Kennedy -- very top-level. I
would appear before them periodically, and we'd talk about the BPP; we'd talk about other
counterinsurgency programs for Thailand. And they got right down into the nitty-gritty of it.

Q: There was the feeling that if we had the proper training, and the proper people on the ground,
that this could be contained.

MASTERS: That's right, exactly. But we recognized at the time that it wasn't only beefing up the
security forces; that steps had to be taken to improve the living conditions of the Thai people, to
reduce the vulnerabilities, also. So we had good programs. At least I think they were good
programs, on community development, and helping to expand the base of the Thai economy.

It had happened before my time there, but one example -- and I think we benefited from it -- was
the building of the Friendship Highway, up to the northeast of Thailand; from Bangkok, up into
the northeast.

The northeast, we considered -- and I think certainly the Thai agreed -- to be the most vulnerable
area. It's a dry area -- poor soil, much more poverty there than in the rest of Thailand. And this
highway helped to open up the northeast.

And accompanying that, different crops were introduced: corn, for example -- [ was told that an
AID officer, traveling up this new highway, looked out over the terrain, and said, "Gosh, it looks
to me like corn would grow here." Anyhow, corn was introduced. It was tremendously
successful, and the result was that the Thai pretty well knocked us out of the Japanese market for



corn. (Laughs) But it was a real boon to Thailand. It gave them another foreign exchange earner,
and it brought some more money back into the northeast.

Q: Then you went to Bangkok, from 1971 to '75, as Deputy Chief of Mission. You had two
ambassadors there.

MASTERS: I had three.

Q: Three? Leonard Unger, until '73. And then William Kintner.

MASTERS: Bill Kintner came.

Q: And then who?

MASTERS: Charles Whitehouse -- Charlie Whitehouse; the last year was Charlie Whitehouse.
Q: How did they use you as DCM?

MASTERS: Gosh, that's a tough question. (Laughs) All three of them used me very heavily. It's
a little bit of a problem, maybe, to have three ambassadors in a five-year period. But all three
were good, and all three gave me a lot of scope, because there was a hell of a lot going on in
Thailand at that point.

One thing I did was to coordinate the drug program. That was a huge program. Two aspects of it:
one was working on drug abuse among the large American community.

Q: This was a major problem, I know, in the school there, and all this.

MASTERS: That's true. There were -- I think it was five students -- Americans -- who died of
drug overdose in Thailand. We had problems of drug abuse -- addiction, heroine -- in kids as
young as 10 to 12 years old. You could buy pure heroin for your lunch money in Bangkok. It
was available everywhere. And these kids didn't know what they were getting into. So we had
that side of the problem.

Then we had the interdiction -- the effort to stop the flow of heroin out of the Golden Triangle,
through Thailand, and out to foreign markets -- largely U.S. I coordinated both of those program;
that took a fair amount of time.

Q: How did you find working with the other agencies -- the Drug Enforcement Agency, and the
CIA, and all? These are usually rather hard-headed, hard-charging organizations, and often
don't work well in the complexities of an international situation. Did you find problems there or
not?

MASTERS: Oh, we had problems, but I think -- I always felt they were worked out
satisfactorily. Again, we had a group that met frequently, and it included the agencies you
mentioned; also, customs, which was involved in it. AID was involved equally in -- well,



initially in supporting the police, until we were prevented from doing that; then in helping
develop alternative sources of income for the villagers who had been growing opium. But I think
it worked reasonably well. But was it a success? Not really.

In our most optimistic moments, [ would guess we may have interdicted ten percent of the opium
and heroin coming down through Thailand. It's like here; there's so much money to be made, that
if you block off one route, it comes out some other way. And I was convinced at that time, and in
fact still am, that the problem really has got to be tackled in this country. I'm not saying we
shouldn't do anything overseas; we should continue to do what we can, partly to help those
countries themselves reduce the availability of drugs. But that's not the answer here.

We did a lot of work with the U.S. military, and of course, at that time we had five air bases, and
some Army units in Thailand. A lot of the bombing of Vietnam came out of the Thai bases. So I
did a lot of the liaison with General Kriangsak, who was the head of a little unit that had been
created within the Thai military to handle the relations with the Americans. It was a little bit of a
throwback to what I'd been doing in Germany, god what, 20-25 years earlier, although with
much higher stakes. Kriangsak, incidentally, went on to become prime minister, although this
was a surprise since he was a staff officer.

I spent a lot of time working with him on issues all the way from a brawl in a bar where G.I.s
beat up on some Thai, to moving a major air unit; or expanding a base, or what have you. And it
was an interesting . . . He was good, he was helpful, he always extracted a price for Thailand,
which is understandable. Whatever we were going to do, it had to have a little something in it for
Thailand; not corruption, but if we were building a runway, we'd also have to pave a road, or
something. It worked out satisfactorily. So that was another major effort.

Of course, since [ was there for the whole five years, and ambassadors came and went, I kind of
became the point of continuity for the Thai, which was good and bad; in a sense, it was good that
-- remember, the Thai had known me, and I think fortunately, had a favorable impression when I
was running the Thai desk in the "60s. And then I came out there as DCM, and it was like old
home week again. So they tended to gravitate to me, particularly after Len Unger left; Len had
long experience in Thailand, and he was very highly regarded.

It was good that the Thai felt they had a place to come; but it was a little bit difficult, I found, in
my relations with my ambassadors.

Q: I'm sure. This is one of the reasons why often a DCM is kept only for a relatively short time,
and then moved on. The idea is to leave the ambassador (inaudible). How did you evaluate
Charles Whitehouse, who's again, one of those rather pro-counsels of our Vietnam era?

MASTERS: I had known Charlie quite well. As you probably know, he was ambassador --
before Thailand -- was ambassador in Laos. And of course, we had a lot of interaction back and
forth between the two missions. I thought Charlie was a good choice. Yes, he had been a
province advisor -- or whatever it was -- in Vietnam. But I felt that he had a good understanding
of Thailand, and how you had to operate in that country. I was with him for one year. He arrived
in difficult circumstances. I was chargé during the fall of Saigon; we were between ambassadors



then. It was a god-awful mess.
Q: How did that play out in Thailand? What did the Thais see as this was going?

MASTERS: Well, the Thai went into a total panic over it. In effect, we had lost the war, and they
were aligned with us. We were running a lot of the war out of Thailand, and through Thailand,
and with Thailand. And they saw us being defeated, and they were in a state of panic.

They don't like the Vietnamese anyhow; historically, their relationship is very bad. They were
worried about an aggressive Vietnam, an expanding Vietnam, a communist Vietnam. And there
were some elements in the Thai government at that time that wanted to move very quickly to a
neutral position. There were even some who thought, "We better strike a deal with these guys in
Hanoi, no matter what the price." But fortunately, they didn't.

It put us in a difficult spot; we had some very difficult negotiations with them. Some elements in
Washington wanted to keep at least something on the bases that we had there. The Thai refused;
I think the Thai were right. It was better for us to get out of there, and get out of those bases; let
the Thai work it out with Hanoi in their own way. And this was what [ was recommending at the
time -- which they did, and as indeed we thought they would. The result was that I think the U.S.
relationship with Thailand came out much stronger after this interim period.

But the point [ was going to make was -- of course we had been through this traumatic
experience. Saigon had fallen. The refugees started pouring into Thailand; this was at the very
beginning of the refugee problem. Neither we nor the Thai were equipped to handle them. Our
embassy in Phnom Penh had fallen. John Gunther Dean came into Thailand with his entourage,
and they thought that they were going to continue to operate as an embassy in exile in Thailand. I
told them no way; John and I had some working out to do, because he let me know very quickly
that he was an ambassador, and I was a chargé. But I had to let him know that it was my country
and not his. (Laughs)

Q: You were saying that John Gunther Dean wanted to more or less take things over.

MASTERS: Yes, well he thought, at the very least, that he would continue to run -- in Thailand -
- a mission, which would be running our relations with Cambodia, and maybe ultimately with
Thailand, too, for that matter. But we felt, in Bangkok, that the Cambodian thing was finished,
we were out, and there weren't going to be any diplomatic relations with Cambodia.

For example, John wanted to set up his own independent reporting channel, and I told him no
way. And we had -- we've ended up friends, and I have high regard for John. I could understand.
He'd gone through a terrible experience as ambassador in Phnom Penh; had seen the country fall
around him; had been evacuated by helicopter. And after a few weeks things calmed down.
Washington supported me, as I felt they had to.

Q: Yes, in a way, when push comes to shove, there's nothing they can do about that.

MASTERS: I knew that the Thai didn't want any U.S. element in Thailand that had something to



do with Cambodia -- absolutely not. They didn't.

Q: Let me ask a question. You say there was some thought of maintaining our bases in Thailand?
MASTERS: Yes.

Q: What was the rationale for this?

MASTERS: Well, it was largely to keep them -- you know the military -- they are great
contingency planners. And they wanted to keep these bases. After all, they are super bases. We
had put a lot of money into them, they had all the latest equipment, and they wanted, at least, to
keep some on a standby basis, and keep small units there; at the very least, to maintain the
equipment, and keep them in a state of readiness. And the Thai were not prepared even for that.

I wanted to make one other point. I got -- as I tend to do -- I got distracted there a little bit, on
Charlie Whitehouse's arrival. This was an important element. In addition to the collapse of
Saigon, the refugees, Ambassador Dean from Cambodia, I also had a Foreign Service Inspection
Team at the embassy at the time. (Laughs)

Q: In fact, I was talking to somebody who was on the inspection team, who was finishing up the
inspection of Vietnam a week before Saigon fell.

MASTERS: Oh yes? (Laughs)
Q: Oh yes. He was William Bradford, I think.

MASTERS: Oh yes. Ray -- the guy who was in charge of that -- Ray Garth is it? Anyhow, that's
beside the point.

But the point I wanted to make was that adding to our complications was the Mayaguez issue.
Are you familiar with the Mayaguez?

Q: Yes, I am. But would you spell the name of the ship?

MASTERS: Well, we were in this state of total confusion. The Thai were panicky. Refugees
were pouring in. U.S. military units were leaving. And all of a sudden, we had this U.S. merchant
ship carrying PX supplies, for this god-awful department store that the U.S. military had in
Bangkok, that was seized by the Cambodians.

Q: This is the Mayaguez?

MASTERS: The Mayaguez, exactly. And I was chargé. Kukrit Pramoj was the Prime Minister of
Thailand; he was the head of a 16-party coalition government -- very shaky, this thing that had
been put together after they had overthrown the military.

Well, Kukrit was a very smart guy. He's a very prominent Thai intellectual and journalist -- ran



the best paper in Thailand; also an actor; he played the part of the Prime Minister in The Ugly
American, among other things.

Q: This is the movie, The Ugly American.

MASTERS: The movie, yes. The ship is seized. Kukrit calls me in. He's not dumb. He says,
"Look at it." Fortunately, he and I knew each other; we're on good terms. He said, "Look at it. |
know how you Americans feel about freedom of the seas. And we respect all that. But whatever
you do to get this ship released, leave us out of it. We've got out own problems. And I ask you to
not involve Thailand in this process."

I said to him, "Well, we are trying, I know, through certain parties, to get the ship released. I'm
not aware of any plans for other action. But if such a plan should be developed, I'm sure that in
accordance with our usual procedures, we would consult with you." We had firm agreement --
including written agreement -- that we would not introduce any military unit into Thailand
without the Thai government's prior approval.

So, I went back to the embassy. I had no sooner walked into the office, that the press officer
came running up with a ticker item -- AP or something or other. And it reported that Marines had
left Okinawa, I think it was, en route to Thailand, to stage the release of the ship -- the military
release.

I called Kukrit. I said, "Remember that conversation we just had?" I said, "I've just seen a press
item that indicates that maybe -- " I said, "I don't have confirmation. I have nothing from the
government. But if this item is correct, it may be that other ways of freeing that ship are being
considered."

Well, he moaned and groaned, and asked me to stop it. I said that if the ticker item was correct it
was too late for that. He said, "Well, for god's sake, do the best you can. I don't want this kind of
a problem." He said, "All hell's going to break loose if you stage a military action out of
Thailand."

Well, to shorten a long story, indeed the report was right. I think it was 1,200 -- I'm not sure of
the exact number -- 1,200 Marines came into the large air base just south of Bangkok. And
Kukrit, being the head of this rather shaky coalition government, felt that he had to react to this.
We had violated the agreement. We had not consulted in advance. We had sent the Marines into
Thailand.

So, a big demonstration was mounted against the American Embassy. Ten thousand, probably, at
one time. I don't know whether you have ever been there, but they totally blocked off Wireless
Road, in front of the embassy. But being Thai, they were very practical about it. Our embassy
went through an entire block, and it also had a back entrance on another street. They didn't
bother that. So we continued to have access, but they were making their point. They barricaded
the front entrance. They tore down our seal. I understand that seal is still available in one of the
Thai universities somewhere.



They did some dumb things, from the Thai standpoint. They urinated on an American flag in
front of our gates. They burned a flag. The use of the shoe and foot is very insulting in Thailand,
and they stamped on the American flag. And these things, fortunately, had a counter-reaction.
There were a lot of Thais who said, "Hey, wait. We're mad at the Americans, but we don't go this
far. This is not polite. This is not behaving in the proper Thai manner."

So, the thing started to, sort of, turn around -- if there was any bright side to this -- turn around a
little bit in our favor. But meanwhile, Kukrit would call me down to the Prime Minister's office,
at least once a day while this was going on. And the TV cameras would be out there, cranking
away. "Here's Masters again, flying the flag, going in to see the Prime Minister." He'd hand me a
protest note, and say, "Read it in the car going back." We would both agree that things were
tough, and we were both in a difficult position. And I'd go out, and he would then appear before
the microphones and say, "Well, I told the American chargé that we're not going to tolerate this
kind of heavy-handed treatment," etc., and so forth.

So we both played our roles for a few days, until eventually -- as you know -- there was military
action. The ship was released. More people were killed in releasing the ship, than were freed. I
thought it was a tragedy, myself. And I'll never forget, there was a photograph on the front page -
- much as I respect President Ford -- there was a photograph on the front page of, probably, the
New York Times, of Ford and somebody -- I'm not sure, one of his top people -- laughing
gleefully over the freeing of this ship. And I thought it was just terrible.

But meanwhile, Kukrit was making his political point. Work was going on okay. And eventually,
the demonstrators went away. And then a counter-demonstration, favorable to the United States,
was mounted. And I had to go out in front of the embassy and accept some flowers. Everything
was okay again.

The point I want to get at though -- and this is an interesting one to me -- is what happened with
the dispatch of the Marines to Thailand. Phil Habib, who was then the Assistant Secretary EA,
was on a speaking trip somewhere; I think it was in Missouri, or somewhere. (He was out of
Washington.) And what I have never been totally clear on is, did Washington forget to tell me, as
chargé -- in charge of the embassy -- that the Marines were coming in? Or did somebody say,
"Let's not tell Masters. What he doesn't know -- he can honestly say he didn't know." And did
somebody make a deliberate decision not to tell me? I don't know.

When this happened, [ went -- next time I saw Kukrit, I said, "I honestly did not know."
He looked me in the eye, and he said, "Ed, I know you, and I believe you." Had we not had that
kind of personal relationship it might have been much different. But I have never known, to this

day, whether they'd forgotten me, or whether they deliberately decided to leave me out.

Then we got into a great hassle over -- the Thai obviously had to have something to save face. So
I sent back to Washington a proposal that we should issue a statement.

What Kukrit said was, "You've got to apologize."



I said, "Well, maybe they're not going to apologize, but I'll see what I can get out of
Washington." So Washington and I exchanged messages back and forth on what we could say.
Finally, Kissinger -- as I had understood -- was taking a very hard line against doing anything.

But we finally got a statement which the State Department agreed to issue, which said in effect,
"We regret that in the heat of the moment actions were taken which did not follow normal
procedures," -- something like that.

I thought this was pretty good, and ran down to Kukrit. He looked at it, and read it, and said, "It's
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no good. It doesn't say 'apologize'.

So we got into a big hassle. I said, "Look, Kukrit. You know English as well as I do. We said
'regret.' What's the difference between 'regret' and 'apologize'?" I said, "Let's not have a semantic
problem over this."

So we talked back and forth, and he finally said, "Okay, I accept it." He went out. He addressed
the press. He said, "The Americans have apologized; everything is fine." The demonstrators went
away -- no problem. (Laughs) A fascinating incident, in retrospect.

Q: It really is. What was the feeling, let's say, of Henry Kissinger or someone? I mean, after all,
here we were sending troops to a country -- to operate against a third country. There must have
been some appreciation of the fact that you had to make amends for this, or you never could do it
again.

MASTERS: Well, one would think so. As I say, I never got what I regarded as a decent
explanation as to what had happened. Of course, Washington -- let's face it -- was in a state of
great turmoil then, also. Vietnam had fallen, and they had all that on their hands.

Q: You had a rather shaky Presidency, with Ford.

MASTERS: Yes, exactly.

Q: I'd like to move on. In the first place, just how did you get along with Whitehouse?
MASTERS: We got along fine, yes. Charlie is a good, solid professional, and he was astute
enough to know that he needed me for a while. He was also astute enough to know that since I

was so prominent in Thailand that he had to get rid of me before too long. And it worked out
very well. I was there for just about a year, and then was appointed to Bangladesh.

ALBERT L. SELIGMANN
Political Officer
Bangkok (1962-1965)

Albert L. Seligmann was born in New York in 1925. He received a B.A. and an



M.LA. from Columbia University and served overseas as a lieutenant in the U.S.
Army. After entering the Foreign Service in 1955, his postings abroad included
Osaka, Tokyo, Bangkok and Berlin.

Q: 1962 you are back, you went where?

SELIGMANN: In 1962 Joe Yager, who was then Deputy Assistant Secretary for Far Eastern
Affairs, in the course of a visit to Tokyo, told me that he wanted me to come back as the deputy
Japan desk officer. I replied that it was a good job and I appreciated the offer, but that I had been
working on Japan for seven years in Japan plus two years in Washington before that and it was
time for me to go somewhere else first. Actually, it was time to return to Washington, but |
hoped for another overseas assignment. We parted without commitment, and then I received a
nice letter from Joe saying as I recall, "Your piteous plea touched my cold heart," and that I was
being assigned to Bangkok as deputy head of the political section.

Q: You were in Bangkok from when to when?
SELIGMANN: 1962-1965.
Q: What was the sort of political situation when you got there in 1962?

SELIGMANN: Field Marshall Sarit had engineered one of the famous Thai coups not too long
before that. (I found out later that the ousted prime minister, Phibul, was living quietly in exile
not too far from our house in Tokyo.) Sarit was pretty much a dictator, surrounded by military
colleagues who ran much of the government but by no means all of it, and many of the more
profitable business enterprises. The Thai were pragmatic about their economic affairs. They
permitted technocrats to do a reasonably good job of economic planning and management of the
country’s finances, and similarly left the management of the Foreign Ministry to professionals;
Thanat Khoman, an impressive skilled diplomat, was foreign minister at the time. In contrast to
my work in Tokyo, I was concerned principally with external affairs; other officers in the section
covered domestic politics and the Chinese community, there were separate counterinsurgency
and political-military sections, the latter being heavily involved in military assistance and matters
related to hostilities in Vietnam.

Q: Who was the ambassador when you were there?

SELIGMANN: When I first arrived, it was Ken Young, who had come out of Standard Oil - a
fine man with good knowledge of the area. He was followed by Graham Martin.

Q: I would think that when one thinks of Thailand, I mean obviously it has got the rest of the
neighbors. It has got Burma, Cambodia, Laos. I am not sure about Malaysia?

SELIGMANN: Malaysia, which was on Thailand’s southern border, loomed as a potential hot
spot. Malaysia was created during this period as you recall, incorporating post-independence
Malaya and Singapore. That quickly became a major issue for the whole area.



Q: Okay, let's take the political concerns. The Vietnam War was beginning to develop for us.
What were you looking at?

SELIGMANN: I was not involved directly in the buildup of infrastructure related to the Vietnam
War; other parts of the embassy were doing that. I certainly was aware of some of what was
going on: building airfields; running all kinds of economic programs in critical parts of northeast
Thailand; and consulting closely with our ambassadors in the other countries in the area,
including Vietnam, where I once accompanied Martin for a brief meeting, my only visit to
Saigon. We were interested in one way or another with Thailand’s relations with all its
immediate neighbors. Historically Thailand had very poor relations with Cambodia. No love was
lost between the Thai and Cambodians, and not too long after my arrival, Thailand and
Cambodia broke diplomatic relations. We were not on much better terms. After President
Kennedy’s death in November 1963, Sihanouk made one of his less inspired pronouncements: he
hoped that Sarit and Kennedy would meet in hell. When a year later I attended a conference in
Cambodia for East and West diplomats, sponsored by the Quakers - the first in Asia similar to a
series held in Europe in an attempt to encourage a modicum of dialogue despite the Cold War -
Roger Sullivan from Singapore and I decided that if Sihanouk in his scheduled remarks made
some such odious remark, we would have to walk out. In the deed, his speech was anodyne, but
after it was too late to walk out inflammatory “full text” of the wily fox’s remarks was
distributed. As for Burma, you didn't know if you were going to have another white-elephant
war, and the Burmese accused the Thai of supporting various insurgencies. KMT refugees in
north Thailand were running an opium operation with a small private army. And in north
Malaysia, you had an ethnic Chinese Communist insurgency.

Q: Was that spilling over?

SELIGMANN: It did to some extent and concerned Thai officials. It was an inaccessible jungle
area and the Thai worried about the loyalty of the Malaysian population in south Thailand. Then
Malaysia was created, which included not only Singapore but what was called East Malaysia,
Sarawak and Sabah, which Indonesia claimed should be part of Indonesia. Sukarno moved to his
confrontasi policy with Malaysia over the territorial issues. So it was an interesting period. We
were in the middle of it.

Bobby Kennedy came through Jakarta and talked the Indonesians into a mediation effort, and
then came on to Thailand, where he persuaded Thanat to act as mediator. We were not a party to
the dispute and did not sit at the table, but worked closely with Thanat behind the scenes while
he tried to bring the disputants together. Singapore became independent around that time adding
another complication to the talks - I can't remember the timing of Singapore's independence...

Q: I am not sure exactly when but it was in that period.

SELIGMANN: Then the Philippines joined in for kicks, claiming that parts of Sabah belonged to
them. So, they got themselves to the negotiating table as well. The principal persons involved
included the Indonesian foreign minister, Subandrio, one of the most charming scoundrels in the
world; Philippine Foreign Minister Lopez, who was a pure opportunist; and Razak, the
Malaysian foreign minister, who was a rather nice gentleman. I was the leg man for Graham



Martin, in all this, running around between embassies, the Thai foreign ministry, and delegations,
when negotiations were under way.

Q: Well in all this, I have heard Graham Martin being described as sort of Louis XI as the spider
king, manipulating, and if you were his leg man your dealing with Graham Martin...

SELIGMANN: You never knew what was going to happen. I am not sure I ever knew the
substance, but one Sunday he received instructions immediately to see Thanat Khoman and
deliver a message to him. In the first instance, my job was to find out where Thanat was. Having
established via his private secretary that he was at his beach house at Hua Hin, several hours
away with no telephone, Martin rounded up a small Air America plane to get himself and
Thanat’s secretary, Somphong, later ambassador to Washington and Tokyo, down there. There
were other senior diplomats, but in those days the secretary to the foreign minister for practical
purposes was the number-two man in the foreign ministry. [ was sitting in Martin’s outer office
planning to go home once they were on the way, when he walked by, looked at me, and said,
"Aren't you coming?" So with no time to call home, I got on the plane, which landed on a grass
strip, only to find there was no transportation. Somphong commandeered a rickety old fire
engine, however, so with the ambassador sitting up front with the driver, Somphong and I hung
on the back, and off we went. I wish I had a picture of the startled foreign minister coming out on
the verandah in his black lounging pajamas to see this strange entourage pull up at his doorstep.

Q: With a fire engine, yes.

SELIGMANN: More significantly, you know, Martin did not go bonkers until he got to Saigon. I
won't comment on that - lots of other people know better than I what happened there. I found he
met your description of being conniving and devious, but when it came, for example, to the
negotiations to end confrontasi, he was resourceful in somehow always finding an angle to keep
talks going. His strong belief, to which I subscribed, was that one war was enough at the time.
We didn't need a war in Indonesia to compound our involvement in Vietnam. The Australians
may have thought otherwise. I felt flattered when the Australians sent an emissary from Canberra
to Bangkok with the express mission of telling the Americans to stuff it. They wanted to “give
Sukarno a bloody nose.” I was a specific target of that effort - I didn't know anyone had ever
heard of me but the reporting cables apparently get around.

At one point the foreign ministers were meeting in Bangkok and just couldn't agree on a key
issue - I vaguely remember that it had to do with holding a referendum to determine the destiny
of East Borneo - and they were all set to go home. Ambassador Martin got the inspiration to get
Lopez, who really had very little to do with any of this...

Q: From the Philippines.

SELIGMANN: Yes, from the Philippines. ...to be the proposer of some new idea having to do
with election observers or some such that would keep the talks going. I tagged along as he
jumped into his car without calling ahead to visit Lopez at his hotel or guest quarters - I can't
remember. When we arrived, we were told that he wasn’t there and that they did not know how
to reach him. Wondering what to do next, I told the ambassador I had overheard a secretary



making a reservation for Lopez at the Carleton, a night club - not a lavish one, really a restaurant
many of us frequented that had a band and dancing in the evening. So off we go to the Carleton
and there is Lopez out on the dance floor with some Thai girl. Martin cuts in on him, takes him
over to a booth, and informs Lopez that he, Lopez, is the genius who has come up with this
wonderful idea. Lopez agrees to be the genius and agrees to commission Martin to convey this to
Subandrio; the Malaysian Foreign Minister Razak; and Thanat. That done, we went to see
Subandrio, who reluctantly agreed to stay on. We couldn't get to see the Malaysians, however -
they had all gone to bed, so we left it for the morning.

It was my custom to meet almost every morning with Anand Panyarachun, Somphong's
predecessor as Thanat’s private secretary - Anand became ambassador to the UN, ambassador to
Washington, and served as prime minister of Thailand for a brief period. It was such an awful
trip to the foreign ministry in the clogged traffic of Bangkok in the heat, that we had developed a
pattern whereby I would come into the Embassy, read the cables, go to his house, which was
close by, at seven or seven-thirty and get a fair amount of business done over coffee. Anand left
right after for the Foreign Minister’s house, accompanying Thanat to the foreign ministry. The
next morning I filled Anand in on the night’s events, informing him that we had been unable to
get in touch with Razak, and asked whether he could help. So off goes Anand, and as he went
around a rotary (traffic circle) on the way to Thanat’s house, he spotted the Malaysian entourage
in the circle exiting on the road to the airport. Thinking quickly, Anand, as he reported later, did
a circle and a half and followed the motorcade to the airport. When Anand informed Razak that
Subandrio had agreed to the “Lopez proposal,” he first said he regretted that the baggage was
already on the plane and it was too late, but Anand convinced them to turn around and come
back. The extra day of negotiations did not produce anything worthwhile beyond agreement to
think about the proposal, but that was the sort of maneuver that Martin was capable of pulling
off. By the way, when I wrote all of this up in a reporting telegram, Martin did not change a
word except to add at the beginning, “It has been a very weird day,” and at the end, “To be
continued.”

Q: That was great. Were we concerned about the Thais doing anything that might, movement
towards the Chinese or anything like that at that time?

SELIGMANN: Not particularly at that time. It was in the Thai tradition to hedge their bets and
keep lines out, but Thanat and the other Thai leaders were proud nationalists, even if many,
including Thanat, were of Chinese descent. He saw Thai interests and U.S. interests converging
on many critical areas, including relations with Thailand’s neighbors, which were colored by
historical enmity and rivalries. In that sense we could work closely together, whether it be
Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, Burma, or Malaysia. The Malays, for example, constituted a
significant minority within Thailand, and Thailand supported Kuala Lumpur’s efforts to suppress
the Chinese-led Communist insurgency in north Malaysia. Similarly, Thailand feared Indonesian
imperialist ambitions, which it saw manifested in the confrontasi policy. In general, the Thai
were leery of communist machinations, whether it be the Soviet Union or China. So we really
did see eye to eye on most foreign policy issues.

Q: Well were we concerned, were the Thais concerned in this period? You left when in 1965?
Usually June?



SELIGMANN: That summer.

Q: Yes. Were we concerned up to the time you left about events that were happening in
Indonesia? I mean Sukarno seemed to be turning more to the left. This was before what was it
September, October I guess when the coup came and Suharto took over, but prior to that
Sukarno seemed to be on a roll and moving his country. Were the Thais concerned?

SELIGMANN: Very much so. Sukarno had made his famous “Live Dangerously (vivere
periculoso)” speech. He was more and more manipulated by the communists. Yes, both we and
the Thai were certainly concerned. At the same time, there was much opposition to the whole
mediation effort between Indonesia and Malaysia because critics would say you just don't
understand where Sukarno is headed. I think we understood well, but figured it was important to
buy time; one war, Vietnam, was about all we could handle at one time.

Q: We had this peculiar situation in Indonesia through most of this period where you had
Ambassador Howard Jones, who was considered by many in his own embassy to be well
meaning but an apologist for Sukarno. Were you getting...

SELIGMANN: My nickname for him was “Pollyanna Jones.” “Just give me one more hour with
Sukarno, and I will bring him around.”

Q: Yes, I mean, this was very much I mean when we got reports from Djakarta, did we tend to
look to see who, did we tend to discount what Jones was saying?

SELIGMANN: Absolutely. I once wrote a telegram as a joke - that was when you still had green
telegrams and you could bang them out on your own typewriter. I entitled it “Meeting between
Thanat Khoman [a bridge enthusiast] and Ambassador Martin as it would have been written by
Ambassador Jones.” It started off something like this, “When I entered Thanat's office, he was in
a dark mood. The Thai contract bridge team had just lost in the semi-finals, and he was not ready
to listen to anything I had to say.” It went on in that vein until the last paragraph, which read, in
effect, “As I was leaving, Thanat stopped me at the door and said, ‘Mr. Ambassador, you have
been too persuasive.’" Well, that was okay as far as it went as a parody, but Martin happened to
come into my office - he had a habit of walking up and down the corridors, not waiting for the
telegrams come to him, but going to the telegrams. He would take something you hadn't finished
and say fine, or tear it in two or whatever. He picked up my bogus telegram, and said, "Great.
Let’s send it.” I pleaded (successfully) with the ambassador that it was well and good for him to
say that but I had a career to consider.

I visited Djakarta during this period, taking advantage of funds available to Bobby Kennedy’s
young leader program - I was the Embassy “Youth Coordinator” - but also to talk about common
political interests. I stayed with Frank Galbraith, then DCM, later ambassador, but to be able to
talk, he suggested we go for a walk, which we did after dinner, around Merdeka Square. It was
too risky to talk in the house where he said he could not trust the servants and which was
probably bugged. Yes, it was a tense period.



Q: Yes, well, I mean, there was this concern that permeated that whole area of Howard Jones

and not being the right man to deal with Sukarno and where Sukarno was going and all. It was a
difficult time.

SELIGMANN: I am not the person to comment really. There are others who were much more
closely involved.

Q: I have interviewed for example Bob Martens and Marshall Green.
SELIGMANN: Paul Gardner.
Q: Yes.

SELIGMANN: My feeling was that the silver lining to all this was that we did buy time. And we
did avoid a conflict. Maybe we lucked out in the events that followed...

Q: Sometimes you kind of wait and have an over reach. Was there concern during this 1962-
1965 period that there might be the equivalent of what happened in Indonesia, a clash between
those identified as Chinese and those who were identified as Thai or had things had they pretty
well amalgamated by this time?

SELIGMANN: Like Indonesia, Thailand and the Philippines as well had a history of anti-
Chinese riots going back before World War II, reflecting resentment of the dominant
entrepreneurial position of the overseas Chinese. Concern about the politics of the Chinese
community as well as Thai-Chinese relations accounted for the presence of a Chinese language
officer in the political section. Whereas anti-Chinese demonstrations have continued to occur in
Indonesia, however, there were none while I was in Thailand and there have been none since.
Perhaps much of the contrast is accounted for by the absence of sharp religious differences,
albeit the Thai subscribe to Hinayana, as opposed to Mahayana Buddhism, but, also, related to
that, there has been far more extensive intermarriage and integration of Chinese into Thai society

- to the point that many Thai leaders, if you trace their not-distant ancestry, turn out to be full-
blooded Chinese.

Q. How about India? Did India play any particular role?

SELIGMANN: It was a pro-Soviet neutral, but was not much of a player in Thailand. Under
instruction, we had no contacts at that time with the Soviet embassy. If I wanted to communicate
with the Soviet embassy, I discovered I could do it very nicely. My Indian colleague always
wanted to get together, so I would see him and occasionally deliberately say things that I wanted
the Soviets to hear. One time I literally caught him in the act. We had finished lunch, and as I got
into my car parked on the opposite side of the street and made a U-turn, there he was talking to a
Soviet embassy officer.

O, How about, having come from Japan. Was there any Japan-Thai connection at that time?

SELIGMANN: They had an active embassy and I knew many of the staff personally. There



principal interests in the area were commercial, with investment beginning to supplement
growing trade. As what might be seen as a related matter, the Japanese also supplied a well-
known beauty as mistress for Sukarno, which doubtless motivated him to visit Japan from time
to time and may have emboldened the Japanese to make one or two false-start mediation efforts
of their own between Indonesia and Malaysia.

Q. Yes, one of the major commercial functions of anybody who dealt with Sukarno was to make
sure that you had usually allied hostesses.

SELIGMANN: Rumor had it that for the United that entailed cooperation with Pan Am and a
certain stewardess.

Q. Were the Japanese, had they started putting the motor scooters into Thailand?

SELIGMANN: Probably - they seemed to have a corner also on the market for the ubiquitous
“long-tailed” motors on the small boats that plied Thailand’s rivers and more shallow waterways.
There were a great many Japanese salesmen around of all sorts, but mostly dealing in relatively
small things - they were just getting into the big stuff - but even then they were close to
becoming the number-one, if not, the number-two trading partner for almost every country in
Southeast Asia, including Thailand. We were still number one, I think.

Q: Well I was interviewing somebody who maybe it was Bill Brown who was ambassador to
Thailand at one time, somebody who was saying one of the big problems with the Thais was that
they turned out wonderful sort of liberal arts majors who you know, were good in government
and all but were never very good in turning out people who ran businesses, you know, masters of
business administration and all that. Did you notice that at the time?

SELIGMANN: It wasn't something I was really paying a lot of attention to. It was probably true.
But then, you know, the Thai are laid back to a large extent. They are not entrepreneurial and
tended to let the Chinese tend to run commerce - of course, in Thailand you get to the point
where you can't distinguish between Thai and Chinese.

ROBIN BERRINGTON
Peace Corps Volunteer, English Instructor
Kamphaeng Phet (1963-1965)

Mpr. Berrington was born and raised in Ohio and educated at Wesleyan University
Harvard Universities. After service with the Peace Corps in Thailand, he joined
the Foreign Service (USIA) in1969. During his Foreign Service career Mr.
Berrington served at posts abroad in Thailand, Japan, Ireland and England,
variously as Public and Cultural Affairs Olfficer. He also served several tours at
USIA Headquarters in Washington, DC. Mr. Berrington was interviewed by
Charles Stuart Kennedy in 2000.



Q: While you were doing this were you thinking of what you might do with it?

BERRINGTON: No, not at all. In fact what I knew I was going back next year to become a
teaching assistant, which I told you fell through once we got there. So as far as [ was concerned |
was just looking to going back next year and maybe I should push on because this is all wrapped
up together. I went back and then another important event occurred. Again I talk about fate and
all, but I guess all our lives, yours as much as mine have these crazy events that kind of define.
We may not be aware of it but it does lead to other things we may not be sure about. My father
became very sick. I had already applied to law school, because if you are a bright young, kind of
achieving type from a school like Wesleyan, you go to law school. You go to medical school;
you go to law school; you do something that is going to point you into an academic or really
prestigious white collar career. I applied to law school, and was accepted at Yale. Yale was a
very expensive place, and when my father got sick, being self employed he didn't have quite the
insurance that we needed, so that literally ate up all the family money. I didn't have a scholarship
from Yale so Yale told me if you don't have the money, we will put off your acceptance for
another year so that you can work and build up some money. In the meantime, I thought what am
I going to do for a year, and along came something called the Peace Corps. I applied to the Peace
Corps, and they said, "Is there anyplace I wanted to go?" I said, "No place in particular, but I
would like to go to East Asia and if possible as close to Japan as you could find something."
Literally within a few months I was accepted into the Thai program. When I went off to Thai
Peace Corps training, my father was just getting out of the hospital. Yale was receding quickly as
an option. So I went into Thailand and into the Peace Corps training at the University of Indiana
which was a summer long intensive, very intensive Thai language and area studies program.
From that I wound up in Thailand for two years from 1963-'65.

Q. How did you find the Peace Corps training?

BERRINGTON: A mixed bag. The language was fabulous. The language training was
outstanding. They had a bunch of Thai exchange students. It was put together by a well known
American linguist of Thai experience. Her name was Mary Hoss. It was just an outstanding
program. The rest of the program was kind of a mixed bag because that was the early days of
Peace Corps. In fact when we were just group six of the Peace Corps. I think they were still
feeling their way around and not quite sure how to do it. There were 60 of us, and we were all in
an English language teaching program, what they called TEFL, teaching English as a foreign
language. Am I giving you too much detail?

Q: No you are not. [ want to capture this seminal experience. The Peace Corps, begun under the
Kennedy administration, was considered one of its crown jewels, a way tapping the youth of
America. How did you find your fellow Peace Corps and the spirit and all that?

BERRINGTON: In those days, there were clearly two groups of Peach Corps kids. There were
the generalists like myself or there were the technical types. The technical types might have been
kids with farming backgrounds or engineering backgrounds or something that gave them a
specific skill to do overseas, dig sewage systems, or develop new ways to treat malaria, or
provide farming techniques a country could adopt. But those of us, and of course this was in the
days of idealism was still a major part of the Peace Corps. In those days the generalists, they



didn't know quite what to do with him or her so we were put into these cattle programs teaching
English as a foreign language and sent overseas in effect to teach English in high schools. This
was fine with me because it got me overseas and got me back, if not close, to Japan, at least it got
me to Asia. But there were 60 of us, and all of us were generalists. All of us were basically
young bachelor of arts or liberal arts kids from New England prestigious schools like Wesleyan
or Harvard or whatever to you know some of them from very typical small church schools in the
mid-west or larger state schools on the west coast or whatever. I mean there was quite a mixed
bag but we were all generalists, and we were all young and fired up.

Q. How much of a presence was Sargent Shriver when you were getting training?

BERRINGTON: Nothing. He was in Washington. We were in Indiana. You know, Sargent
Shriver, Who is he? We didn't join because of him. The first time I met Shriver was at a meeting
in Bangkok a year into the program when he was passing through and the Peace Corps office
said any of you want to come to Bangkok to meet the director come on in. But no he was a
minimal presence.

Q. Well when you got to Thailand where did they send you?

BERRINGTON: They sent me to a small town called Kamphaeng Phet. It was about halfway
between Bangkok and Chiang Mai, sort of where the central plain meets the north. I was the first
Peace Corps volunteer to ever go there, and I was the only Peace Corps volunteer in that town. A
lot of the kids said they wanted to be with somebody else. A lot of the kids said they didn't want
to be pioneers. | wanted to have as stark an experience as possible, so I asked to be the first one
in the area.

It was a pretty undeveloped little town. It was a provincial capital. It had electricity only at night.
My water was drawn from a well in the backyard. The school had assigned two students to live
with me to make sure I didn't kill myself or something. I mean the embarrassment of having the
first volunteer in your town to you know, get in trouble would have been, you know, not to have
him shoot himself. So it was you know as probably as typical a Peace Corps experience at least
in terms of what the public thought the Peace Corps experience was like. I taught school every
day with a bunch of Thai students. It was a boy's school, a secondary boy's school. I taught like
ninth, tenth, eleventh grade, actually just ninth and tenth because my school was not as advanced
enough to have eleventh and twelfth grade yet. I spent two years doing that. The interesting thing
about that period is that about once every four months, three four, five months on a kind of a
regular basis, some guy, a foreigner would show up in my town, set up a big screen, show
movies, pass out booklets, and provide entertainment. The second or third time that this
happened, I asked who this guy was. It turned out he was the USIS (U.S. Information Service)
person from Chiang Mai who traveled through various prefectures now and then to show his
movies and sort of wave the USIS flag. That was my first exposure to USIS and their operation.

Q: Well had the Foreign Service raised any blip on your radar? May be when you were in
Japan?

BERRINGTON: No not at all. If anything, you have got to remember, it was the 60's. [ was



young. Even though my upbringing in Ohio and Tennessee was extremely conservative, by the
time Wesleyan finished with me I was fairly liberal. The last thing I wanted to be doing was
sashaying overseas with a bunch of cookie pushers in pin striped pants, you know the fascists in
the embassy, are you kidding? No I didn't want to be doing that. As Peace Corps volunteers we
went out of our way to avoid them, and when we went to embassy events if we were invited or
something was involved, we always stood in the background and made a point of making
ourselves as obnoxious as possible. I am sure I was a pain in the ass.

Q: Interesting. I was with the board of examiners in 1975-76, and I had had a certain prejudice
against the Peace Corps. I never had much experience with the Peace Corps, and I thought these
are a bunch of sort of radical kids who are going out there and living it up or having a good time
anyway, and make lousy foreign service types. Yet I had my prejudices ripped away because they
did very well on the foreign service exam.

BERRINGTON: OK, we overlapped. I was at BEX in '76. By the time I was at BEX I was
probably on the other side of the fence. I would get more and more of those guys in there. So
Peace Corps was my first introduction to USIS, my first introduction to sort of living in a third
world type of situation, and my first time where I was really on my own working. In Japan [ was
a student, I was living with a family, it was somewhat different.

Q: Well were you getting a different feel for Thai society than Japan, because you were right in
the guts of the business?

BERRINGTON: Sure. I became rather notorious in my Peace Corps group because my
headmaster and I didn't get along at all. He was very much involved in petty corruption and
mismanagement of school funds. I really, being young and everything was black and white, I
was very disapproving. I complained about this so much, you know, when you are a Peace Corps
volunteer you are backed by the governor and other people. I am not sure volunteers do today,
but in those days we did. I think I have a large part to do with getting him transferred out and a
new headmaster in. The new headmaster was terrific. But yes, I became aware of how corruption
makes things work. The other important part of the Peace Corps work was you were actually
living and working with people who were not of your own value system or own traditions. You
had to make compromises; you had to make adjustments of your own. Those of us who were in
the Peace Corps and moved on to the foreign service, I think many of us admitted, and this has
almost become a rite of passage or something, we still carried the Peace Corps mentality with us
to our foreign service work which created problems as well as opportunities to the more
traditional style of foreign service operation.

Q: What as a teacher, how were these Thai boys approaching their study? Did you find them
motivated, driving, lackadaisical?

BERRINGTON: Certainly more closer to lackadaisical than motivated. I mean if you are a
young Thai boy whose mother and father may not even be able to read and write, and the highest
grade you can go to is the tenth grade, what are your job opportunities after that? You go back
and farm or you go back and take over your father's small job. What is the value of learning
English? For them it was a joke. My main responsibility was keeping them entertained rather



than teaching the rudiments of a foreign language they would have for about a half a year.
Q: Did you find you were striking sparks with any of the students?

BERRINGTON: Yes, [ was, of course. In fact they often say if you have an impact on one
person in your life you have really done well. Well, there was one kid that I clearly must have
had some kind of impact on because he was one of the two that lived with me at that time. After
he graduated he had come back to school, he went on to a teacher training school which was
more prestigious among Thais and more likely to lead him to a better lifestyle. Then by the time
I left Thailand, he went from the teacher training school to university. He was the first student
from that province, not family or town but from the whole province. He was the first student
from that prefecture to ever go to university in Bangkok. He then following graduation from
Thammasat University, which was one of the two prestigious schools, he got a job with Bank of
Commerce. So I cannot help but think all that might not have gotten together if he had just not
had the experience of living there because I was pushing and urging these kids to do things. I can
remember one time I took the class; I had one class that I was kind of like the homeroom teacher.
I took the class to Bangkok which was the first time many of these kids had ever been to
Bangkok. It was just a quick overnight. I remember going out to the airport, and they had never
even seen an airplane before. So I opened the doors, or shall we say, expanded their horizon, in
terms of what these kids had experienced. It is not just me; it could have been any other Peace
Corps volunteer.

Q: What were the parent’s reactions? Were you getting...

BERRINGTON: I seldom ever saw them. In a provincial high school like that, many of the
parents live in other villages way out. Onetime this particular student, the one that I helped, he
took me out to his village which was about two hours out of our town and I met his parents. We
talked and had a nice couple of hours had lunch together. That was the only time I saw them. We
didn't talk academic issues.

Q: Well you were doing this 1963-'65. Did you get to the embassy at all or have any...

BERRINGTON: At the risk of sounding repetitive "Are you kidding?" The only time we got to
the embassy I think was for that Shriver meeting. And as I say we had absolutely nothing we
wanted to do in Bangkok.

JOHN J. HARTER
Financial Reporting Officer
Bangkok (1963-1965)

John J. Harter was born in Texas in 1926. Harter served in the US Air Force
during WWII before graduating from the University of Southern California and
joining the Foreign Service. Overseas, Harter served in South Africa, Chile,
Thailand and Switzerland. He also worked in the Bureau of Inter-American



Affairs, for USIA and after retirement on Oral Histories. Harter was interviewed
by Charles Stuart Kennedy in 1997.

Q: What did you do after your year at Harvard?

HARTER: Starting in January, 1963, the FSOs in Cambridge wondered what our next
assignments would be. My previous overseas posts had been in South Africa and Chile, and 1
didn't want to be boxed in as an expert in African or Latin American affairs. I thought a tour in
East Asia might be rewarding, and luckily, Chris Pappas, the personnel officer responsible for
mid-level economic assignments to that area, had been a neighbor in Arlington when I was
assigned to 10. We rode the same bus to work. I called Chris from Harvard, and he said an
economic slot in Bangkok classed one step above my level would open in the summer. If I was
interested, he would check it out. I was, and it worked.

Q: You served in Bangkok from when to when?
HARTER: From July, 1963 to July, 1965 - just two years.
Q: What was your position?

HARTER: I was the Embassy's financial reporting officer, meaning I kept track of the Thai

planning agency, the Central Bank, and the Ministry of Finance. This provided an excellent

vantage point for observing the practical implications of the economic development theory I
studied at Harvard.

Q. How would you describe the political situation in Thailand while you were there?

HARTER: The Prime Minister when I arrived was Sarit Thanarat, a striking individual. As you
know, Thailand was virtually the only country in Southeast Asia that escaped colonial status in
the late nineteenth century, when the British grabbed Burma to the west, and the French seized
Vietnam to the east. The clever diplomacy of two remarkable Thai kings - Mongkut and
Chulalongkorn, the exotic personalities featured in Anna and the King of Siam - staved off both
the British and the French, and Thailand thus avoided the imperial overhang that handicapped
many Third World countries in the twentieth century.

The monarchy provided an element of stability in the Thai political system. Bhumibol
Adulyadej, a descendant of those nineteenth-century kings, was much respected, and he
reputedly exercised a constructive behind-the-scenes influence. The photogenic Queen Sirikit
was often described as Asia's most beautiful woman.

Several coups d'etat occurred, beginning in the 1930s, but they mainly involved opposing
factions of the military elite rather than fundamentally different groups with opposing political
philosophies. Thai governments, before and after I was there, were largely controlled by Thai
generals who were not immune to corrupt influences. The two Deputy Prime Ministers under
Sarit were Praphat, who ran the Ministries of Defense and Interior - which oversaw local
governments and the constabulary - and Prince Wan, who played a largely ceremonial role.



General Thanom Kittikachorn succeeded Sarit when he died in the fall of 1963, and under his
cautiously benign patronage, Thailand underwent some preliminary movement toward
parliamentary democracy before I left. Nevertheless, the generals relinquished their traditional
authority grudgingly and slowly.

Q. How about the economic side?

HARTER: The principal economic advisor to Sarit and Thanom was Dr. Phuey Ungphakorn,
Governor of the Central Bank. Dr. Phuey earned his Ph.D. at the London School of Economics,
and his wife was English. His proteges dominated the economic ministries and agencies. They
were intelligent, honest, and genuinely dedicated to the Thai national interest. They laid the
foundation in the 1960s for the economic stability and impressive growth that generally
characterized the Thai economy in the 1970s and 1980s.

Q: Were you personally acquainted with Dr. Phuey?

HARTER: Yes, [ was fortunate to know him and several of his lieutenants fairly well. Dr. Phuey
was the personification of integrity - and a very pragmatic politician. The odd fact was that Sarit,
as Prime Minister, depended on Dr. Phuey to track the economy at the same time he
countenanced corrupt elements in the military and police structures. For Dr. Phuey, the critical
issue was to maintain stable purchasing power for the Thai baht, which was just about as solid as
the Swiss franc.

Q: That was in marked contrast to the situation you found in Chile.

HARTER: Yes, and I saw ample evidence that when inflation is minimal, economic decisions
can be more rational. Unfortunately, Thailand later strayed from Dr. Phuey's conservative and
anti-corruption precepts, and by the 1990s a continuing economic boom led to overexpansion in
some sectors and speculation in real estate and the stock market. Nevertheless, the country's
long-term outlook continues to be bright.

Q: Were you involved in commercial work?

HARTER: Not directly. The U.S. Commerce Department operated a Trade Center in Bangkok,
managed by a commercial attache and two assistant commercial attaches. When I arrived the
commercial attache was John O’Neill, who was succeeded by Harold Voorhees. Both were well
acquainted with American and Thai businessmen, and through my association with them and
participation in the monthly meetings of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce in Thailand, I indirectly
absorbed some sense of what was going on in the commercial world. The business community
was overwhelmingly optimistic about the Thai economy.

Q: What did you think of AID operations in Thailand?
HARTER: My view was mixed. Overall, the Thai Civil Service benefitted greatly from an AID

project aimed at building up a School of Economics at Thamassat University. That began as Dr.
Phuey's pet project some ten years before I arrived. The Public Administration Service, a private



group under contract with AID, played a very positive role there. AID also stimulated
constructive investment in education, health, agriculture, and highway construction that yielded
abundant long-term benefits to the Thai people.

Q: What was your impression of the Thai Civil Service?

HARTER: I was favorably impressed with the Thai civil servants I knew. They were relatively
senior officials at the central bank, the Ministry of Finance, and the planning agency. Many of
them had received graduate degrees from Columbia, Harvard, or the London School of
Economics.

Q: But you considered some AID operations less successful?

HARTER: Yes, I felt the so-called public safety program was too eager to boost the position of
ostensibly anti-communist elements in the police agencies, the military, and local governments,
especially in the Northeast. I think the use of AID cover for CIA operations distorted economic
development priorities, while sometimes bolstering unsavory elements in the government.

Q: Did you know what the CIA was doing in Thailand?

HARTER: Just what the CIA does is always murky because of their zeal to protect their "sources
and methods," comprehensively defined, which ensures that CIA activities and research are
insufficiently accountable. The CIA was certainly influential in Thailand. I assume we shouldn't
go into detail here, but I think it would be appropriate for me to mention prevalent impressions
among my friends at the Embassy. The Chief of Station was well known among the Thai elite.
He had been in Bangkok for several years when I arrived. He was a strong personality and a
beer-drinking buddy of several Thai generals. I first met him about a year after I arrived in
Bangkok. He apparently spoke Thai, and he seemed to be close to Praphat. He knew more about
Thai history, the Thai government, and gossip about top Thai officials than anyone else at the
Embassy.

Q: Do you mean Thailand was a country of particular interest to the CIA?

HARTER: It certainly was! The OSS [Office of Strategic Services, the World War II predecessor
of the CIA] developed an extensive operation in Thailand toward the end of World War I, and
"Wild Bill" Donovan, the super-sleuth who created the OSS, took a personal interest in it.
Remember, Donovan was our Ambassador to Thailand in 1953-54, just after the Korean War
was over, and he apparently played a major role in developing the CIA network throughout
Southeast Asia that was centrally involved in the buildup to the War in Vietnam.

Q: Did you work directly with any of the CIA officers?

HARTER: One could hardly avoid them! Jim Lilly, for example, had an office next to mine in
the Economic Section. He was quite different from the very public Jim Lilly we occasionally see
on the Jim Lehrer news program these days: He seemed reserved and taciturn, but very sharp.
We were told he was an expert on China, but we never knew exactly what he was doing.



Q: Who was our Ambassador to Thailand?

HARTER: Al Puhan was Chargé when I arrived. I knew him in 10. Ambassador Graham Martin
arrived some three months later.

Q: What was Martin's mode of operation in Thailand?

HARTER: In a word, it was Byzantine! The best description I can give you would be to
recapitulate an in-house briefing I attended at USIA in 1975, shortly after the collapse of the
South Vietnamese government. Alan Carter of USIA tried to explain what, in his view, went
wrong in the final days. The meeting was packed, and Carter's presentation was taped. Carter
emphasized, as a principal factor underlying the chaos that prevailed in Saigon in April, 1975,
Martin's refusal to authorize in advance the kind of emergency evacuation plan that is normally
required at U.S. Embassies. Carter said his entire experience in Saigon, from the time Martin
arrived until the end, was surreal - and that was Carter's word. He said our Embassy in Saigon
was the only one he ever heard of where the Ambassador never attended his own staff meetings
and the DCM always presided. That was precisely how Martin ran the Embassy in Bangkok a
decade earlier. Carter said Martin was almost inaccessible, except for a few senior officers who
spent many hours with him. Martin was at the Embassy from early morning until late at night,
but he rarely interacted with most of the Embassy officers.

Q: Did you ever deal directly with him?

HARTER: Yes, on a few occasions. Soon after he arrived I was the Duty Officer, and he asked
me to bring the Embassy cables to his residence. I vividly recall that Sunday morning when he
engaged me in a lengthy duel of words over the Foreign Service personnel system. I had
promised my wife I wouldn’t be gone long, but I was wrong.

Q: What was his attitude toward the Foreign Service?

HARTER: The fireworks started when I said I admired Loy Henderson. Martin thought
Henderson's whole approach to the Foreign Service was dead wrong. [ had heard, when I was on
the AFSA Board, that Martin would be an effective Under Secretary for Administration, but if he
had held that position he would have irreparably destroyed the Foreign Service. He favored
large-scale annual recruitment of junior officers and vigorous selection-out at each level to
eliminate most FSOs after their first two or three assignments.

Martin had no sense of a junior officer's life. He entered the Foreign Service in Paris at a very
senior level, when Douglas Dillon, as Ambassador to France, recruited him as his chief
administrative officer. When Dillon became Under Secretary for Economic Affairs, he named
Martin as his Chief of Staff. Even after Dillon left State in 1961 to become Treasury Secretary,
he promoted Martin's career. Unfortunately, Martin's views were adopted by the so-called
"Young Turks" who seized control of AFSA in the late 1960s [Note: See also Toward a Modern
Diplomacy, a report to the American Foreign Service Association by Graham Martin, 1968.].



Q: How did the Embassy's Political Section feel about Martin?

HARTER: Well, the Political Section was a remarkably strong team headed by Ted Tremblay
and his deputy, Al Seligman. The others when I arrived were Wever Gim, Tom Barnes, and Al
Francis, and together they produced a steady stream of balanced and perceptive analytical
reports. | think they regarded Martin as an enigma. They had a sense that he was brilliant but I
think they regarded him as Machiavellian. He always seemed to be spinning complex webs.

Q: Can you recall an example?

HARTER: Yes, here's one: Al Francis once prepared a comprehensive report of some 30 to 40
pages on corruption in Thailand. Ted considered it excellent and sent it to Ambassador Martin
for final approval. Martin blocked it, saying he didn't want anything like that to leave the
Embassy.

Martin's rationale was that a State Department report on corruption in Thailand was bound to
leak and undermine his efforts to secure more U.S. resources for Thailand. Actually, he was
probably right about that! Anyway, Al's report did not leave the Embassy until after Sarit
Thannarat died in the fall of 1963, when the world press exploded with accounts of corruption in
Thailand. At that point, the Embassy dusted off Al’s report and sent it to Washington, where it
was well received.

Q: Martin's reaction was not unusual. Many governments in developing countries are corrupt,
and some are awfully corrupt.

HARTER: Probably less so today than then.

Q. But when you highlight it, some Senator will become aware of it and use it in a way that may
not be helpful to programs advocated by the Embassy.

HARTER: Well, this reminds me of a point Loy Henderson emphasized in my interviews with
him: I asked him what he considered the most important attribute of a good Foreign Service
Officer, and without hesitation, he said he prized integrity above all other qualities. He said
absolute honesty is essential for the Foreign Service, and a Foreign Service Officer who shades
the truth is not doing his proper job. I think that's right. We should convey to Washington the
reality we observe, without bending or distorting the facts. The State Department must be
scrupulously honest in dealing with Congress. Throughout the Cold War too many people
blindly accepted and parroted stereotypes put forward by influential individuals in the Congress
and the media.

Q: I agree! But how do you convey the truth? FSOs who served in the Middle East found that
reports critical of Israel often leaked to Congress. FSOs who reported the facts in China in the
mid-1940s were crucified.

HARTER: Nevertheless, withholding the truth contributes to inaccurate Washington perspectives
and misjudgments. Sadly, there is often a disconnect between our Embassies and the



Department. Senior officials in Washington are bombarded with secret reports from the
intelligence community, Congressional opinions, and newspaper editorials that tend to be less
prescient than insights of well-placed professional diplomats.

Anyway, from the time he arrived in the fall of 1963, Martin was determined to ensure
continuing if not increased congressional appropriations for military, CIA, and AID programs in
Thailand. He was convinced, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that a major war was going to be
waged in Vietnam, and he saw Thailand's northeastern provinces as a launching pad for the
bombing missions he anticipated. He repeatedly echoed Douglas MacArthur's prophecy that
sooner or later Armageddon must come in the form of an epic showdown between "communism"
and "freedom" in Southeast Asia.

Q: Was the idea prevalent that the Chinese communists were about to take over Thailand?

HARTER: No, that was not a common view in the Embassy or among Thais [ knew. It was a
commanding myth among influential people in Washington. Graham Martin thought the threat
was real, and a few expensive studies and reports by the Rand Corporation sustained that
presumption. They were heavily influenced by the CIA, which gave too much weight to views of
local police officials in the Northeast and the South. They were true believers in the
anti-communist cause, and our public safety advisors closely associated with them shared their
views. I found the same phenomenon in South Africa and in Chile, where the local police,
especially in rural areas, also identified their political opposition as "communists" or "communist
inspired."

I recall a discussion between Ted Tremblay and Thayer White of the Economic Section, as my
family rode to Bangkok from the airport after they met us on our arrival. Ted and Thayer spoke
of a meeting that morning, at which they both questioned and discounted the position of
JUSMAG [Joint U.S. Military Assistance Group] officers who were alarmed at ostensibly new
evidence that Thailand was threatened by invasion from communist forces from the north. Ted
and Thayer considered the external threat less serious than the potential for domestic unrest.
They thought internal political stability was critical for Thailand, and the thrust of U.S. policy
should therefore be to sustain a sound and growing economy. That was basically the view of
individuals I knew who worked at AID, the Central Bank, the Ministry of Finance, and the
planning agency, who weren't excessively concerned about the so-called "communist threat." To
them, it was much more important to reduce the disparity in incomes between rich and poor
Thais.

Al Puhan, who was charge when I arrived, shared that outlook. Incidentally, Puhan and Martin
seemed incapable of communicating with each other. Puhan left soon after Martin arrived. I sat
next to Puhan at a lunch in Florida in 1993 for Foreign Service retirees, by the way, and he was
still overflowing with bitter memories of Martin.

Q: Were attempts made at that time to foster something like what later became known as ASEAN
[Association of Southeast Asian Nations]?

HARTER: ASEAN dated from the late 1960s, after I left Bangkok, but the Thai authorities were



exploring possibilities for fostering closer economic cooperation with neighboring countries,
especially the Philippines, Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore, while I was there. In the
mid-1960s there was much more emphasis on SEATO [The Southeast Asia Treaty Organization,
modeled more or less after NATO], which was staunchly championed by the Dulles brothers and
Graham Martin. The Thai Minister of Foreign Affairs, Thanat Khoman, was also a strong
advocate of SEATO. Of course, ASEAN is still going strong, but SEATO died a natural death
after North Vietnam took over the South.

Q: Did you deal with other matters?

HARTER: I was especially interested in southern Thailand. I took a fact-finding trip down to
Songhkla and Haadyai, just north of the Malaysian border. My wife and our kids were with me
there for several days. I prepared an in-depth report on the economy of southern Thailand, an
area that had been largely neglected by the Thai Government and the U.S. The economic
potential of southern Thailand was seriously underestimated in those days. Northern Malaysia,
just south of the Thai border, had good roads, productive rubber plantations, and prosperous tin
mines; but southern Thailand, north of that border, was undeveloped, with ragged and overgrown
vegetation even though the area had very similar climate, soil, and other resources.

My report suggested that a major highway connecting Bangkok with the Malaysian highway
south of the border would spur economic advance in southern Thailand. I think such a highway
was eventually built, but in the mid-1960s AID gave priority to road construction in northeastern
Thailand, impelled by strategic considerations. Those roads, in the long run, helped to open up
relatively underdeveloped areas and integrate them into the national economy, but I argued
Thailand as a whole would have gained larger returns from a comparable investment in southern
Thailand.

Q: When did you finish your assignment to Bangkok?

HARTER: In July, 1965. My last night there was a nightmare! Tonia, our younger daughter, was
in ill health, and our older two kids were recovering from strep throat. Tonia was born in
Bangkok, and she was a one-year-old baby. We considered postponing our departure, but the
Medical Unit pronounced our kids well enough to travel. I went to the Embassy after dinner that
last night to clean out my desk, and that was when Konrad Bekker, the deputy chief of the
Economic Section, confronted me with my efficiency report. And there were serious problems
with it.

Q: What kind of problems?
HARTER: Konrad's report was basically positive, but it used a superseded format.

In 1965 State Personnel split the annual efficiency report into two parts, one that was supposed
to grade "performance" and the other that ostensibly described "potential." The former was
shown to and discussed with the rated officer, but the latter was not - it was supposed to be
secret, and that inevitably led to widespread abuse. The personnel authorities were besieged with
outcries regarding that format, and it was never used again. Konrad didn't like it, and he insisted



on using the traditional form that preceded it. I told Konrad I shared his concern regarding the
new format and I appreciated his favorable comments, but I told him I would be disadvantaged if
my EER did not contain the categories of information called for in the new form. He asked me to
set forth my objections in writing so that he could forward my concerns in my own words with
his draft EER to Bob Fluker, who was out of town. I hastily drafted the memorandum he
requested and left it with him about midnight. I later learned that Fluker incorporated my
objections as the main component of his reviewing officer's statement. I left the Embassy after
midnight, and the next day we left Bangkok on home leave with three sick children. We were
exhausted, tense, and dispirited when we arrived at my parents' home near Berkeley, California,
and our visit there was marred by the most painful disagreement I ever had with my dad.

Q: What was the conflict?

HARTER: Well, somehow the burgeoning mess in Vietnam quickly became an inescapable topic
of conversation. My dad was a World War I veteran whose patriotism had been honed by active
participation in the American Legion in the 1920s and 1930s. He was appalled at the much
publicized, trenchant, and sometimes obscene protests against "Lyndon Johnson's War" at the
University of California in Berkeley. He was shocked when I suggested that although their
remonstrances were intemperate and simplistic, their basic complaints had merit. It got worse
when my dad told me the President of the United States based his decisions on knowledge I had
no access to, and I replied that I had a better understanding of what was happening in Southeast
Asia than the President did because I had just returned from two years in the area, and I knew
some of the information that was fed to the President was distorted. I had never before suffered
such a complete inability to exchange views with my dad, and for the next ten years we both
avoided any such exchanges. After 1975 he relented and granted me some slack. He died in
1978.

JOHN R. O'BRIEN
Information Officer, USIS
Bangkok (1963-1967)

John R. O'Brien was born in 1918 in Seattle, Washington. Prior to World War 11,
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the USIS in the Japan Occupation and later served in Indonesia, Burma, and
Thailand. He also worked as Deputy Director of the Voice of America and as
Deputy Assistant Secretary for Public Affairs with the State Department. This
interview was conducted by Hans Tuch in 1988.

O'BRIEN: Ken Bunce, then the area director, saw that it was almost a dead program, and
Thailand was exploding in every direction, so he transferred me to Bangkok.

Q: When was that?

O'BRIEN: That was in 1963.



Q: In 1963 is when our real involvement in Vietnam and the war started escalating also.
O'BRIEN: Yes.

Q: And you were there for how many years?

O'BRIEN: Four years.

Q: Four years, from '63 to '67, a very significant period not just for you, Jack, but also for
American history.

O'BRIEN: Well, it was a very exciting time. We had, I think, an important role in that war. I had
an excellent arrangement with Lionel Mosley, then the director of personnel. He would send out
people, and I would then assign them wherever they were needed in-country. At one time we had
either 12 or 13 branch posts, an American at the post, not each one with a library, of course. All
spoke Thai and were the eyes and ears of not just the United States Information Service, but I
made available to the CIA and one or two others, very informal reports of these people who
would write to me on their activities working with the Thai Government on security and
developments. Security and development -- those were the key themes.

Graham Martin was the ambassador, a tough, cool character. We were separated by half a mile
from the chancery. I would four times a year bring in my branch people to review what they
were doing.

Martin asked if he could come over and sit in on our meetings. I said, "Of course. We'll come see
you." No, he wanted to come over. He'd come over and take notes on what our people would
observe as they were going through a joint Thai-American information project. They'd observe
the status of agriculture, they observed the status of a dam-building project, whatever it was, all
very informative.

Our people were also active in the war, in a special sense. One day in Ubol, one of the country's
northeast towns, Rob Nevitt branch PAO, a first-rate guy, was astonished to find some of the
hottest airplanes the United States Air Force had zooming in and landing. He didn't have any
advance word of it, nor did the governor. The governor came to him. "Who are these people?"
[Laughter] I had not been told about it either, but Nevitt, from that point on, worked with the
governor to explain who they were, what they were there for, getting the Thai officials to come
out and talk with the commanding general, and getting the Americans to be considerate of Thai
pride and culture.

So the war was being fought in large measure from Thai bases, which the Thai would not admit.

Now, in some parts of Asia -- it may also be true in other parts of the world -- there's reality and
the confirmation of reality, two quite different things. So an old correspondent friend of mine,
Keyes Beech, of the Chicago Daily News, would come through Bangkok, and he knew every bit
of what was going on, the bombing of North Vietnam from Thai bases. I couldn't confirm it. I'd



have Keyes out for a drink, and say, "You know, they're just big mosquitos out there, Keyes."
We joked about it. We had to, because the Thai Government would not confirm reality until --
and this became a very delicate operation; it was about as elaborate as a Japanese tea ceremony -
- the Thai Government, for reasons I'm not still quite certain of, decided at a certain time that
they would confirm that American planes were using their territory to bomb North Vietnam.

So we had to work out a scheme with the foreign office, State, CINCPAC, and the Pentagon. It
was to be at 11:35 p.m., after a dinner at a Chinese restaurant in Bangkok that a Thai reporter |
knew would say, "Jack, I understand that tomorrow we're going to have a tour of some of the
activity at Thai air bases."

I said, "Yes, Thah, that's correct. The Thai Government has arranged that." He and I had
rehearsed it in the afternoon.

"What will we see, Jack?"
I'said, "You'll see American planes taking off." I left it open.
"And they'll be taking off for where?"

I said, "North Vietnam." I said this at 11:35. This was the first official confirmation of what we
were doing.

Well, it satisfied the Thai, doing it that way. Of course, we played their game. We needed their
real estate. It was done with a delicacy that the Thai appreciated. I don't take credit for it; [ was a
part of it. So that was an interesting part of the war there.

Q: Was there an insurgency in Thailand at that time?

O'BRIEN: Oh, indeed. The northeast part of the country is the poorest, and the Communists had
a foothold there. That's where AID was putting its big projects.

We concentrated in the northeast in publicizing everything that AID was doing, and we were
doing a lot. It meant that our people would spend an awful lot of their time out in the boondocks
with the Thai officials, making friends, passing out material, showing our films, getting reports
on problems, and so on. So it was very active.

O'BRIEN: You mentioned, Tom, that we were getting into psychological warfare. We were,
indeed. Leonard Marks, then the director of the agency, came through, and he called Barry
Zorthian over from Saigon.

Q: Barry, at that time, was . . .

O'BRIEN: Barry was my opposite number in Vietnam. The three of us sat in my house and
reviewed what we were doing. Leonard was very good about it.



He said, "Look, you guys. [ know that Barry's gotten much more deeply involved because he's
had to."

He turned to me and said, "Now, Jack, I only tell you don't get me into trouble. Don't get me into
trouble."

I said, "Leonard, I'm following the instructions we've had so far, and I don't see any possibility I
can get you into trouble."

Q: Trouble in what way?

O'BRIEN: Trouble in getting us too deeply involved with the Thai Government in ways that
would reflect, possibly, on the United States or on Lyndon Johnson.

So it meant we were cooperative, but not to appear that we were leading the Thai into war. Now,
I think that same problem plagued Lew Schmidt, my successor, and his successors. When I was
transferred back to the front office of USIA, Frank Shakespeare called me in and said that he had
heard from Kissinger.

Q: Frank Shakespeare was then . . .
O'BRIEN: Then the director of USIA.
Q: He became that in '68, succeeding Leonard Marks, and remained director until 1972.

O'BRIEN: Yes. I'm jumping ahead just to keep in line talk of psychological warfare, because
Frank had heard from Henry Kissinger that USIS in Thailand was doing too many things that the
Thai should be doing for themselves.

I've jumped ahead, as I just said, Tom, but I want to follow up on this matter of psychological
warfare. When Shakespeare became concerned because of Kissinger's call, he then brought out a
lot of the publications and posters that we had been turning out in Thailand, and he kept asking
me, "Jack, you've been there. Is it necessary for us to do it? Why can't the Thai do it?"

I said, "They're simply not prepared to do it, and we work closely with them, we share a lot of
the costs with them and ideas, but it's a joint enterprise and we look upon them as partners in
this."

Frank was scared, frankly, and he didn't want to cross Kissinger on it. Kissinger apparently read
it as our going down the path of getting involved, as we were in Vietnam. I believe our joint
programs were then curtailed. Lew Schmidt, my successor, should know.

But the Thai program was a vigorous one in almost every sense. We had a spectacularly
successful binational center. It was created long before I was there, so I take no credit for it. It
was called AUA, an abbreviation for American University Alumni Association.



It was built on land that was donated by the royal family. The United States Government
contributed a little piece of property to round it out. It had night and day English-language
teaching. There were all sorts of artistic performances. We had a number of people on contract as
teachers. It was the symbol of American-Thai cooperation, and it would be the last thing, as |
told many visitors, the last thing I'd want to give up in our program, because it was bedrock
solid, still goes on to this day, as far as I know, one of the most successful in the world.

Q: A huge English-teaching program.

O'BRIEN: Oh, tremendous, yes. People paid for it, too. We had a very active Fulbright program,
first-rate. It's interesting to look back on the Thai experience overseas. The Thai, first, oh, since
the First World War would send their brightest people to France or to England. Since that time
it's overwhelmingly been to the United States, so there's a very, very large number of Thai who
have gone to school in our country. Indeed, there's sort of a special club there of American
women who have married Thai, and they have regular meetings, when we were there, at least, at
the AUA. Our friendship is deep. We all know about what the Thai did in World War 11, in
providing hospitality to OSS and helping us in a number of ways. So we were dealing in a very,
very favorable atmosphere, and you could go almost as far as you wanted, except -- and I'll never
forget this -- the first Thai graduate of M.L.T., a dignified man named Phra Bisal, and I used to
have lunch regularly. He was head of the AUA.

One day I got word from the agency that they had a very elaborate Berlin Wall exhibit they'd like
to send out. So I brought it up in the course of lunch with this distinguished Thai, and saw a sort
of cloud over his forehead. He said, "Jack, don't put it at the AUA. It's a little too political. Put it
in your own library. I want to see it, but put it in your own library." He was right. We did as he
suggested.

We had very good relations with such organizations as the border patrol police, a good outfit. Of
course, they had a big job. They had borders with Burma and Laos and Cambodia and Malaya.
The head of the border patrol police invited me one time to come with him in his helicopter to
the borders and to see what was going on. I said, "Fine."

We were returning in late afternoon, the last part of the journey back to Bangkok, when the skies
literally turned black. It was a big storm. So the general directed that the helicopter go down.
Well, it was right in the middle of a rice field, and out of nowhere came dozens of little Thai
kids. How many times do you get a helicopter land in your rice field? The storm was heavy, so
the general turned to his aide and said, "Break out the whiskey." So we all sat and drank and
watched the kids playing. The storm showed no sign of letting up, and the general, however, kept
looking at his watch. I said, "General, there's no hurry as far as I'm concerned. I have plenty of
time. Don't worry about going back to Bangkok in a hurry."

"Oh," he said, "I think we'd better take off."

Well, it was still black, but the plane shot up, just like an arrow. Thank God, about a thousand
feet up, it was beautiful, crystal clear, sunny. I'm sure my face showed the relief I felt.



Q: The program in Thailand at that time, would you say that it was motivated or guided by our
tremendous involvement, because of our efforts in Vietnam, or was it because we realized that
Thailand was an important country in terms of U.S. policy?

O'BRIEN: Oh, I think all those factors worked, Tom. Our program was based upon a long
friendship, really, and so we had a solid foundation as represented by the AUA. It was on that,
then, that we could go into other programs relating to the war in Vietnam, and it was that that
enabled us to do things on radio and in joint publications. I never forgot that there was a
foundation that had its origins long before we got into war in Vietnam. As far as I'm aware, that
friendship still exists. Thailand was and is important to us because of geography, and we've been
fortunate in having them as good friends and allies over the years.

MONCRIEFF J. SPEAR
Special Assistant to the Ambassador
Bangkok (1963-1967)
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1946 and a master’s degree from George Washington University in 1949. Mr.
Spear joined the Foreign Service in 1950 and served in Germany, the Philippines,
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Q: This presumably had to be cleared through the Operations Center. Well, that was certainly
an exciting experience. Presumably, one of the highlights of your career. But you didn't stop
there, because from then on you moved out to the field again, this time to Bangkok. Tell me
something about what you did there.

SPEAR: I went out to Bangkok in 1963 as a special assistant to Ambassador Graham Martin. My
job there was coordination of the various counterinsurgency programs which the U. S.
Government was supporting in Thailand. There had been a growing communist insurgency,
particularly in the northeastern provinces of Thailand. The Thai Government had sought
assistance from the United States. As a result, there was a growing proliferation of these
programs and a need to pull them together and coordinate them more closely under the chief of
our diplomatic mission. This was a matter on which Ambassador Martin had some very strong
views, and I was the one who carried out the staff function of this effort. It involved not only our
military assistance to the Thai military forces, but also large amounts of economic assistance,
particularly in rural development, road building, community development, and that sort of thing.
Our USIA [United States Information Agency] people were also training the Thai in developing
all sorts of pro-government propaganda activities to be carried out among the villagers in the
northeast of Thailand to convince them of the government's concern for them, and to let them
know what the government was doing. In other words, to have a multiplier effect on the
assistance programs which the Thai Government was carrying out.



The Thai Government had originally started on its own a program known as "Mobile
Development Units." These were largely Army engineer units which were sent out to the
provinces to drill wells, develop farm to market roads, and so forth. We funneled quite a bit of
military assistance into providing them both with training and the equipment to do this sort of
thing.

The USIA people had mobile teams which went around to the various villages. Displaying a
great deal of imagination, they had worked up a technique which was known as "Mohlam."
These involved local storytellers who used to travel around to villages. With musical
accompaniment these people would improvise as they went along, telling various stories. Well,
they worked into the stories what the Thai Government was doing in terms of development,
public health programs, and so forth. These were supported by our USIA field officers out, who
trained and traveled around with the Thai teams. I must say it was all highly successful.

We were making a great effort at that point to keep the Thai in the forefront of this whole
program and prevent their throwing their hands up and feeling that the United States would do all
of this for them. I'm afraid that this later was one of the syndromes we ran into in Vietnam. The
local effort there had slacked off because the U. S. had come in and, they felt had overridden
them. Major efforts were made to try to upgrade and increase the police presence of the Thai
security forces up in the northeast. Some of the [communist guerrilla] activity got beyond the
ability of the local police forces to handle, so there were para-military police and Thai Army
units where they were needed, also.

Following that assignment in Bangkok -- we were there for four years [1963 to 1967] -- [ came
back [to the Department] and worked as Country Director for Thailand-Burma affairs [1968-
1970]. There, I think, our principal concern was trying to get sufficient resources for the various
programs in Thailand, so that, in effect, we didn't wind up with two Vietnam's in Southeast Asia,
instead of just one. We were in fierce competition for resources with Vietnam. There was a great
deal of bureaucratic interplay going on there, if you will, in our effort to get the resources we felt
were necessary there.

This was also the period when there was a large military buildup, when the U. S. Air Force was
moving into Thailand to carry out bombing operations in North Vietnam.

Q: Well, the programs you describe, Monty, must have involved many thousands of Americans in
Thailand at that time, presumably largely engaged in matters connected with our presence in
Vietnam.

SPEAR: Yes, that's true. In fact, the U. S. presence in Vietnam had become so large that there
was a great deal of pressure to locate a lot of these activities in Thailand. For instance, the
[Department of Defense] Advanced Research Projects Agency -- ARPA -- was carrying out a
number of experiments with radio equipment and things like that to support U. S. forces in
Vietnam. But because of the heavy presence in Vietnam, ARPA activity was largely located over
in Thailand, and that was just one example. A large number of dependents of our Foreign Service
staff in Vietnam were also living in Bangkok.



While I was Thai Country Director, we had a visit by Thai Prime Minister [Thanom]. I was in
charge of setting up all of the arrangements for the visit. Because he was a general, it had been
agreed that after the state banquet at the White House the Marine Drill Team from the Marine
Barracks would put on a demonstration of precision drill. This would be followed by a fireworks
display. Lois and I were invited down to the reception after the dinner and stood out on the
balcony. The drill team, performing under floodlights, was spectacular, with a full moon shining
down on the Washington Monument in the background. This was followed by a marvelous
fireworks demonstration. The only problem was that the fireworks demonstration took place a
week after the riots and burning in Washington following the assassination of Martin Luther
King [in 1968]. We discovered the next day that the White House switchboard had lit up in a
fashion that almost put the fireworks to shame, with people wanting to know whether the rioting
had started all over again.

PAUL GOOD
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Q: Well, then you were in Thailand from ‘63?
GOOD: To “68.
Q: ‘68? My goodness.

GOOD: That was back when USIA was trying to do what they thought State was going to do
before State did it, and then State didn’t do it. That was to build a three-year posting. So I was
out there three years before I got home leave. State was only out for two. It was too long the first
time around; it was. It was a traumatic time because I’d done that JOT and I was sent out of
country to-

Q: Let’s talk about your JOT.
GOOD: They only gave us five months overseas in language training, and we did our exam on

tape, sent back for evaluation at FSI, and I got two-two plus I guess, which is what they were
expecting from the 10-month course back here. My classmates, the missionaries, and I were



going to missionary school in Blue House there on North Satorn and were expected to do two
years of language, so when they came out, they were preaching in the language. We should have
had more. But I don’t know whether it was Washington’s decision or the post’s decision,
probably a combination of pressure from the post to get this body and Washington looking at the
figures and the cost of having to pay differential and to pay for your R&R somewhere overseas. |
was then put into JO training, JOT training as we called it in Bangkok. We were a large post; we
ended up with 45 officers, largest USIS post I’ve ever been in, and with 240 local employees,
just in USIS. It was easy to bicycle us around, for there was so much in the information section,
and so much in the field office, and so much in the culture section.

Q: Who was the head of public affairs officer in...?

GOOD: We had Jack O’Brien, followed by Lewis Schmidt. We had actually one week of PAO,
who just died a year ago I think it was Howard Garnish. I remember the roast that USIS gave
Garnish at the Oriental Hotel, on the river. I’d never been to a roast before. I hadn’t been in
Bangkok five days, I think, they had it Friday night. One of the officers, whose wife was
teaching the queen’s daughter ballet, really tore this PAO apart. Now I got the impression that it
was more than a roast for him. He was venting some steam as well. The roaster, poor fellow,
never left Thailand. He sort of retired in place, living at the palace on the Queen’s money. He
came down with a paralyzing disease, and the Queen was most puzzled that the American
government didn’t have any medical plans for him. So she had to pay for his whole medical
problem. I think he died at post. But the roast was amazing. I thought the PAO was an
inoffensive, pleasant, short, jolly, geographer, had a Ph.D., But I only saw him for a week, so
what did I know.

Arriving in the country on Pan Am, we arrived in the evening of course, and met by the USIS
field operations officer was designated to go out and pick me up. Two kids, one on my back, one
walking by me; it was humid. We were dumped in the Erawan Hotel, no air conditioning, chin-
chucks (lizards) on the walls; it was foreign.

Q: (Laughing)

GOOD: I hadn’t ever had a papaya before. Breakfast the next morning. What they served was
papaya. It’s an acquired taste. It’s okay, but the first time around I didn’t think I liked it.

The post was quite nice. The post was located in what had been the embassy at the end of WWII.
Our main building was one that had been used as the combination embassy and ambassador
residence. They had some other buildings, all of which changed over the years. We bought a new
little warehouse out of petty cash, while I was in the exec (executive) office there later on.

I was able to study in the afternoons up on the unairconditioned porch in one of the buildings, the
audiovisual building. I had a chance to practice my language around town. This is what I’d spend
my weekends doing, so I got a lot of use. We had a fair number of language-trained officers.
Only had one fellow who was a four-four. I thought that I’d had a three-three by the time I
finished, but when I came back here I found out how wonderful FSI was. They really had a
memory. They didn’t want this experimental program to be able to show real potential. They



knew very well that we had been under orders in Thailand by the ambassador not to speak about
race relations, so we didn’t have vocabulary built up on that. So what did they have a test on?
Race relations. So I came up with the same score I’d had four years before. Never forgave
Warren Yates for that.

Q: (Chuckle) Who was ambassador when you were there?
GOOD: Sullivan, not Sullivan. Who was the fellow that was ruler in Vietnam at the end?
Q. Graham Martin?

GOOD: Graham Martin, yes. He was there much of my time. At my arrival our Ambassador who
was still sick from hepatitis. Martin was the one that was ambassador when [ was up country. His
wife was the sister of the Marine Commandant back here in Washington. She had a lot of her
brother’s characteristics. Green was her name, his name. Of course, she ran the embassy women
like women were run in those days, charitable activities, wrapped those bandages, visited those
orphanages, do what you’re told.

Q: What was your impression of relations between the United States and Thailand when you got
there in ‘63.

GOOD: Fine. We weren’t into Vietnam yet. | mean, we were there; it wasn’t yet a major
conflict. The Tonkin Gulf took place in November of ‘63?

Q: It was a little later than that. November of ‘63 was the assassination.

GOOD: ’64. No, not ’63. ‘64.

Q: Yes.

GOOD: Because, yes, I got over there in June if 1963, yes ’64.

Q: Had Kennedy been assassinated?

GOOD: Kennedy was assassinated when I was a language student, I heard the news while I was
getting a haircut. [ had gone out to look at one of the historical sites southwest of Bangkok that
day. I’d stopped to get a haircut on the way back, and they had the radio on. I was not far
advanced as a language student, couldn’t believe what I thought I was hearing. I thought, “Can
they really be saying what I think I’'m hearing, the president of the United States, dead?” I had a
long wave radio in the car, had to have both in Bangkok at that time. I had both on my radio, so

that when I got closer to Bangkok I got the English version and found out it’d happened.

So that would have been, let’s see and get it straight. I finished language training in November of
‘63, went out to post. Something happened in November of ‘63.

Q: ‘63 was also when Diem was killed, and there was a coup in Saigon, and things started to go



downbhill.
GOOD: Yes, that’s what it was, and then the Gulf was in fall of ‘64.
Q: Yes, because Johnson was president at that time.

GOOD: Because I was just arriving in Ubol when that took place, my first assignment
(November ‘64). So I was in JOT training from the end of the year, December 1963 I suppose,
until the next November.

Q: Yes, well, then your first actual post was what?
GOOD: Assistant Branch Post Officer Ubol.
Q: What did that mean?

GOQOD: That’s spelled U-B-O-L. L is pronounced N. Ubol Ratchathani, and that was up in the
Northeast. If you think of Thailand as an elephant, that was in the ear. It’s over next to Laos and
just above Cambodia. There was a small JUSMAG (Joint U.S. Military Affairs Group)
contingent there, about 15 people. We had a branch officer, Rob Nevitt. We had a few Australian
military there as well. A little later an army detachment communications group came in across
the river. There was also a listening post there. You know those bright young guys that cause all
kinds of trouble with the girls, undisciplined, but they were very bright, and had languages, and
they would listen. So that was what we had. But the Australians were fun. The American
contingent went from these 15 to about 5,000 troops by the time I left 18 months later.

Q: Good God!

GOQOD: They built up because we had an F-104 repair shop there for F-104 that were assisting
were doing rescue missions over North Vietnam, which is rescue missions for sighting people
and they’d direct helicopters in on the downed pilots. I was living two blocks away from the
field, and at night, if you’re having a cocktail party, you had to stop when they roared up the jets
to check their repair work. Those are loud planes.

Q: What sort of work were you doing?

GOOD: We had a program which had been instituted with the purpose of solidifying the ties
behind their king. This, by the time Lewis Schmidt left, had been pretty well been scotched by
Washington because they didn’t feel that this was the kind of thing we should be doing. We were
in effect a PR (public relations) unit for the Thai government. We would pass out pictures of the
king. We would put up posters which had public health themes. We had comic books, which had
anticommunist themes. All of which were being printed in Manila by our publishing house there.

We were doing “molam” movies. Molam is a musical form, folk singing type thing. We would
hire teams to do molam films with an anticommunist, pro Thai government theme, and then we
would take these films with us when we went on our trips. I would spend 80 percent of my time



in the field. We had a fleet of cars, CJ6s, that’s a stretch Jeep. My car was a Jeep station wagon.
These CJ6s had a platform on top. They had a large water container, and they had extra gas
tanks. They had a generator that was tied down, screwed down in the back, because we had lost a
local employee, the year before I got there, when he hit a tree. The generator was loose and
landed on him, and he was done. So we had to carefully secure the generator by nuts and bolts.
We had a container for our poles on which we would put up a screen, which was visible of
course from both sides. We had audiences on both sides of the sheet. One of my favorites was
“New York, New York,” a propaganda film from New York. It didn’t have any words; it had
some music. It was a great crowd gatherer, because it was nothing they’d ever seen before.

Q: Yes.

GOOD: Then we’d go into molam, which pushed the message. I was programmed to fall asleep
when molam came on because we were working long hot days.

We were up at 6:30, then 6:00, trying to find something to eat. We had hard tack with us if we
were desperate. But we tried to go on the open economy, and there wasn’t much in the villages.
We were up in the Northeast, and in the dry season it’s dry and not much growing. The villagers
are poor, and so what you’d have, I can remember one meal in March, we had one chicken for
the whole day for the whole crew. So you had chicken, essence of chicken if you will; you had
leaves that were in this sauce, and that gave it a little flavoring; then you’d have sticky rice in the
baskets, which you would give to the villagers. They had a top on the basket, so that when you
finished what you wanted, you put the top back on. It was on the string, so that you couldn’t
separate it from the bottom. That was better because if you were full you could put the top on.
But if you were being served regular rice, your timing had to be just right because it was
offensive if you left anything, and if you cleaned it up at the wrong moment, they’d put more on!
Now that was bad, not only because you didn’t want anymore probably, but because they didn’t
really have enough rice to go around anyway. So the sticky rice was a better deal, but you had to
wash your hands quickly because that became like glue. It would hours to get off if it dried on
your fingers. But it was very good.

So we would be out for about 10 days on a trip, probably two vehicles, my station wagon, in
which I would carry district officials, from the amphur or district led by the “nac amphoe.” There
might be a doctor from the provincial headquarters. There could be some inspector; they had a
cultural inspector. They would do their thing during the day, and we’d show our movies at night.
We’d put up our posters during the day. Occasionally we would have some sports equipment to
hand out, not often, but occasionally. We’d visit, pay our respects to the monk or the monks at
the local temple. We usually were camped out on what would be a bandstand, if you will; it was
a wooden platform. It was adjacent to the temple, if you’re lucky. We, of course, slept in our
sleeping bags. We didn’t have tents. We would usually have a folding canvas cot. You’d put
your sleeping bag on that. So you didn’t sleep past dawn because the village began to have life.
You learned how to take a shower with dipped water with a “pahama” (rectangular cloth) around
your waist and with the villagers all around you watching, and how to take off that wet one and
put on a dry one with the crowd there watching, too. Pahamas are great. They’re a six by three
foot cloth that you can use for any number of things. Swimming, it’s swimming trunks in the
Mekong River; you can wrap things in it; you carry things with it; it’s a belt; I still wear them



often, because they’re so comfortable.
Q: Was there a guerilla or communist movement going on while you were doing this?

GOOD: Well, certainly there was in Laos. Word had it that there were infiltrators in northeast
Thailand and north Thailand as well. I can’t say that I ever identified any. But I did get a
meritorious honor award for serving in an area which was under threat. We watched to be sure
that there might not be mines on the road. If we saw something on the road, we’d make sure we
went around it. We had Vietnamese refugees in a camp near Vientiane, which were an
annoyance and a worry to the Thai government. These were foreigners and they didn’t
particularly like foreigners. They were coming from an area that had communists, so they didn’t
know what the connections might still be. So they pretty well kept them under lock and key at
that camp.

Q: These would be from the North Vietnam?

GOQOD: Probably. At that time possibly I wouldn’t swear to it. Probably they were, but they were
coming across Laos. They could have been coming from any number of places.

We still were able to go over into Laos for R& R (rest and relaxation) if you could call it that,
because you had highlands over there. You’d go across to Pakse and then drive up into the hill
country. Tom Dooley had some health units up there, Philippine doctors, nurses. You couldn’t
drive from Pakse to Xiangkhoang on the Laos side. That had been possible in ‘62 still. But about
‘63 that was closed down, because it was insecure in the area to the northeast. Up, of course
across the Mekong, in the narrowest section of Laos, they just couldn’t keep it secure, so we
couldn’t do the driving. But we could go across at Savannakhet where we had a branch post and
at Pakse.

I remember visiting over in Laos one night and one of the USIS local employees was telling me
how he was handing out ammunition. I don’t know why. But somehow or other we’d get
involved in things that we weren’t supposed to be involved with.

We had Air America over there. We had AID (Agency for International Development) of course.
Air America was U.S. cargo operation. One of their employees created a pornographic novel
about Air American activities. I had a copy one time; some one stole it.

We traveled a lot. We had in Ubol a reading room, small library. There were two of us officers.
When Rob left, I moved into his job as branch officer and I got a new assistant.

My wife had a child in Ubol, our fourth. That was the sad part. He was born in February of 1965.
The night before we left, we had a farewell party at the house. We invited Australian friends over
for the party. They’d just had a dengue fever outbreak in the camp. For adults of course, it was
painful for some, but they survived. But they still were infected. A mosquito bit one of them, and
then our son. We went on the morning train back to Bangkok. It’s a 12-hour ride. That Saturday
night he was crying already, and he cried all Sunday. We finally took him to the hospital and he
never recovered, because he was a kid. He had none of the immunity that doctors at the SEATO



(South East Asia Treaty Organization) medical unit considered kids that were born here in the
States had. But the Caucasian kids born in Thailand apparently didn’t. They did an autopsy on
him to make sure that they knew what he had.

Q: Oh, how tragic!

GOQOD: Yes, terrible! Just absolutely devastated! There wasn’t anything that you could do! I
mean, it was better that he died, because there was no treatment. All they could do was give him
intravenous feeding, liquids.

Q: Yes.

GOOD: He lasted until Thursday. My wife was down there most of the time. They told her on
Thursday. “You can go home and get some rest.” Ten that evening they called us, said, “Come
back quickly.” By the time we got there, he was dead.

The embassy came through though, marvelously at that point, just laid it out. They took care of
all the problems. They made sure that costs were covered. They took care of the cremation. The
problem is what to do with the urn. I still have it. I have no idea what to do with it. That was a
sad ending to our up country stay. Actually I had been down to Bangkok for a month before that
because they needed help at the field operations office. We were expanding our posts to 13. They
needed someone with experience to set them up. I returned to Ubol to get my family. Shortly
thereafter we went on home leave for a couple of months, then came back to Bangkok.

Q: Okay, well, this is fairly a good place to stop. And I'll put at the end here where we were, so
we’ll know where to pick it up. So we got you coming back to Bangkok from home leave, is that
right?

GOOD: Yes.
Q: What year, when did you come back?

GOQD: ‘66, the year that Johnson visited Thailand. I was fortunate enough to miss that visit
while I was on home leave. I did get to see the paved streets in Manila that they had done up for
his visit there. We even got some benefits that I’ll go into later on from his visit that we were
allowed to piggyback on...

Q: Well, we’ll pick this up in ‘66, and we’ll cover what you were doing from ‘66 to ‘68 in
Thailand, and then we’ll move on, okay?

Remember a talk about Ubol?

GOOD: Living in Ubol in 1965, 1966, ‘64 to ‘66, my boss had only two children, and one was a
baby. His house was smaller. I don’t know whether there had been anything more available when
he went up there or not. He found me a larger house, a more imposing house, no better built. It
had been a Chinese merchant’s house, which meant that it was wooden with bars on the windows



and screen. Obviously not perfect screen, because of the problem that I told you earlier. It was
located with some yard; there was a lawn. They ultimately put up a bowling alley next door
before we left.

The interesting thing about the location, I was half a block from the governor’s house. The
governor was paid about the same as I was paid. He had a few more perks of course that I didn’t
have, like a Mercedes to use, and entertainment expenses, and I’m sure there was a little bit of
corruption in there somewhere too, but he was a nice guy. But one night I decided to survey the
area two blocks radius from my house, my house being the center. There were 19 whorehouses
within that two-block radius. Now that area was off limits to the troops. These weren’t great
whorehouses, they were shacks, and there would be a small waiting room, and then like, you
know, areas in back. But this kind of a location so close to the governor’s house astounded me.
We were a block from the hospital, which had been set up by the Seventh Day Adventists, and
then they were kicked out because the community felt that now that they had the hospital, they
didn’t need these pushy missionaries who were buying their converts. They’d give them a dollar
attendance on a week’s meeting. Ubol had been a center for the Koreans working for the
Japanese back in World War II. Prostitution had been a big thing there. They had a section of
town they called the A-frame, because that’s where the prostitution houses that had been
frequented by the Korean soldiers had been set. The Koreans carry their loads on A-frames.

Q: A-frames, yes.

GOOD: That’s how it got that name. Of course these whorehouses were of all styles, they did
have whorehouses that specialized in preteen, if you will, child prostitution. They had some that
specialized in pregnant women. The costs that I remember, they tell me, probably 50 cents.

Q: Yes, well, it’s a different society.

GOOD: A very different society, yes. One of the interesting things on these trips that we were
traveling on, when we’d get to a village there wasn’t a hotel. If there was a hotel, it would close
down by nine o’clock. Well, you weren’t ready for bed at that time usually, in town, and there
were people that you wanted to meet. There would be experts who were out building dams here,
places that you didn’t have time to go visit. They came to town in the evening and the only place
you could meet was the whorehouse. Now we didn’t go there for the whores. In fact, I can
remember, few were using the facility for that.

Q: It was the place you had a beer.

GOOD: It was the place where you talked and had a beer, met your contacts, and it was an
information gathering location. The police chief might get a freebie, but we weren’t into that. I
remember my boss’s wife had told me when I got to post. She said, “Now look. This is gonna
(going to) be a part of your travel experience.” She said, “ My husband does this all the time, and
I don’t have any problem with it. It’s not something he’s using.”

But the whole problem of the GIs (general infantry) as they were coming up, airmen I guess it
was, not Gls, was that many of them were coming to find this as a first experience. They would



come into the office and, because we didn’t have a consulate in Ubol, wanting to know how they
could get their girlfriends, who they were wanting to marry, official and back home. Well, they
thought that they had compromised these girls, and it was their duty to marry them. Of course,
the girls ran a business. When these guys left, even if they ultimately did get to the States, they
were carrying on their business, even though the guys were sending money back for them while
they were gone. Very tough girls, there was nothing wrong with the trade. It was a way they
could earn their dowry, get themselves set up for marriage by themselves, a perfectly acceptable
part of society. The health facility on Fridays would have them all come in; they’d be checked
over. But it was certainly startling for me, certainly (laughing), and certainly for the airmen who
didn’t have as much contact with the local society. They didn’t understand that this was to be
treated a certain way. You went to the girls at night; you didn’t squire them around the town.
Some of them did that and it was offensive to the community.

Basically it didn’t matter what level of society you were in, you did not go out with your wife,
and you didn’t go together to the restaurant. The district attorney did. He was an oddball. He and
his wife would go out to the restaurant in public and eat. If you went to a party, the men went to
one place; the women went to another house. Wives didn’t go to the same parties. It was just the
way it was done.

I remember once up in the Nakhon Panom on the river, the GlIs, the airmen were just coming in.
They were setting up a base. I saw these fellows in winter uniforms walking down the main
street one night and I walked up to visit them. I talked to one of them and I said, “Where are you
coming from?”

He said, “Michigan. They loaded us on a plane, and they passed us through Travis Air Force
Base in California, and here we are.” He didn’t know where he was. He had just been engaged
and he was all worried. He says, “I’m gonna be faithful.”

I don’t know, I never saw him again, but the odds were against him.

Q: Well, this is very difficult. Well, then we’ll pick this up again, 1966 to ‘68 after home leave.

GOOD: In 1966, yes.

O: It was the 315! of August 2000. So where are we now? You re leaving Thailand?

GOOD: No, not leaving Thailand.

Q: No, you're...

GOOD: No, I was leaving Ubol Ratchathani, up in the ear of the elephant as you’re looking at
Thailand as the shape of an elephant’s head, close to the border with Laos, and just north of the
border of Cambodia. I left there in May of 1966 and went to Bangkok for TDY (temporary duty),

went back up to bring my family down. We had an incident, tragic one at that point.

Q: You told me about your son.



GOOD: Yes. My son picked up a mosquito bite and died of encephalitis the next week. We
stayed there in Bangkok for a couple of more months before we went on our first home leave.
This was a illustration of the USIA versus State, and one-upmanship, and the agency said, “Well
by golly, State’s gonna (going) to start doing the three year tours now. So we’re going to jump
first, we’re in the three year tours.” Well State never jumped, at least in that decade. But I think
for first two or three years out was too long. But anyway...

Q: 1 think so, too, yes.

GOQOD: I came back on home leave, the only home leave I ever got that was a full home leave
because I was going back to the same post. I managed to miss Johnson’s presidential visit to
Thailand.

Q: Aw, shucks.

GOOD: Shucks. I did get to enjoy the benefits of that visit however, because the post sneaked in
some better cars and some typewriters, although they had to send the typewriters back later
because they hadn’t gotten permission from Washington to buy them. I came through the
Philippines on the way back in and enjoyed the paved streets that had been prepared for the
Johnson visit in Manila. I came back to the job I had been brought down from Ubol to take,
which was field support officer. We had or were in the process of expanding to 13 branch posts
in Thailand, and they’d wanted someone who had both executive office experience and field
experience. | had both, having been in the executive office for a bit before I went out up country,
to service, make sure the personnel was running well, to make sure the supply lines were in
shape, make sure that the housing was fine, the offices were rented, cars were provided and the
regulations were adhered to. So it meant a lot of traveling, but by the time I’d finished, I had
been to all the provinces of Thailand, whether or not they were part of the official itinerary or
not.

Q: You were doing this when, was it ‘66?

GOQOD: ‘66 to 68. It was a two-year tour. We did not completely staff all 13 posts in the end.
We had the facilities rented. We had everything ready to go, but they ultimately after I left,
finally didn’t get people into two of them as I remember. Now of course it’s way down to
perhaps one; I’m not sure what the latest statistic is. The basic ones when I got there were Udorn
in the north, which had a consulate at that time, Chiang Mai, of course, in the north with a
consulate, Songkhla in the south which had had a consulate, but I think by the time I got there it
was closed, and Korat which was the starting off point for the northeast area and the location for
storage of a battalion’s worth of military equipment, in case of its need.

It was also the base for the major road construction project through northeast to the Laos border,
which it had been completed shortly before I arrived in ‘63. It was a contract operation. They
brought Chinese in, to work on it. It was a paved, all weather, two lane road, which was a
marvelous addition to the northeast. It was the only length of paved road that they had in the
northeast. Now I understand that all the provincial capitals are connected, and the laterite roads



have disappeared on the main stretches.

Q: With these posts, what was the rationale for having so many in this country? What were you
up to?

GOOD: Washington began to back away from this about this time, although of course inertia
kept things going for a while. Vietnam had started effectively in about ‘64, ‘65. We were looking
for dependable allies in the region. We were going to do everything we could to make sure that
Thailand was one of those. We were constantly out while I was up in Ubol and of course after I
left Ubol, supporting the branch posts, taking teams, and sponsoring teams of Thai government
officials from the district level with specialist doctors, agricultural officers, and so forth. The
purpose was to show the people that the King was thinking of them and taking care of them and
interested in listening to what they had to say, on the theory that if the people were supportive of
the King, that he would be the binding force, the focal point for all attention, and there wouldn’t
be any susceptibility to the communist influence which was coming in on the Laotian and
Cambodian sides from Vietnam. That was the theory. We pinned up a lot of pictures of the King,
which were printed in our Manila printing plant, we distributed lots of propaganda in the form of
comic books, some of this was on health, and some of it was on security, we had molam, which
were groups of singers who sort of chanted. It wasn’t just a song, but chanted stories which had
propaganda themes of the good guy wins, the good guy is a good guy because for example he
brought health facilities to them, and just generally tried to bring the country together.
Washington thought we were spending too much money on something that wasn’t direct enough
for their feelings. However, our PAO was very senior and he held the area director at bay while
he was still there. The shouting matches on the telephone could be heard through the entire
building however..

Well this is the usual thing. Washington, wanting something much more direct or policy
oriented, “You fight communists,” that sort of thing. We were trying to say, “Well, that’s not the
way to do it. You say, “You support the king.””

Well, obviously, there had been agreement initially in Washington about how to do this, but then
a new area director arrived who ultimately bombed out of the agency because he became in India
somewhat like a MacArthur. He didn’t listen. It was his first area director job and he was looking
to make a mark. Of course you make marks in two ways, you cut back or you expand. He took
the cutback route in the case of Thailand.

Q: As you were looking over this whole thing, as you re looking at the map, were there areas in
Thailand where you felt that we needed to concentrate more or that were more dubious as far as
supporting their cause?

GOOD: You mean who might be approaching the borders?

Q: Yes.

GOOD: There were three areas, one of which, well, four I suppose, although for different
reasons, of which two were not communistic in their threats. The border with Malaysia, the



Malaysian uprising or revolution or submersion, was...
Q: Insurgency.

GOOD: Insurgency they called it, yes. It was really finished by ‘63, but that didn’t mean that
there wasn’t concern that it might start up again on the Thai side and then work its way south.
There was some concern down there, and as a result, we opened up another post in Yala, which
was closer to the border of Malaysia on the east side.

The border with Burma was not of the concern it is today, although across from Victoria there
was a little bit of concern, because you had water communication, communication between the
Thai port and the Burmese port.

The two areas of real concern were up in the Chiang Rai area bordering with Laos and fairly
close to China and, of course, in the northeast, bordering with Laos along the Mekong, where we
were fairly close to the Ho Chi Minh Trail, almost shooting distance at points. So close, that by
the time I got up to Ubol in ‘64, you no longer could take the river side road that ran from Pakse
up to Vientiane. It wasn’t secure. Any communications were being done by plane at that point.
Air America was acting up then.

It was still safe enough in the south of Laos because the trail moved closer to Vietnam at that
point and Laos became wider. So we were still able to go up into the hills across the Mekong,
where the climate was a little bit milder. The Philippines had a missionary, a Tom Dooley
mission up there, medical mission.

I was just reading the other day, a story of an American who’s currently teaching English
somewhere in Thailand and he talks about a stay he made in Ubol. There was a town, Phibun; it
was about 15, 20 miles to the east, on the way to the border of Laos. He talks about it as being a
major center these days. It was on an interesting rapids, white water area, on the river. When I
was there, it was not unknown as a tourist attraction, but it wasn’t connected by a paved road. It
wasn’t really geared up for tourists. The way he talks about this, it’s the biggest thing since
sliced bread in northeast Thailand. (Laughing) It was interesting to see how it had changed. It
was a vacation spot for prostitutes for example, who would take a two-week shift in a house in
Phibun in order to be able to enjoy some neighborhood entertainments during the day, and then
go back to wherever they were based. But aside from prostitutes, and an occasional family I
guess going down to enjoy, a local family, not coming from any distance, it was not a major
tourist attraction.

But during these two years that I was in the field support job, L, as I said, had a great deal of
travel to do. It was easier travel than when I’d been at post because I was going between
provincial capitals, mostly traveling by train, but on occasion delivering vehicles. We took a
caravan out of there once, dropped cars off as we went south on the Kra Peninsula. Occasionally
driving north, I remember taking a truck trip with a buddy who was based in Bangkok also. We
climbed on a bus truck if you will. It was really not an official bus. It took merchandise between
points which had no roads, because all roads led south toward Bangkok. They didn’t go east and
west. Of course it was useful to have some to step cross east to west, because there were things



in between. It’s just they weren’t important. So they had some trucks. They didn’t have real
roads. They were paths and fording rivers, but then you did that most everywhere you went.

But it was interesting, like the time I climbed on the logging train coming from the River Kwai.
The River Kwai (Kway) as they said in the movie, where there had been a camp, or near where
there had been a POW camp during World War II for building the railroad for the Japanese
across to Burma. Of course, that was long gone, but there was a train running up to the town at
that point. So John and I climbed on this train and rode it back toward Bangkok, picked up our
car at the other end. We were young.

Q: Yes. While you were doing this whole program, did you find yourself up against any cultural
restrictions or caveats?

GOOD: Yes, these cultural nuances, I learned about them a little bit late, I think. I was already
up country; nobody had given me an orientation. After we had been in a village one day, I was
told by my chief local employee that I should not precede the district office when we went to a
headman’s house in a village to have a chat in the evenings because I was the visitor, and he was
the official. It hit me hard. I can remember as if it were right here in this room. He was right of
course. I was definitely wrong. I understand what proconsul means having been in Thailand. We
were under red passports, not black in those days, but it didn’t make any difference. If you were
American, anything you wanted was yours. Nobody would tell you no. It was up to you to be
sensitive. Unfortunately, there were so many Americans that a lot of people weren’t sensitive.

Q: Yes.

GOOD: But there was no real effort on the part of the Thais to do anything about this. They were
going to roll with the punch. They rolled with the Japanese punch in World War II and survived.
They had managed to keep their independence during the British and French carving of territory
early in the matter and they knew that they would be able to last through the American invasion
as well. And, of course, they were making money hand over fist. We were dumping money in
that country, not just official grant funds or donations, equipment and so on, but just per diem.
We had 10,000 GIs a week in there for R & R, in Bangkok. That’s a lot of money!

Q: It’s an awful lot of money!

GOOD: And if you couldn’t get your investment back in two years from a hotel that you’d built,
something was wrong with your business deal.

Q: Yes. Did you run across the problem of grasping entrepreneurs that you were using for one
purpose of building things or something, of trying to make sure that things were done correctly?

GOOD: USIS didn’t, because we weren’t handling contracts as such. The military did. They
occasionally would run into the need to pay somebody off, usually a military officer or general,
in order to get a project moving. There would be all kinds of bureaucratic barriers being set up,
which could easily be brushed aside by a high enough official, but he needed to be convinced
with a little bit of money. Yes, that happened.



Q: Yes. How about films and things like that? Did you have a pretty good repertoire to draw on,
and how did they sort of fit within the Thai?

GOOD: We’d made our own films in some cases. Certainly the molam groups were on film. The
villages liked the molam groups better than, of course, anything that we could import from
outside, even if it’d been dubbed into Thai because they knew the molam. They were
comfortable with the dialect. It was their speech, and they were comfortable with the means. If
we’d pull out this as we usually did just to draw a crowd at the start of an evening, New York
film, it had color, didn’t have anything but musical background, showed you the majestic towers
in New York, that was fine for a teaser, but it wouldn’t have kept them, because it was too far
away from their comprehension. They hadn’t seen it, weren’t about to be able to see it, so why
bother with it. It was a five minutes, ten minutes max, and then you’d have to get on to
something that would hold their attention.

The cities of course were showing the Western films, the 007. It’s not 007 at that point; it was...
Q: Yes, he was going in.

GOOD: Was he started at that point?

Q: It was earlier than that.

GOOD: The Italian Westerns, spaghetti Westerns.

Q: Yes, spaghetti Westerns with Clint Eastwood.

GOOD: With Clint Eastwood were started then. Of course the Thai theaters always made these
gigantic signs, which might be 20 feet long and 15 feet high that were freestanding in the front of
their buildings, in the front of their theaters so that people could see it from a distance. They
weren’t subtle. To a certain extent, they were caricatures, but they showed you the people and
showed you their reactions, and there were girls and that pulled people in. Of course, you stood
up when you got in there because the national anthem was playing. You know, after that was
done, you could sit down. The movie would start and away you’d go. But we didn’t have any
censorship, of course. We did later in Australia. It surprised me. Australia still has censorship of
anything that’s coming in from outside, particularly TV series, TV shows. But Thailand didn’t
have any of that, self-censorship I suppose. Of course, we didn’t put the violence and the sex in
anything we did.

Q: Yes, yes. Were you getting a feel about how the war in Vietnam was being played, because
this is during that, as we started our big buildup, and you there when the Tet Offensive caught us
by surprise?

GOOD: We were building in Thailand of course. We were bringing in thousands of troops. At
our level in the field, it was concern as the how day-to-day operations were affecting our guys
who were based in Thailand, the rescue troops, helicopters, and F-4s who were going out to



protect. We didn’t get involved with the policy. We were down at the grass level and we were
interested in the behavior in the troops and community relations. One of our jobs was community
relations liaison between the U.S. base commander and the city officials. But policy wasn’t a
particular interest. You could pick up these things on the radios, but we didn’t have the press in
the field. The press was limited to places like Bangkok; Chiang Mai might have had a few rags
around. They didn’t want anything more than local news in the agoras. We were not preaching a
direct message, so we weren’t particularly concerned. Our libraries, of course, had books about
the United States. We were pushing the United States as a friendly ally, but we weren’t trying to
get in there and sell them on Vietnam, or our policy, not at the field level.

Q: Acting as liaison officer, I would imagine your people would have gotten quite involved with
getting our military base commanders to deal with the problems. You had a lot of young men,
and all these pretty girls out there! There must have been a lot of problems?

GOOD: There were problems, although they really didn’t get out of hand. If they had a problem,
well, for example, as I said, my house was half block from the governor’s. There were 19 houses
within a block of us, in a circle. Our area was off limits to the troops. There were other areas that
they could go to. The people we had a little bit of trouble with were the listeners, not the air
troops. The big guys who were the fitness types, the CIA side because they were brighter, in
general. They were off base, they had their own house, and it was a little more difficult to keep
them under control. Their commander would come up occasionally and try to thin the girls out of
the houses, they weren’t supposed to have them in there.

As far as riots or misbehavior of that sort, I don’t remember any of it, anywhere in my area, and
you had a lot of troops, particularly in the Nakhon Phenom, where you were only about 17 clicks
(kilometers) from the base. It was a major base, because it was the main rescue place for North
Vietnam activities. Initially before they had the facilities really built up out there, they had a lot
of these troops in town. As I said, this guy walking up and down one night was the precursor, but
hundreds and thousands more came. Once they got their facilities, they had the go-cart racing out
there, they had the bowling, and whatever, and then they kept the men restricted to the base,
unless they had some business in town.

Q: Who was the ambassador while you were there, we re talking about the ‘66 to ‘68?

GOOD: Martin, Graham Martin.

Q: Did he ever caution radar?

GOOD: Well, we had a branch officers’ meeting in Bangkok. We did get addressed by him. The
only advice I can remember him giving us directly was, “If you’re gonna have an affair, make

sure it’s outside of Thailand. I don’t restrict you on affairs, but don’t do it on home territory.”
That’s all.

Q: I'would have thought would have been all very nice, but it’s some of the most beautiful
women in the world (laughing), and they ’re all over the place.



GOOD: And they were all over the place, of course and there was no local societal restriction to
it at all, provided of course you did it appropriately. You didn’t squire them around town. The
problems of disease were a minor problem at that time, syphilis I suppose, gonorrhea certainly.
They did have a public health operation going, at least in the provinces. I’'m not sure about
Bangkok. The girls were to be checking in to the health office every week, Friday morning, but it
wasn’t a major problem. Peace Corps had some problems with this, [ remember. They had a very
high infection rate, at least as reported at Seventh Day Adventist Hospital. But the problems that
you have today with AIDS (acquired immunodeficiency syndrome), well that’s a different world.

Q: Yes, a different world. How did you find, I mean looking at it, you were in Bangkok. How did
you find the USIA operation meshed with the consulate’s men?

GOOD: Well in the field, we got along very well with the consulates. We were in areas that were
in their territory, but which they didn’t have manned. So we were a resource that they could tap.
There wasn’t extensive use of us because there wasn’t that much business. But we were there,
and they knew that we could be tapped if needed.

In Bangkok, we really had nothing to do with the consulates, except in so far as we were dealing
from the cultural office with the exchanges, the training programs. We had occasionally
difficulty with the ADM (administrative) section. (Laughing)

In fact, one of the reasons that I left for law school was my irritation with the presumption on the
part of some of these lowly ADM types over there that no one else could read the negotiations.
The senior ADM officer was great. I wish I could remember his name, but he and his wife were
the most dapper couple that I’ve ever seen in the Foreign Service. They could come through a
day of driving in the heat of the countryside and appear without a wrinkle or a hair out of place.
They were magnificent that way. But some of their underlings tended to presume they knew
more about the regs (regulations) than we did. I found that to be ridiculous. And of course, after
I’d finished law school I concluded that I now knew it was ridiculous. I didn’t know any more
about regs when I finished law school than I did before, but now they paid attention to me,
because they figured that I probably did. So there was some visceral satisfaction in spending
three years at law just to come back and being able to tell a state ADM officer to stuff it!

Q: When you left Thailand in ‘68, had the Tet Offensive of January, February, left much of a
mark? We're talking about Tet Offensive in Saigon, well, all of Vietnam. Had that had an impact
in Thailand?

GOOD: No, I don’t remember it having any impact. There were military Thais over in Vietnam,
of course, a small group. One of our employees who was our tech manager, a Cal Tech engineer.
He knew his stuff. His background was Chinese Spanish, but he was Thai. He got himself
declared officially dead in Thon Buri, across the river from Bangkok, so that he wouldn’t be
called up to go to Vietnam with the Thai usurp. (Laughing)

Q: Well, from my listening to this, a year later, from the time you left,  was at Saigon. Thai
troops, the main problem was they might drop a box in the PX (post exchange) on their toe.



GOOD: (laughing) They didn’t send their best. They did it because we wanted someone.
Q: It was more flags, I think, this was.

GOOD: Yes, they wanted to have some representations so they could say this was the United
Nations effort. But back home it didn’t have any. I don’t remember any deaths; we didn’t have
any reported. It was a sideshow.

The big story, of course, was the money being made out of these GIs coming over from Vietnam
every week. Now the GI’s didn’t have to go to Bangkok. Some of them with any brains went
down to Panang. You’d see a few down there.

Q: Also, I ran the consular section for 18 months in Saigon. They would go to Australia and to
Hong Kong. We would give out passports, and you know, so they went to Hawaii.

GOOD: A minority.

Q: Yes, most, yes. Well in ‘68, it must have been difficult, particularly for you and your wife after
losing a child. Had you given thought to not coming back to Thailand or not?

GOOD: No, we were young officers. We didn’t have any choice, and as a result of it, it didn’t
cross our minds. We rolled with the punch. We went home, had our home leave. Maybe that’s
why they let us take the whole home leave, I don’t know; 42 days we were out. We came back
with a new car and put the oldest at that point in school, at the American school, and away we
went.

Q: How did you find life as a couple in Bangkok at that time?

GOOQOD: I was traveling so much that [ wasn’t all that much involved with the local scene. My
wife had friends and they did their things, and we had the occasional party of course. But I
wasn’t really that much a part of the Bangkok scene myself.

CHARLES ROBERT BEECHAM
Press Officer, USIS/IPS
Bangkok (1963-1968)

Charles Robert Beecham began his career with the State Department in 1952 at
the IPS Japan Desk in Washington, DC. He later served in Japan and Thailand
and returned to Washington, DC to work for the Voice of America in 1968. Mr.
Beecham then became Chief of the Far East Branch and later Deputy Head of
IPS. This interview was conducted by Jack O'Brien in 1990.

Q: So where did you go next?



BEECHAM: I was sent to Bangkok as Publications Officer. Within a week or so after my arrival,
the Press Officer was called home for some reason and there apparently was nobody else around
at the time who could replace him. I had no strong feeling about it, one way or the other, but I
remember my surprise in my first meeting with Ambassador Kenneth Tod Young to hear
Howard Garnish, the PAO, assure him and Al Puhan, the DCM, that Beecham was highly
qualified, based on his experience in Tokyo working for Ambassador MacArthur. Actually, the
only time I had any direct contact with MacArthur on a press matter, the Ambassador threw me
out of his office for neglecting to take notes while he was dictating a news release for USIS to
send out about something he had said or done earlier that day.

Q: Nonetheless, that was the job you got in Bangkok?
BEECHAM: Yes. I have forgotten when you showed up there.
Q: I came in July, 1963, replacing Garnish.

BEECHAM: And, of course, I stayed in the Press Attaché job until I left Bangkok in December,
1968.

Q: Both of us can recall that those were busy years. You certainly had your hands full with the
press -- not only American, but Thai and others. This was, of course, the period during which we
were deeply engaged in Vietnam. How would you describe your problems during that period?

BEECHAM: Well, I think my worst problem early on in our Air Force buildup there was being
left out of the picture for a longer period then was good for me or good for the Mission. I simply
did not know initially that we were preparing to bomb and then bombing North Vietnam out of
Thai bases. In my ignorance, there were instances when I misled press guys about what was
planned or actually underway. The one I regret most was Frank McCullough.

Q: From Time?

BEECHAM: Yes. He never forgave me, I'm sure, for not in his view being straight with him
about it. But at that point [ was as dumb about what was going on as he may have been.

Q: I think it is important to point out here that Graham Martin was then ambassador. He was
superb in backing up USIA when it came to a battle I might have with Washington. But Graham
Martin did not believe in a Country Team. He kept secrets to himself; even the DCM was not
aware of them at times. So it was Martin's style that kept you and me and most of the other key
people in the Mission from knowing what he was up to.

BEECHAM: I remember one conversation with him about the problem after it had became fairly
clear to many people that something serious was going on. Martin suggested, "Well, why can't
you tell them that the planes stop in Vietnam, that they go over there to arm themselves?"

There was quite a long period of time there when the correspondents were convinced that Thai
bases were being used for bombing runs in North Vietnam, but could not get confirmation. Our



friends in the military, as you remember, were always anxious to get their story out about it, but
they were kept under wraps by Martin because of Thai demands that while the U.S. could use
Thai bases for strikes against North Vietnam, we were not allowed to discuss the actual facts. I
don't think many correspondents ever understood that aspect of the arrangements Martin had
agreed to.

Q: The question that Bob describes is one that both of us shared because of Martin's style of
operating. It was absolutely ridiculous for us to have to put on a straight face for experienced
correspondents, who had chapter and verse about our bombing of North Vietnam, and for us to
either deceive or put it in a way that made us look foolish. A Thai told me one time that they were
Jjust big mosquitoes up there, going north.

Gradually Martin was out. There were more sources of information coming from outside
Thailand than there was from inside of Thailand. It led, later, to a deal in which the United
States and Thailand agreed to have an official acknowledgment of what we were doing. That
certainly was unusual in the many interviews I have done, but I must say at this point that Bob
Beecham had a difficult time, but he handled himself beautifully.

PAUL P. BLACKBURN
Junior Officer Training, USIS
Bangkok (1963-1964)

Cultural Affairs Officer and AFS Director
Bangkok (1964-1965)

Branch Public Affairs Officer, USIS
Khon Kaen (1965-1967)

Branch Public Affairs Officer, USIS
Udorn (1967-1968)

Public Affairs Officer, USIS
Bangkok (1984-1988)

Paul P. Blackburn was born in Hawaii in 1937. He received his BA from
Haverford College in 1960 and an MA from the School for Advanced
International Studies in 1962. His postings abroad include Bangkok, Khon Kaen,
Udorn, Tokyo and Kuala Lumpur. Mr. Blackburn was interviewed by Charles R.
Beecham on November 18, 2002.

BLACKBURN: The training was episodically exciting and even fun, but I think we all were
itchy to get to work. It really was a long grind, being trained for a year in Washington and then
another one as a JOT overseas before you could get a responsible job all your own. After the
general JOT Washington training, I was given six months of Thai language training at FSI. That



was a most challenging experience. I was very, very intimidated at the beginning. I had major
doubts that I would ever be able to master the Thai tones. I worked for hours and hours on those
damn tapes, and found it extremely hard going. Eventually, however, I began to feel that I could
actually distinguish between the sounds, and that people listening to me were beginning to be
able to make out what I was trying to convey. Probably nothing in my entire career gave me
more satisfaction than reaching S-4 in Thai by the end of that first overseas tour. I also got to the
3+ level in reading, having made out-of-class use of a book called “Teach Yourself to Read
Thai.”

Q: Did what you learned in training actually apply when you hit the ground in Thailand? Not
only the language study, but other aspects of the training as well.

BLACKBURN: Yes, it did pretty well. The Thai training, though devoted in part to some very
high class, even courtly, language, helped me communicate appropriately with ranking officials I
dealt with when once in Thailand. But mostly it was essential for giving me control over the
tones and the basic grammar. As for the other parts of the training, some was quite pertinent,
particularly that part which dealt with counter-insurgency and working on the ground in
Southeast Asia. On the other hand, I never had to face an audience of hostile Indian students, and
not a word was said about how to handle two major responsibilities I faced in my first years in
Thailand: running a teenage exchange program and promoting troop-community relations at an
overseas U.S. base. And much of the American studies emphasis was unnecessary; as it
consisted of basic information we had been tested on in the Foreign Service exam.

Q: Would you talk now about the JOT phase in Thailand?

BLACKBURN: Thailand was a mind boggling and growing-up experience for me. When I first
got there, I was young — just 25 — and pretty callow, which is another way of saying immature.
But I was extremely lucky to spend my first tour in the company of some really great officers.
The Executive Officer, Russ Cox, told me, quite accurately, that never again in my career would
I serve with so many outstanding officers. USIS Thailand at the time was led by an extraordinary
PAO named Jack O'Brien, who had an amazing ability to command those of us who served
under him. Though I thought he was an old-timer, actually he was then only in his early to mid-
forties.

I think I learned the bulk of whatever public affairs “tradecraft” I ever learned in the Foreign
Service during that tour. Many senior and mid-level officers were generous with their time, and
directly or indirectly taught me valuable lessons. For example, from Jack O'Brien I learned the
importance of thinking through what you're trying to do so carefully that you can articulate it in
ways that everybody on your staff will understand. Jack stressed that every part of the PAO’s
operation deserves attention and respect — and that meant it should be periodically critiqued in
systematic fashion. His policy of keeping an “open door” to all staffers was also an excellent
example.

From you, Bob Beecham, the USIS Thailand Press Officer in those days, I learned the
importance of being persnickety about how things look in writing, especially when they deal
with U.S. policy and are to be shared with the public. You taught me not to accept, from oneself



or from anyone else, a written product that does not meet the highest standards.

From Jack Zeller, who was an Assistant Cultural Affairs Officer, I learned that “there is always
plenty of money.” Don't worry about financial constraints, he taught me, or you will think too
small. If something needs to be done, and you have a good idea, then go look for the funding,
either from the post’s assets or some other source. You are likely to get it. He stressed that
responsible creativity is an essential quality for a first-class USIS officer.

From Howard Biggerstaff, who was later my boss in the field program, I learned that careful
planning is extremely important — and can be great fun, too. He showed me that thinking through
the component parts of a complex and ambitious plan, explaining it to others and getting their
inputs, and finally seeing your concept reach fruition brings a special sense of satisfaction —
especially for USIA officers who have such a rich plate of resources to work with. “Bigg”
worked indefatigably to plan the USIS Thailand field program that we all carried out during
those years. Later on in my career, when enthusiastically involved in one complex scheme or
another, I would fondly remember the zest of Jack Zeller and Bigg as they worked on similar
projects.

From Bob Lasher, then the formal head of USIS Thailand field operations, I learned of the
pleasures of visiting Thai villages. Even before leaving Washington I had read many of Bob’s
widely-distributed reports on USIS-supported Mobile Information Team (MIT) trips to sensitive
villages in the northeast. Besides assisting the senior Thai officials on the team, Bob would have
a grand time of it in the evenings — drinking, eating exotic foods, and even taking part in
traditional folk dancing. In other words, winning hearts and minds just like the “Ugly
American.”

In Rob Nevitt, who was the Branch PAO up in Ubol, I saw an exemplary communicator in
action. Rob was an officer who made maximum use of his limited Thai and his extraordinary gift
for empathy to add an extra depth to his relations with both Thais and Americans. I tried, then
and later — albeit with limited success — to emulate Rob’s thoughtful and respectful approach to
interpersonal relations.

As a JOT assignment, I was tasked with preparing a brochure on the post. I went to every section
and talked to them about what they did, looked for pictures, and drafted the text. The resulting
briefing brochure was very useful in telling Washington, the rest of the Mission, and others what
USIS Thailand was all about at that time. That was a great training exercise. I think the idea
might have come originally from the Deputy PAO, Ken McCormac, another of my kind and
helpful mentors. At that time Ken and Cultural Affairs Officer Nelson Spinks, along with Jack
Zeller, were the Thai hands at the post.

In those first years in Thailand, I was trying to fit in and find my role as a USIS officer. There
was a lot of internal social activity, much of it very male oriented. Once a week we had a poker
game, and another night was set aside for bowling. We often ended up going to bars and drinking
heavily. I often went with Jerry Tryon, an Assistant Radio-TV Officer and good friend. The
carousing is not something I feel proud of in retrospect, but it was fun at the time and definitely
part of the USIS Thailand culture of that era.



One of my most enjoyable JOT experiences came when I visited USIS Chiang Mai, to see how
that branch post operated under BPAO Jerry Kyle. It was the time of the Songkran water festival,
and I had a grand time joining the other revelers in the mass water fight. I think it was the most
fun I had ever had in my life up to that time.

Q: In 1964, why did you do in the Cultural Affairs office in Bangkok between your JOT and
upcountry stints?

BLACKBURN: I believe it was Jack Zeller who came up with the brilliant idea of starting a
large-scale American Field Service high school exchange program with Thailand. He got it up
and running before I took it over. I was a complete neophyte actually, but took to it with gusto,
applying energies pent-up from the two long years of JOT relatively passive traineeship. AFS, a
two way exchange effort, offered the U.S. a way to reach out to the young people of Thailand
and make friends for America, particularly those who showed the most promise in the provinces.
USIA was giving strong financial support to the national AFS organization headquartered in
New York anyway, and Jack just decided USIS should initiate a start-up program that could
eventually evolve into a proper non-USG AFS-Thailand office.

When I became AFS director in 1964, we had just sent off 89 students to the States, and the 14
“pioneers” from the first group had just come back. We were preparing to send another 160, two
thirds of them from the northeast or other regions outside of Bangkok. This was a mammoth
undertaking, and the kids were carefully screened through a series of written and oral tests. The
responsible FSN, Khun Amphorn Komes, and I worked closely with high schools, education
offices, and Thai and American English teachers throughout the country. We were supported by
Jack Zeller, then in another job in Bangkok but serving as the “AFS godfather,” and scores of
volunteers who helped with interviews, our two-week final orientation program, and the constant
search for Thai families to host American AFSers. Responsible Americans involved in the
program had to visit each selected Thai student to assess what kind of a home life he or she came
from, in order to help AFS New York find a compatible American receiving family.

Q: Who would do these interviews?

BLACKBURN: Americans and Thais would. This was one of the pluses of the job for me. I
really liked doing the home interviews, even on miserably hot weekend afternoons. We would go
into the homes and ask personal questions that gave us unique insights into Thai families, asking
about living arrangements, space and privacy, family activities, the role of Buddhism in their
lives, and how much — if anything — they could afford to pay toward the cost to send their student
to the U.S. for a year — the maximum being $450, if I remember correctly. For the Thai families
volunteering to host American AFSers we were even more careful in our home descriptions. We
had to imagine how well an American kid would be able to deal with the specific conditions of
that particular family.

Q: Did most of those American kids end up in Bangkok, or did they get out into the countryside?

BLACKBURN: Those who initially came in the full-year program were expected to reach a level



of basic classroom competence, with help from English-speaking Thai teachers, so we placed
them only in Bangkok during those first years. However, later they were sent all over the
country. Amazingly, even without speaking more than rudimentary Thai, most of them did fine
after a few months, even in pretty rural areas. The summer program, which brought 14 kids
while I was there, was nationwide from the beginning. The American AFSers who came to
Thailand in those days, all of them about 17-years-old, were gutsy and impressive kids. [ was
quite sure I never could have handled such an experience at that age.

Q: Has anyone ever gone back years later to see what's happened to those kids, the Americans, [
mean?

BLACKBURN: I don't know of any systematic study of the Americans — or the Thais either. A
lot of the Thai participants later became prominent in one area or another of Thai society, and are
great friends of the United States. The best known probably is Surin Pitsuwan, who was
Thailand’s Foreign Minister until recently. When I went back later as PAO, many Thais I ran
into would say, “I was one of those early kids you helped.” That made me feel terribly proud,
even when I couldn’t exactly place them. It was a great program, one that worked mainly
because of the kids who took part, but also because it had tremendous support from many
quarters — in the U.S. as well as in Thailand.

Through AFS I met many Peace Corps Volunteers, quite a few of whom later became great
USIA officers. Among them were Harlan Rosacker, Robin Berrington, Frank Albert, Ed Ifshin,
Larry Daks and Gary Smith.

Q: Would you like to talk some now about your assignment to Khon Kaen in 1965?

BLACKBURN: The USIS Thailand field program was truly extraordinary. Our goal was to serve
as a kind of surrogate ministry of information to help the Thai government achieve its security
and development objectives in rural areas, particularly in northeast Thailand. When in 1965 1
went up to open our post in Khon Kaen, a once-sleepy town that Thai Prime Minister Sarit
Thanarat was pouring money into with the aim of making it “the capital of the northeast,” we had
all the financial and equipment support I could have possibly asked for. Besides plenty of regular
staff — perhaps six FSNs — I had other funds for hiring “temporary” workers. We called them
SPS (special personnel support) staffers. Altogether I had maybe 15 people working for me, as
many as you could stuff into the little office area we rented along a downtown Khon Kaen street.

We had probably six vehicles, a sedan for the BPAO and five CJ6s, which were specially
configured jeeps — carefully designed by Biggerstaff — used for transporting people, posters,
pamphlets, and books, as well as equipment for showing films out in the villages. In our base
office we had a large collection of films and perhaps 25 projectors we lent out to Thai
institutions that wanted to show our movies. All of us BPAOs had the latest AV equipment to
use. For example, we had new cameras to take pictures of anything we found in villages that
might be useable in a publication or poster. We had radios to do interviews that might be used on
one or more of the radio stations that we were supporting, or on VOA. And we had 8-millimeter
cameras for making “tactical films” that might be used locally to show the Thai government
working for the good of the people in the villages. Of course, we had had no training in any of



these areas, so the results of our efforts were at best spotty. Still, it was a time of abundance,
innovation, and intense activity in support of a goal we all believed in.

One premise of the field program planning by Biggerstaff — and also later by Jack Zeller and Ben
Fordney — was that throughout the country the 13 branch posts should all have the same types of
vehicles, projectors, cameras, etc. Bigg loved to plan so much that he even designed a model
house for Thailand Branch PAOs — and got two of them built. My family lived in one of them in
Khon Kaen, and my colleague Mark Brawley and his wife down in Yala had the other one. The
two houses had the exact same floor plan. Unfortunately, they both suffered from the same
planning oversights. Bigg and his engineering partner — Jose Rico, I think his name was —
neglected to allow for water to be piped into the inside kitchen area. The assumption was that all
the cooking and washing would be done by servants working outside the main living area. And
because Bigg liked spacious commodes, we had an unusually large downstairs bathroom that
featured a toilet placed in the middle of a long wall — just sort of sitting out there in splendid
isolation. In addition, the stairs between the first and second floors were designed to come down
into the middle of the dining and living room areas, but had no railings. Bigg didn't have small
kids, but we did. Banisters were quickly added, as was piping to the inside kitchen. And I now
realize that Bigg’s overall concept of a made-to-order USIS BPAO house, audacious as it was,
wasn’t at all bad. In those days we were all amateurs, trying to do the best we could under urgent
conditions. And it was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to give full rein to our most creative
imaginings. I didn’t know any more about making movies than Bigg knew about designing
houses, but we all tried to give such tasks our best shot.

The centerpiece activity of the field program was the MIT trip, generally lasting a week or two,
that had us going out into villages in groups led by Thai officials like a governor, deputy
governor or district officer — and also including officials who could provide much needed
services, like a doctor, veterinarian, community development worker, or agricultural specialist.
During my time in Khon Kaen and Udorn, I estimate I stayed overnight in more than a hundred
villages, and spent at least that much time in district and provincial capitals. A couple hundred
nights in less than three years was a large cumulative chunk of time away from home. It was
hard on my wife and kids, and often strenuous and otherwise difficult for me, too. I, however,
was energized by all the experiences I was having — and by the thought that I was being a brave
and valued soldier in the counter-insurgency battle.

Conditions in some of the villages were plain awful. Most were very poor, and some were
wracked with diseases — including leprosy — and suffered from ineffective leadership as well.
Despite their exposure to anti-government Communist propaganda, the villagers were almost
invariably grateful for our visits, particularly when they realized that we intended to be self
sufficient in our meals, including paying for anything we needed to supplement the supplies we
carried with us.

For me personally the time in a village was a real challenge. I tried to come across as a
sympathetic foreign visitor, interested in admiring village folk crafts like woven items and
mousetraps, and not in any sense a leader of the team. It gave me a great sense of satisfaction just
to survive some of those trips. Fortunately, I had great help from Thai FSN colleagues, especially
Khun Withee Suvarat in the Khon Kaen period and Khun Sanguan and Khun Tiew Tawat



Pantupong when I was in Udorn. The Thai USIS staffers provided the essential mobile unit for
the evening film showings and helped the Thai officials in various ways. They were great guys —
dedicated and brave. Three of our USIS Chiang Mai colleagues were killed in a Communist
ambush shortly after I left Thailand, but we had no such incidents on the MITs in my time.

I spoke Thai well enough to communicate with the officials and at a basic level with villagers
who spoke only Lao. I could overcome fears that our group might come under attack by the
Communists. I could sleep on bedbug-infested cushions and under mosquito nets even when
there were mosquitoes inside my net — as I found when I squashed their blood-besotted bodies
early in the morning. I could find my way to places to relieve myself when there were no toilets
anywhere to be found. I could eat food that was sometimes not properly cooked — helped along
by Mekong whiskey or locally made rice whiskey that reduced my inhibitions about eating such
dishes as uncooked pork, raw lake shrimp, and ant eggs — even, once, live red ants. And I could
maneuver the Thai cloth called a pakoma skillfully enough to take a standing bath using water
from a large water jar, maintaining my modesty when washing and drying even though fully
surrounded by Thai kids eagerly anticipating a misstep on my part. That I could do all of this
game me a sense of confidence and accomplishment. And actually, it was often fun. I traveled
with and met some wonderful people, the villagers were exceedingly generous, and not
infrequently the food was tasty. Sometimes we had gourmet fare, like frogs legs, roast pig, or
cannabis-laced soups or chicken curry.

Our reports on these trips were sent back to Bangkok. The Ambassador (first Graham Martin and
then Leonard Unger) would say, “You guys are my eyes and ears out there.” How many of our
reports got such ambassadorial attention I don’t know, but we believed our reports got read by
people who could make good use of them, so we were careful to describe the specific
characteristics of a particular village, the amount of cohesion it seemed to have, its problems, and
the major issue the villagers brought to the team leader (potable water being the most frequently
cited felt need). The intelligence people, civilian and military, loved our reports. We often heard
from Embassy colleagues that we were doing important, even enviable, work on the front lines
of U.S. policy in Thailand.

KKk

When I went to Udorn I had, in addition to all the MIT activity, the additional responsibility of
working on troop-community relations. My predecessors as BPAO Udorn were Ed Schulick and,
before him, Gordon Murchie, both of whom had done really amazing work in gaining the
friendship and confidence of local officials in Udorn and nearby jurisdictions. I had the good
fortune of being able to pick up on their excellent contacts among the Thais. However, dealing
with the senior U.S. military was not so easy for me — a 29-year-old snot-nosed civilian whose
only authority came from being a junior member of the Udorn Consulate. In 1967-68 Udorn was
a major Thai base from which we prosecuted the air war over Vietnam. In addition, it was the
headquarters both for Air America and other elements of the CIA’s so-called “secret war in
Laos” and also for the Thai government’s counter-insurgency effort in the northeast provinces
bordering the Mekong River.

I worked closely with our exceptionally able Consul, Al Francis, on various efforts to promote



reasonably comfortable relations between the U.S. Air Force and community leaders in Udorn.
Though the senior officers listened politely to my suggestions for minimizing frictions with the
local populace, their reaction often was, “Yeah, we know cultural sensitivity is important, but
don’t bother us too much about it. Our mission is to fight a war, after all.” One of my ideas was
to take some of the “civic action” officers on an MIT to visit villages on the periphery of the base
itself. They were pretty shocked to see how easy it was for villagers to walk directly onto the
base. With no proper perimeter fence, the base was extremely vulnerable, but no one took action
to protect it. Shortly after our MIT, Communists sappers went in and fire-bombed some of our
planes, and then made a clean getaway. In a few instances, problems we uncovered on that MIT
could be and were addressed. For example, equipment was brought out to build a needed well,
and in another case steps were taken to reduce the noise level of on-base testing of jet engines
that greatly disturbed services at a Thai temple.

On Saturdays I regularly took part in briefings of incoming Airmen. I gave them general advice
on showing respect for the Thai King and Queen, avoiding offending sensibilities by publicly
fondling their Thai girl friends, and behaving appropriately at Thai ceremonies. As I was about
to leave the country, I wrote down a summary of my main points, and passed the draft to a senior
Air Force officer. Years later I learned, much to my surprise, that my text was used almost word-
for-word in a pamphlet called “Thai Customs and Courtesies” that was given to all U.S. Air
Force personnel assigned to Thailand from 1969 until we pulled out in 1975.

I sometimes used my residence as a venue for large dinner parties that brought the Air Force
officers together with local officials and their spouses. As an “ice breaker” I would serve a
concoction made from mixing village rice whiskey with small amounts of the blood of a kind of
monkey found in the remote parts of Laos and northeast Thailand. The blood supposedly had
various medicinal qualities, and was also considered an aphrodisiac. It would be slightly
congealed in the bottom of the bottle, so vigorous shaking was part of the ritual. The Thai
officials, especially the macho police and military officials, recognized the concoction as a rare
and special libation, while my American military guests, though generally queasy if not
horrified, gamely took a shot or two as the price of building close relations with their Thai
counterparts. It was a kinky idea, and perhaps had desirable cross-cultural bonding results, but
the practice was not universally lauded. Later on, I heard that in some quarters I was known as a
monkey killer who sent his staff into the mountains to procure blood to feed my filthy habit.
When I returned to Thailand in the 1980s I was told that those monkeys had become virtually
extinct, and didn’t feel at all proud that I had contributed to their demise.

When I left Udorn in 1968 the USIS Thailand field program was at its largest. We had 50
officers overall, most of them working in the branches, 13 branch posts, and perhaps 500 Thai
staffers. I had an Assistant BPAO, first John Fredenburg and then Frank Albert. Both were great
guys to work with, and later went on to head their own posts. John, who started the branch post
in Nongkhai, on the Mekong River just across from Vientiane, and reported to me from there,
was the first and last BPAO in Nongkhai. With such responsibilities on my young shoulders, I
was blessed by working for excellent officers. Ben Fordney had a terrific avuncular touch as
leader of the entire field program at that stage of its history, and Ed Schulick was my immediate
boss, having taken that position just after turning USIS Udorn over to me. Ed was probably the
best boss I had during my entire career. A born leader, he was enormously dedicated, thoughtful,



and empathetic. He always seemed able to draw out your deepest concerns as well as your best
thinking, and could then help you find needed focus for tackling the task ahead. Ed later used his
talents in fashioning the Agency’s speaker program, but tragically died of cancer not long after
his Thailand tour.

fekk

Q: In 1984 from Kuala Lumpur you went directly to Bangkok, right?

BLACKBURN: That's right. “Directly” is definitely the appropriate word. That day was
certainly an emotional roller coaster. Just one hour after our emotional, even tearful, farewell to
friends, colleagues, and Pek’s family in Malaysia, we found ourselves given a joyous, open-arms
welcome to Thailand.

Q: What were your first reactions to being back?

BLACKBURN: The first night Pek and I went out to a dinner given by the Fulbright
Commission to say farewell to my popular predecessor as PAO, Hal Morton. We had a
wonderful evening, and I remember thinking, “What a pity we’ll only be here for four years.”

Those years were in many respects the pinnacle of my career.
Q: How so?

BLACKBURN: Perhaps because I was probably at the top of my form then. The assignment
permitted me to make a unique contribution — because of my previous experience in the country
and my fluency in the language. No previous PAO had had an earlier posting in Thailand, which
is pretty amazing when you think of the huge number of officers who had served there.

By 1984 Thailand had changed tremendously from what it had been when I left in the late 1960s,
but the post was to a large extent still stuck in the past. In fact, the Country Plan of that era led
off with comments about how big a psychological factor the emasculation of the Thailand field
program was to achieving our psychological objectives. Indeed, much was changed. We had
closed almost all our branches. Only USIS Chiang Mai remained as a full fledged branch post.
We had one FSN in Songhkla, and we eventually lost him, too. But nine years after the end of
the Vietnam War, and in the aftermath of convulsive changes in internal Thai politics, it was
certainly appropriate that we would no longer have the big field presence — just as we would no
longer be making movies, printing posters and “tactical pamphlets,” or otherwise producing
materials directly supporting the Thai government.

I told the Thai staff that as much as I well remembered the post’s past “glory days,” it was time
to recognize that we were in a different period in the bilateral relationship. To drive home the
point I decreed, taking a leaf from the USIS Japan play book and an idea I had successfully tried
in Malaysia, that we would redesign all of our printed materials. To start that process, I initiated
a logo contest for USIS staffers. I asked them to think carefully about ways symbolically to
represent what we were all about in 1984. We got, I think, 57 entries. Some of them harkened



back to the old days, using a representation of Thailand’s royal barge or Thai and American
hands clasped in USAID fashion. Others used spokes of a wheel to depict various functions.
Many of the ideas were interesting and even inspired, but most were easily eliminated when we
went to the final cut. We displayed all the entries on a large board and encouraged the staff to
come and discuss the pros and cons of each. In the end we selected a nice wavy design that
included suggestions of both the Thai and American flags, and put it on all our materials. But the
most important aspect of the exercise, I thought, was that we raised consciousness about the fact
that we were in a new period of U.S.-Thai relations.

Q: Were you operating under much more stringent budget conditions?

BLACKBURN: No, not really. Happily, I was able to emphasize to the staff that although the
times had changed, we still had a great cadre of Thai FSNs — and money for new initiatives was
plentiful. It was a time for creativity applied in any direction, including improving the
dilapidated physical plant of USIS Bangkok, which in those days was still located on a large and
beautiful compound on South Sathorn Road. Not only did USIS have its own property, which
included a charming building that served as the Chancery after World War II, but the Embassy
had decided to make it the locus for staff recreation activities. So right outside our windows were
the Embassy pool, two tennis courts, and a snack bar. Very cushy indeed!

Not long after my arrival USIS Thailand had the chance to pull together on a once-in-a-career
challenge. It came about when the New York Philharmonic Orchestra canceled a visit to
Malaysia three weeks before a scheduled concert. The issue had been that the Malaysians
insisted on a cello piece called “Schlomo: a Zionist Rhapsody” be removed from the program.
When it became a big issue, the New Yorkers could not back down without producing a stir
among their supporters, so the performance in Kuala Lumpur was scrubbed. That was when
NPYO manager Nick Webster called me and asked if we could somehow arrange a concert in
Bangkok. I told him I would do my best to get approval from the Ambassador, at the time John
Gunther Dean. Most such performances are set up at least a year in advance, but I thought that
having such a major American orchestra make an unprecedented visit to Bangkok would be just
the kind of event that would bring out Thai leaders and make a strong statement about our
bilateral relationship. The Ambassador was enthusiastic and gave the effort his full support —
including paying for a large and lavish representational function at the Oriental Hotel. Though it
was only a single performance, the event was extraordinary in several respects. First of all,
Bangkok at the time had no concert hall, so we had to use a large auditorium at Thammasat
University, where elaborate baffles had to be constructed literally overnight — following a rock
concert the previous evening — in order to produce reasonably good acoustics. To carry out the
many tasks that had to be done within about 15 days, we recruited legions of volunteers to help
us, we brought in an organization that donated logistical support, we printed a fancy program, we
arranged the ticket sales, we lined up Thailand’s Crown Prince to attend as a royal sponsor, and
we raised money from American and Thai companies and private benefactors. Frank Scotton,
legendary in USIA as a Vietnam counter-insurgency aficionado, was Cultural Affairs Officer at
the time and found himself, much to his amusement, leading the out-front effort to solicit support
from big multinational corporations in town. Many of the other American and Thai staffers went
all out and distinguished themselves to make it work. In the end we had a great concert, the
publicity was tremendous, and we raised $50,000 for the Thai Red Cross. It was really quite



something. I felt great about it, particularly knowing that had I not had so much previous
involvement in Thailand, I never would have had the confidence or sure-footedness to pull it off.
My bosses back in Washington were very impressed, too, and said that they wanted to
recommend me, and my key Thai and American lieutenants, for a Superior Honor Award. |
replied that I thought the entire staff deserved the award and would not single out a limited
group. That was too much for the Agency awards committee, so we had to settle for a Certificate
of Appreciation to all of USIS Bangkok.

Q: Wasn't that about the time that WORLDNETSs got started? Were you in on that?

BLACKBURN: Oh yes. A year or two after I got to Bangkok, we got one of the Agency’s
TVRO - that is, “television receive only” — dishes on the USIS compound. That made it possible
for us to participate in the WORLDNET dialogues that Charlie Wick and Al Snyder had just
introduced into the USIA global structure. Their main use was for long distance press
conferences, for which Bangkok was one of the Asian posts that allowed local correspondents to
ask questions to American officials talking about major security and economic issues. Under that
format the video was transmitted from Washington, with the overseas posts participating via an
audio channel. They were very exciting. The Thais were fascinated, and typically one or more
TV stations would give coverage to the mechanics of the program, thus supplementing the
substantive news value of the press conference itself.

Q: What was the most memorable of your WORLDNETS?

BLACKBURN: Hands down it was the “WORLDNET to end all WORLDNETs” — if I may be
so immodest as to say so — we staged toward the end of my tour. The concept was so far out of
the box most people in Washington thought, and probably still think, it was simply crazy. It
came about because a young Thai woman living in Los Angeles, whose nickname was “Pui,”
won the Miss Universe contest representing Thailand. She had spent very little time in Thailand,
and most Thais had never met her, much less ever seen her. Everyone was thrilled she had won —
and extremely curious to learn something about her. Some Thai television producers asked if we
would let them use the WORLDNET facilities to interview her. I thought it was a golden
opportunity to make some important points about our society, particularly that a charming and
beautiful, yet traditional, Thai woman resident in the U.S. can thrive in our open, multiracial,
friendly-to-Thailand society. The Washington WORLDNET office contacted her, and she —
being aware that it would give her a full hour of exposure to the Thai media — was very willing to
do it.

Then the question became how to organize the interview on our end. Every newspaper and every
TV station wanted a piece of the action. The country’s five nationwide television networks each
vied to carry the entire program on an exclusive basis, even if they had to work out of our modest
facilities on the USIS compound. And they wanted to give little if any role to the print media.
But I insisted on maintaining control — so that it would get maximum media play. I insisted that
this WORLDNET program would be for all of Thailand’s TV stations and all of the Thai print
journalists, with Khun Ratana of our Radio/TV Section serving as the moderator. Those wanting
to ask questions would have to stand in line and ask their questions in turn, alternating between
print and TV journalists. Finally, recognizing that our studio was much too small, one of the



major TV networks agreed to do the program, under our ground rules.

The upshot was that our hour-long WORLDNET with beautiful Pui was carried live, on prime
time, for a complete hour on every TV station in Thailand. From 8 to 9 P.M. that night the only
choice before the Thai television viewer, anywhere in the country, was to watch Pui answer
questions. There was nothing else on! None of the five networks had wanted to be left out of the
action. Pui deftly answered all the softball questions — for example, about missing Thailand and
being eager to greet her fans there, but at the same time expressing a deep love for America,
which had been so good to her. Pretty fluffy content, but still a positive portrait of our country
that was quite different from the usual media emphasis on American crime, narcotics addiction,
sexual promiscuity, and violence. Besides the saturation TV coverage, the WORLDNET was on
the front pages of all Thai newspapers the following morning.

By any measure, the program was extremely successful. And it had cost us practically nothing. If
there has ever been another WORLDNET carried live and in full during prime time on every
station in a single country, I never heard of it. But of course there were people back in
Washington who were horrified at this whole thing. They thought it was a big waste of whatever
time and money had been put into it.

Q: For a beauty contest winner!

BLACKBURN: You, too? Yes, I was criticized — both by feminists and by what I call
“WORLDNET purists” — for making a mockery of the WORLDNET medium by using it for a
dialogue with a Miss Universe winner. Though too plebeian a usage for their taste, I still think it
was a very successful program that achieved genuine public affairs goals. As well as being great
fun!

Q: What were some of your major activities dealing with more substantive issues?

BLACKBURN: One public affairs issue which hit us right out of the blue had to do with an early
AIDS case that was all too close to home. In 1986 Thailand was still turning a blind eye to the
problem, denying that it was a present or potential problem for the country. Meanwhile, many
AIDS cases were reported around our bases in the Philippines, suggesting there might be a
flicker of truth in the Communist charge that the virus for this “American disease” had been
developed at Fort Detrick, Maryland. Knowing that an AIDS crisis would doubtless soon hit the
Thai sex trade, we were anxious to demonstrate that the U.S. was doing what it reasonably could
to keep AIDS out of the country - for example by instituting a rigorous HIV-testing regimen for
sailors given shore leave in Pattaya and Bangkok. The problem was that precisely at this early
juncture we had an HIV-positive FSO officer working in the Embassy! Although he was looking
sicker and sicker, he denied having AIDS and no one would challenge his assertion. Finally, after
being refused treatment by the leading Thai hospital, he was medically evacuated to Clark Field
in the Philippines. Sadly, the officer died not long afterwards, but fortunately the story never hit
the Thai press. We were lucky on that one, but, fearing it might come out, I decided to discuss
the general issue of Thailand’s handling of the AIDS question with the Spokesman for the Thai
Foreign Ministry. Without mentioning our Embassy case, I told him that it was widely known in
the international community that there were already a number of HIV-positive foreigners in the



country, including prisoners of various nationalities who had used infected needles while
incarcerated. Although the Thai Government might not yet want to admit to a domestic AIDS
problem, when they did do so, I said, I hoped they would not look to blame any particular
country, but instead speak of it as a tragic situation affecting both Thais and resident foreigners
of many nationalities. Many months later, that was how the story came out, to our relief.
Whether my intervention had any effect or not, I still think it was good insurance during that
early period — a time when there was so much AIDS panic in Bangkok that many Embassy
employees refused to swim in our swimming pool for weeks after the infected officer had used it.
And after he left, the officer’s bedding and furniture were incinerated by the Admin Section.

Another hot issue of the day was “yellow rain.” The U.S. had asserted that Vietnamese aircraft
were using biochemical agents against hill tribes in Laos, and villagers gave personal accounts
that seemed to corroborate the charges. The public affairs problem was that there was no
persuasive hard evidence to support the allegations — and much evidence for an alternate
hypothesis that the cause of the “yellow rain” was in fact droppings from swarms of bees.
Neither Press Attaché Larry Thomas nor I felt comfortable peddling a story that seemed so
flimsy, so I consulted DCM Stapleton Roy about what we should do. Fortunately, Stape was way
ahead of us. A three man team was just being assigned to the Bangkok Embassy to investigate all
yellow rain charges. With Stape’s guidance, Larry and I were able to answer skeptical
questioners by saying that the Embassy took very seriously charges of Vietnamese use of
biochemical agents, that we had no means to verify what happened in earlier reported incidents,
that we would carefully investigate each new case, and that full disclosure would be given to the
team’s findings. In the end no such proof turned up, but Stape’s neat formulation allowed us —
and the rest of the Embassy there on the ground — to maintain our credibility and self-respect.

Besides those flaps, we gave a lot of attention to economic issues — mainly relating to trade,
investment, and intellectual property rights. One great vehicle for addressing them was a high-
powered U.S.-Thailand economic seminar that USIS sponsored each year over several days at a
beach resort. An officer several years earlier, perhaps John Reid, had started it, with the
assistance of our extraordinary senior FSN, M.L. Poonsaeng Sutabutr, who really made it work.

Khun Poonsaeng made many things happen, and was in my view the most effective, imaginative,
and well connected FSN staffer I ever worked with.

Q: In any country?

BLACKBURN: Yes, definitely. Anyway, the leading western-educated economists of the
country thought the annual economic seminar was a great event, were delighted to be invited to
participate, and gave it their full support. Besides the stimulating interchange, they and their
families appreciated the chance to get out of Bangkok for a long weekend. Supachai
Panichpakdi, now heading the World Trade Organization, was one of two co-chairs of the Thai
planning group for the conference during my days there, and the sessions attracted many others
who were — or became — senior officials in the Thai government, including two prime ministers.

It was certainly one of the greatest USIS traditions I encountered anywhere in the world. Besides
the leading Thai economists, many of whom made presentations, we supplied speakers from the



U.S. or the American business community. Senior officers in our embassy were there, too.
Ambassador Dean loved it, as did his successor Ambassador William Brown, because of the
opportunity it afforded to hobnob informally and for several days with all those top English-
speaking economists. And they could actively participate in a substantive seminar that addressed
fundamental and topical economic issues of concern to both countries. It was useful all around. I
believe the seminars are still held, though without Khun Poonsaeng, who retired a few years ago,
or some of the former luminaries on the Thai side.

Q: I understand you also were involved in programming on narcotics. What was that all about?

BLACKBURN: Yes, we were very concerned about the flow of narcotics from the Golden
Triangle to the United States. At that time many Thais — as well as others — said the root of the
problem was “demand pull” from an out-of-control U.S. Questions were raised as to why we
were heavily leaning on Thailand when our country had so many addicts and so many drug
dealers running loose on the streets. To counter these charges, I led a public affairs effort focused
on serious U.S. efforts to reduce demand for drugs in our schools and communities. Working
with Thailand’s Office of Narcotics Control Board, we put together two large anti-narcotics
conferences that highlighted education programs, public service messages, voluntary
organizations, and the like in the United States, as well as in Thailand and other countries in the
region. The conferences, held in Cha-am near Hua Hin, were both useful and well attended.
Besides the USIS speakers we brought from the U.S. — such as grass roots activists and drug
program officials — we had senior attendees from the State Department, the Drug Enforcement
Agency, and various United Nations bodies. We got across our points very well, I thought, and
thus helped provide the climate for promoting more vigorous Thai actions to stem the flow of
narcotics passing through the country from the Golden Triangle and Laos.

Q: Did you still have publications at USIS Thailand at that point?

BLACKBURN: Not anywhere as many as before. But while I was there we reinstituted
Seripharb (or Free World), the magazine that we had had earlier, but which had gone out of favor
and had been dropped a few years before I got there. I thought it was worth resurrecting, to see
how well we could market it, especially since we still had a very professional staff on hand to put
it out. With an updated image and format, the publication looked good and was a fine medium
for putting across our messages. It lasted several years after my departure, but then died along
with nearly all the other Agency publications that went by the boards.

Besides Seripharb we also had a number of publications for special purposes. For example, we
produced an excellent pamphlet on the USAID program in Thailand, we put out study guides for
university professors using American films to teach about the United States, and we worked with
RSC Manila on a bilingual set of advisory materials for Thais and Americans participating in
high school exchange programs. The latter product, developed under my direction by Elizabeth
Mortlock and a Thai professor, was aimed at both the students and the families involved in such
activities.

Q: How about books?



BLACKBURN: We still had a modest book translation program, run by a marvelous FSN named
Khun Sukhon Polpatpicharn. To give her a boost, and to encourage more attention to the
translation of serious books from the U.S., we put on a two-day conference on “The Joys and
Sorrows of Translation” at the American University Alumni Association — or AUA — where
USIS had two officers, Larry Daks and Bill Royer, supporting the English teaching, library, and
other programs centered there. That conference was a big hit with the Thai translators, but I am
not sure it really led to any increased production of translated American works.

Another ambitious venture of mine that didn’t work out so well was the exhibition of works by
Thai artists who had studied in the U.S. Unfortunately, the prominent Thai art critic I recruited to
write the catalogue for the show chose to charge the featured artists with lack of originality.
Though the wording was fairly mild, they took great offence when they read it — after the show’s
up-beat opening, fortunately. The show went on, but it was far from the grand success I had
hoped for.

More successful was my launching of the American Studies Association of Thailand, an
institution similar to the one I started while in Malaysia. One of the big American studies events
we held was a three day celebration and symposium devoted to the 1987 bicentennial of the U.S.
Constitution.

Q: It sounds like you were very involved in planning events.

BLACKBURN: Yes, I think I was. There were so many opportunities to move in new directions,
and I had such great support from the USIS officers and FSNs that I didn’t need to look over
their shoulders so much. CAO Frank Scotton and then Ginny Ferris did a great job with speakers,
exchanges, and the Fulbright program. Larry Thomas was a superb Information Officer/Press
Attach¢, followed by the capable Ross Petzing. And Larry Daks was simply superb as Director
of AUA.

I saw it as my job to have wide contacts in the American, expatriate, and Thai communities — to
spot problems and opportunities and to be able to bring people into the USIS and Embassy public
affairs orbit as appropriate.

Among my “outside” activities was to serve on the Council of the prestigious Siam Society,
where I was recruited to help out with a Ford Foundation-sponsored symposium on “Culture and
Environment in Thailand.” That proved to be an enormous undertaking. I spent many a Saturday
morning over two years to plan the week-long conference in Bangkok and Chiang Mai. It proved
a fascinating examination of how cultural forces and the environment had interacted in Thailand
from the dawn of recorded history — talking about the arts, the economy, the ecology, and so on.
Though I started on it simply because of my own interests, in the end I found that it was very
useful to Embassy objectives relating to the environment, and gave me terrific contacts among
leading Thai intellectuals.

Q: Did you have much interaction with the Thai royal family?

BLACKBURN: Yes, I certainly did, particularly in the context of the 1988 celebrations of the



60" birthday of His Majesty the King of Thailand. The Thais asked us — as their best friends and
treaty allies — to do two things in the public affairs line. The first was to bring a cultural troupe to
participate in a festival marking the opening of their new state-of-the-art cultural center. And the
other was to contribute a permanent structure or garden at the newly created Rama IX Park —
Rama the Ninth being part of the King’s formal title. Similar requests were made to other
countries. It was clear that the U.S. was somehow going to have to come up with a respectable
showing.

We did a lot of brain-storming on what type of cultural presentation would be both appropriate
and affordable, and lamented that we did not have the New York Philharmonic hankering to
come our way during that period. We knew the British were bringing the Sadler Wells Ballet, the
Soviet Union had laid on one of the Bolshoi troupes, and the Japanese planned to perform a full-
scale opera. In short, expectations were very high. Finally, I came up with the idea of the
Preservation Hall Jazz Band from New Orleans.

Q: Oh, like the jazz performers who came and played with the King in past years?

BLACKBURN: That’s right. We thought about Lionel Hampton, who had come in the ‘50s or
‘60s, as had Benny Goodman and others, but figured that might be too risky. Instead, I thought
Preservation Hall would be perfect, with its rather old African-American performers, who liked
the same type of jazz the King enjoyed. So we, with help from the Arts America folks in USIA
Washington, lined up the Preservation Hall Jazz Band, got one of the airlines to pay for their
travel, found a hotel to put them up for free, and secured ESSO funding for other local expenses.
In the end it didn’t really cost us anything except for staff time. They came and performed three
times to enthusiastic crowds at the cultural center. His Majesty didn’t show up at any of their
public performances, but asked them to go to his palace for a private meeting and jam session.
Khun Poonsaeng, whose father had been the King’s private secretary, arranged everything —
including for the Ambassador, Ginny Farris, and me, and our spouses, to attend the event. It was
marvelous fun and a great treat to be there at Chitlada Palace for the “session.” The evening was
amazing in many ways. For example, when His Majesty drove over to the venue for the event, he
jumped out of his Rolls Royce, pulled out his trumpet, and played “the King’s Anthem” right
there. And then he went in and joyfully jammed with the band for a couple of hours, mostly
playing his sax. We understood that he especially appreciated being able to play with high-
quality performers in their 70s or 80s, as his doctors were saying that it might be too hard on his
heart to continue playing after passing his 60" birthday. The Royal Household videotaped the
entire wonderful event, but did not feel it appropriate to share the tape with us. [ hope someday
to see it, but until then I have a kind of mental videotape of the occasion etched in my memory.

Q: But wasn’t that sort of an affront, for the King not to go to any of the performances held in his
honor?

BLACKBURN: Well, no, I don’t think so.

Q: Weren't the people who sponsored all those major productions disappointed? Didn’t they at
least expect that he would attend the performance?



BLACKBURN: Yes, they might have thought so. But what we heard was that the King, for
health reasons and perhaps for other reasons, felt that he couldn’t go to all the performances, so it
would be better not to go to any of them.

Q: Good logic.

BLACKBURN: That was the reason. I don’t think any performers from other countries got to go
to the Palace, so we and the band were highly honored. Years later I dropped by Preservation
Hall in New Orleans, and noticed that still prominently display the poster we designed on their
walls. The older performers who came to Bangkok are no longer active, or have passed on,
however.

Q: What happened with the park request?

BLACKBURN: The way they put it was this: “’You in the Embassy represent America, our ally
and good friend, and we would like you to give us an American garden to go along with the
British garden, the Italian garden, the Japanese garden, and even the Chinese garden that we have
been promised by those governments.” Our first question, to ourselves, was: “What the hell is an
American garden anyway.” The second was: “Assuming we can come up with a workable
concept, where are we going to get the money to pay for such a garden?” In the early stages we
thought it might be nice to supply a grove of dogwoods that would somehow provide the annual
good cross-Pacific feelings afforded by the cherry trees from Japan that grace Washington’s
Tidal Basin. Preliminary research found that the best we could possibly do would be to bring in
small trees that had a slim chance of surviving and certainly wouldn’t, even under the best of
circumstances, be impressive until after many years.

We were really stuck and befuddled until a prominent professor Khun Poonsaeng knew came up
with the brilliant suggestion that we consider supplying a Buckminster Fuller style geodesic
dome that would provide protective cover for a U.S. Southwest cactus garden. We liked the idea,
but realized it would be extremely expensive and complicated to pull it off. Besides, we had no
money for such a project. So, under Ambassador Brown’s authority and with his full backing, we
went to the American business community. We told them that America’s reputation was at stake,
but that if they would work with us we could together pull off a grand project that would be
much appreciated by the Thais, including the King and other members of the royal family. [ was
confident we could do it, because I knew we could rely on two friends of mine, Malaysian
architect Lim Chong Keat and Thai architect Sumet Jumsai, who had been close to Buckminster
Fuller and knew quite a bit about the construction of geodesic domes. All we really needed was
the money to buy the material, to ship the pieces from the U.S., and to pay for the design of the
dome’s interior. The Thai professor assured us he would obtain the needed cactus plants.

I proposed that we set up a special committee for the project, with the Ambassador as honorary
chairman, me as the executive secretary, and various American Chamber, or AmCham, members
filling the other positions, including chairman. Given U.S. regulations, all direct fund-raising
would have to be done by AmCham or some other unofficial group. At my recommendation, the
planners decided not to accept any donations under $25,000. This was not to be a hat-in-your-
hand operation. And it would have been just too complicated to keep track of and give proper



credit to a wide range of funding sources. People thought it was nutty to be turning our noses up
at smaller donations, but then the companies started to buy into that concept. Different
companies signed up one after the other — ESSO, IBM, and so on — and David Rockefeller said
he would join if we would set up at tax exempt foundation, which we did. Malcolm Forbes came
in, too. And then AmCham got Sealand to ship all the materials from the West Coast for free. So
we pulled in somewhere around $350,000 for the dome, and had it constructed.

Q: How big was it?
BLACKBURN: About three stories high.
Q: So it was a big one.

BLACKBURN: Oh, yes. And with a Buckminster Fuller dymaxian map on the ground, and with
nice cactus the Thais got from the U.S. and elsewhere, it looked pretty great — and still does.
Princess Sirinthorn, the so-called “Crown Princess” presided over the opening, the King was
briefed on it, and everybody thought it was just the greatest thing. It ended up a win-win
situation that made everybody happy.

So those were the two things we did to honor the King’s birthday. They had a very positive
impact on the Thai leadership and general public, but neither one cost USIS or the Embassy
anything beyond the considerable staff time we put into them.

At the time of the Challenger disaster we did something similar to show unity of spirit and
purpose between Americans and Thais. Right after it blew up, Khun Poonsaeng said to me, “You
know, the Thai are very upset about this tragedy. We identify with Americans on the space
program, and many astronauts, including the first ones back in the late ‘60s, have had high-
profile visits to Bangkok over the years. I think we should have some sort of a ceremony on the
Embassy property. I can get some people from the Royal Household and other prominent
contacts to come and participate.” She talked me into going forward with this idea, and I
persuaded Ambassador Brown to support it, though he was very skeptical at first. So within a
day or so we had set up a big stage, with large pictures of the dead astronauts, and so on. And we
held a very moving ceremony right there on the Chancery grounds.

Such public events, though perhaps inappropriate or even wasteful in other contexts, were
important at a time when our relationship with the Thais was in a state of transition. Though our
alliance continued with regular joint military exercises such as Cobra Gold, we looked to the
Thai to play host to VOA transmitters, and many aspects of our former intimacy remained in
place, we were also pulling away from the Thais in other respects. With trade issues assuming
increasing importance, our once almost familiar relationship was being replaced by one more
cold-blooded and legalistic, so I thought it important to emphasize the human dimension of our
relations.

My time as PAO in Bangkok was a period of high productivity, Pek and I enjoyed it a lot, and
our daughter Sarah was born there. I was glad to be turning the post over to a consummate pro
like Donna Oglesby, but I hated to leave nonetheless.



Q: But the four years were over.

JAMES M. WILSON, JR.
Deputy Chief of Mission
Bangkok (1964-1966)

James M. Wilson, Jr. was born in China to American parents in 1918. He
received a BA from Swarthmore College in 1939, graduated from the Geneva
School of International Studies in 1939, the Fletcher School of Law and
Diplomacy in 1940, and Harvard Law School in 1948. He also served as a
lieutenant colonel overseas in the US Army from 1941-44. Mr. Wilson has served
abroad in Paris, Madrid, Bangkok and Manila. He was interviewed by Charles
Stuart Kennedy in 1999.

Today is the 13th of April, 1999. You are off to Bangkok. Who was your ambassador then?
WILSON: Graham Martin.

Q: Why don’t we start off by asking about Graham Martin. I've had quite a number of people
talk about him either in Rome or Saigon but not anybody in Bangkok.

WILSON: Graham was there for I guess four plus years.

Q: How did he operate? Did he choose you?

WILSON: Yes. I had known him for quite some time dating back to our Paris days. He was
administrative counselor in the embassy in the early ‘50s and I got to know him at that time. He
then came back as special assistant to Douglas Dillon when Dillon came in as under secretary
first for Economic Affairs.

Q: How did he use you at the embassy?

WILSON: I’m not sure I know how to answer that one. A week after I arrived in Bangkok, we
had the Gulf of Tonkin incident, and things became very, very busy. This continued during my
two years in Thailand. Graham was there for most of my stay until taking extended leave at the
end. We got along quite well. I was chargé for about six months out of my total of two years.
Q: I've heard Martin was renowned for playing his cards close to his chest.

WILSON: Very much so.

Q: As the DCM normally you are supposed to be the alter ego and all of that. Did you find that
he kept you informed of what was going on with the Thai government?



WILSON: Oh, yes, completely.
Q. What were the issues during this ‘64 to ‘66 period?

WILSON: The main issue was the war in Indochina. When I first started out, the primary
objective, I would say, was to keep Thailand in our camp and get bases established in Thailand
which would support the operations in Vietnam. Gradually, of course, we had Thai involvement,
not only with some token forces that were sent to Vietnam but also with the so-called undeclared
war in Laos; and later on to a certain extent in Cambodia, though Cambodia did not really enter
the picture, as you know, until later.

Q: Were you there during the sort of negotiations or continuing negotiations or agreements to
get the bases in?

WILSON: Yes, very much so.
Q: What was the Thai attitude? How did this work out?

WILSON: The Thai were in general quite cooperative on this. The prime minister at that time
was a fellow by the name of Thanom who had a military background. His defense deputy was an
air force marshall by the name of Dawee. The foreign minister was Thanat Khoman, a veteran in
the diplomatic business, very much up to date, very much interested in what the Thai
government might get out of the situation and, [ would say, entirely protective of Thai interests
in the whole thing. I wouldn’t say there were no disagreements at all. There were quite a few, but
all very friendly.

Q: What about the Thais on this war in Indochina, where did they see... (end tape)

This is tape two, side one with James Wilson. What was in it for the Thais as far as for them
letting us use their air bases? They weren’t in Indochina. How did they see their interests?

WILSON: They were into Indochina in the sense that they were very much exercised by what
was happening on their borders. The proximity to Vietnam, of course, was really enhanced by
the North Vietnamese incursions in both Laos and Cambodia, which the Thai were well aware of
and very much concerned about. They did not want to be the next domino, to coin the old phrase;
and as it turned out, they weren’t. They were also worried about the infiltration that was going on
across their borders. There was an insurgent movement in the south of Thailand tied in with the
remnants of the Malaysian problem. There was another one on the border with Laos, and they
were very much concerned about what might happen in terms of the infiltration of ideas and
irregular armed forces.

Q: Was there the feeling in Thailand at that time that there was very definitely a communist
threat to Thailand itself if they didn’t do something?

WILSON: Very much so. Their northern border is not too far from China.



Q: What were the indications of that?

WILSON: A good deal of guerrilla-type activity within the borders of Thailand itself. You may
remember that in the southern provinces down by Songkhla, there was considerable movement
of insurgents back and forth across the border with Malaysia. This was the internal communist

led fracas between...

Q: It was called the emergency or whatever in Malaysia.

WILSON: And there were a number of irregular forces, the insurgents there, who would go back
and forth across the Malaysian-Thai border joined by a number of Thais. The same thing became
so in the Laos situation, where there were a number of insurgent bands, irregulars, in the
mountains south of Udorn particularly and others over on the other side on the border with
Burma. Of course, you are also not too far from the Chinese border in that area.

Q: When you are working on these base agreements one of the stickiest things is always the
element of status of forces agreements as far as American troops not ending up in Thai jails and
all of that.

WILSON: Exactly.
Q: How did this work out?

WILSON: It worked out without too much difficulty, happily, I think, for all hands. There were
no major incidents; not of the same variety that we had in Japan for example or in the
Philippines. There wasn’t too much that was written down a lot of times. The Thai were very
much concerned about their image. They did not want to create the impression that they were in
any sense being pushed around by big Uncle Sam. They were very sensitive about that. We
talked, for example, not of U.S. bases but Thai bases being used by U.S. forces. Nevertheless,
there were practical arrangements which had to be made in terms of status of forces and such,
which we did obtain.

Q: 1 take it then there were a certain number of arrangements that were arranged just by
understanding rather than getting everything pinned down?

WILSON: Yes.

Q: Usually the Pentagon players like to have reams of paper...
WILSON: That’s right.

Q: ...which really makes it very difficult to negotiate.

WILSON: The circumstances at that time in Vietnam were such that I don’t think the Pentagon
was in any position to insist on a lot stuff. The main thing they wanted was the use of those bases



as fast as possible.

Q: I would have thought that there would have been difficulty because Bangkok was I suppose
then and certainly it became later sort of the sex capital of the world, and not just for the
military. You had hordes of foreigners from Europe and Japan and moderately the United States
coming in for a dirty week in Bangkok or something of that nature.

WILSON: That happened a little bit later, and I don’t think that the presence of the U.S. forces
contributed a great deal to that situation. There were, as I recall, five bases. Whether or not that
included the navy at Sattahip I can’t remember at this point. Everybody on the base side was
busy fighting a war. It is not like the situation in other places where you are simply on stand-by
duty. There was not much opportunity for people to get into trouble.

Q: What about communications with the port? I know later it became quite difficult where goods
would disappear between the port in Bangkok or elsewhere. Was this a problem for you all?

WILSON: Sure it was a problem, but most of that was handled by JUSMAAG [Joint U.S.
Military Army Advisory Group], military-to-military. Not that we were not concerned or
involved. We were, but the nitty-gritty of this stuff was handled generally at the military level.

Q: How did Graham Martin deal with JUSMAAG and with the military component of our
embassy?

WILSON: Graham was very much a stickler about who was in charge. Washington came out
with a new presidential decree at that time emphasizing that the ambassador was not just the
representative of the Department of State, he was the representative of the President. Graham
was very particular about seeing that all members of the country team knew that and toed the
line. The same thing was true of course with AID and the other U.S. agencies involved.

Q: Here you have an ambassador who from what I gather was a rather solitary person who
played his cards close to his chest and you have a huge embassy there at that time, or a large
embassy.

WILSON: It was growing all the time.

Q: Did you find yourself as the DCM sort of having to act as the intermediary and having to sort
of run the basic elements of the embassy while Martin tended to higher
policy?

WILSON: No, I don’t think that was necessarily the case. Graham was very much interested in
what was going on throughout the embassy and he was not one to sit in the ivory tower and let
somebody come to him. He was very much involved and intervened whenever he felt like it.

Q: I understand now that somebody was saying that Graham Martin was a great one for
dropping by and looking at what was in you in-box.



WILSON: He did that, oh, yes, but only now and then.

Q: So he went back to his old administrative habits. What about reporting on the Thai political
situation because this is not a stable situation. There is a lot of movement in Thai politics even
though it often ends up with military, civilian, military, civilian type rule alternating depending
on who is a little more powerful than the other.

WILSON: In those days, we did not have that alternating arrangement; it was almost all military
on the political side, except for the Foreign Office. As you may recall right after World War II
the prime minister of Thailand was a fellow by the name of Sarit who had been a field marshal
and became something of a benevolent dictator, if you want to put it that way. Sarit died about a
year (I’ve forgotten exactly how long it was.) before I arrived on the scene and Thanom was his
successor but by no means the strong man that Sarit had been. There was a leveling out at that
point and the backing and filling which you are referring to, I think, really occurred considerably
later.

Q: It was a solid government that you weren’t sort of having fto...

WILSON: The chief worry in our day was the possibility of some sort of revolt or coup attempt,
within the prevailing military cast. That was always a problem.

Q: I recall, I'm not sure what it was, but there was the coup that happened when they were
having a dredger come in or something like this.

WILSON: I don’t recall that one at all.

Q: I had somebody talking about this and my Thai details are very vague. They had brought a
brand new dredger in from America and everybody was lined up at the diplomatic reception and
all of a sudden there was a coup right in front of everybody.

WILSON: I don’t remember that one. Must have been later.

Q: What about with Laos, what was our involvement with what was happening in Laos at that
time?

WILSON: It was a growing involvement. The ambassador when I first arrived on the scene was
Len Unger. Len was there not very long before he was succeeded by Bill Sullivan. Sullivan held
forth for most of the time when I was on duty. It was during that time of course that we had the
terrific buildup of North Vietnamese forces in Laos. The Ho Chi Minh trail was big news, and
border incursions were the name of the game. We had problems too internally I remember with
the Pathet Lao as they were called then. There were problems with the Hmong, the internal
disturbances that led to the Plain of Jars. All of these were very disturbing developments and
everybody was much concerned with what was going on in Laos.

Q: Were we encouraging the Thai to put troops into Laos?



WILSON: We weren’t entirely against it, I would say, and they were not against it either. I
remember Thanat Khoman at one point saying, “Well, we don’t have much difficulty justifying
this or defending it because the North Vietnamese say they are not in Laos and therefore any
people that we might have there can’t be fighting them.” It was played like a chess game by the
Thai.

Q: At some posts the CIA develops almost an independent status. Did you feel that the CIA and
Graham Martin were working together well?

WILSON: I have no doubt whatsoever about that. Graham was very meticulous about keeping
the CIA onboard as part of the country team, and there was no doubt as to who was calling the
shots. The same thing with Sullivan in Vientiane.

Q: Did the ruling family play much of a role or were they off to one side during this time?

WILSON: Oh, yes, they were and are very prominent in just about everything going on. The
Thai monarchy, of course, is a very benevolent one. The king is very much loved, and still is
from what I can gather; but he wields no power except the power of persuasion, and he is very
much revered. He usually stands in the background, but when something gets really out of line,
the king is generally there to express his views very quietly, which usually prevail.

Q: How about dealing with the royal family, we went to the prime minister basically?

WILSON: Yes. Dealings with the king were usually ceremonial. There was an awful lot of pomp
and ceremony in Thailand in those days and I guess there still is. You can take it from the palace
on down to the royal barge processions, to summer sessions at Hua Hin and up in Chiang Mai.

Q: What about the problem in our various dealings with aid, military and all, with corruption,
was this a problem?

WILSON: It was always something of a prickly point. I remember in particular one occasion
when I was chargé with Graham away someplace. I received a peremptory order to report to the
foreign minister, who was usually the soul of politeness, suavity, etc. When I arrived on the
scene, he practically grabbed me by the lapels and pushed me into a chair, waving in front of my
nose a copy of Time Magazine which had in it an article on corruption in the Far East with
particular emphasis on Thailand. Thanat launched into a tirade on the subject and said that we
Westerners would never really understand what morality was. He said we set up a series of
puritanical standards which we hold up for everybody else to see but don’t pay much attention to
ourselves. He went on to say that, whether we knew it or not, the Thai in particular and the
orientals in general had moral precepts of their own which were relative and hard to understand.
But they understood them. One could go so far along that way and it is accepted. But if he goes
beyond that point, and everybody knows when you go beyond that point, then you are corrupt,
and it is dealt with, said he. And he added, “I don’t know what you Americans want us to do,
give honorary citizenship to Bobby Baker?”

Q: Bobby Baker being...



WILSON: LBJ’s cohort who was under indictment in Washington for corruption at the time.

Q: It had something to do with some kind of chemical supplies. I can’t remember but we all knew
it at one time. What do you do when you get something like that, just sort of look grave?

WILSON: You look grave.

Q: How did you find the officers? Was it easy to do political reporting, economic reporting from
there?

WILSON: Yes. We had I guess three counselors at that point, not counting administration and
USIA. We had a political counselor, economic counselor and a political-military counselor. The
political-military counselor was seized with problems of the bases and with the problems of
insurgency and counter-insurgency, and worked very closely with JUSMAAG. The economic
counselor was involved also with the AID mission.

Q. What were we doing with the aid? What was our main thrust?

WILSON: We had a big agricultural program and quite a big technical assistance program. We
had some infrastructure programs not the least of which was the road which received a certain

degree of notoriety I guess later on, up in the northeast area. It became known as the “freedom

road,” which was supposed to be joint military-civic action and economic.

Q: What was your impression of how AID operated in those days? Were we able to sort of fine
tune it or was it pretty much going into a lot of projects?

WILSON: The Thai had, and still have quite a number of very competent technocrats in the
economic and finance ministries. They had three or four really outstanding young fellows,
mostly all Western educated, and they were very cooperative at that point. I can’t speak for what
has happened since, particularly in light of the current economic situation in Thailand. In those
days, it was, I would say, a very profitable relationship.

Q: What about the Thai brigade in Vietnam, how did we view that?

WILSON: About the same way we viewed the Philippine contingent, I think. They didn’t engage
in any active fighting; they were not foot soldiers in that sense. They were military but they were
more civic action than anything else.

Q: Did you get any high level visits from Washington?

WILSON: Absolutely, we had them all over the place. Vice President Humphrey was there and
Nixon (then out of office). There were several visits from the Secretary, Dean Rusk. A
considerable amount of military brass came through and all sorts of congressmen, all interested
in what was going on.



Q: This was a period where some of the hostility in the United States in certain aspects of the
public had not yet manifested itself.

WILSON: That’s absolutely right. This was when we were gung ho and thought we could clear
everything up and go home. It didn’t exactly work out that way.

Q: Did you find back with the Far East Bureau and the desk and all, was there any problem with
them or was there a pretty good relationship?

WILSON: I think we did very well indeed. This was in the days of Bill Bundy as assistant
secretary. | think we saw very much eye-to-eye with Bill on most matters. Graham had some
difficulty with some of the things that were going on in Vietnam even then and had no hesitancy
about expressing his views, some of which did not go down too well.

Q: This would be Lodge maybe?

WILSON: Maxwell Taylor and later Lodge, I guess, were the two ambassadors at that point.
Alex Johnson was deputy ambassador, succeeded by Sam Berger, former ambassador in Seoul.

Q: Sam Berger.

WILSON: Sam Berger, yes. I guess Westmoreland was there the entire time that [ was in
Thailand.

Q: Did Martin go down to Saigon from time to time?

WILSON: Oh, yes, he got down there quite frequently or the Saigon folks came to Bangkok
(Many of their families were in Bangkok.). We also set up an informal arrangement which was
called SEACORD, Southeast Asia Coordinating Group, which consisted of the U.S. ambassadors
from all of the Indochinese countries and Thailand, Westmoreland, and CINCPAC [Commander
in Chief, Pacific], who was, I guess, Administrator Oley Sharp to begin with and then
Administrator Jack McCain. That group met almost monthly to coordinate what was going on in
several operations that were being conducted simultaneously in Southeast Asia. We alternated
between Saigon and Bangkok and reported the meetings to Washington.

Q: During this particular period, this was when the great buildup started in South Vietnam. How
was this looked at, a good thing or a bad thing? What was your impression that you had from the
vantage of Bangkok?

WILSON: I can’t put any particular dates on this but I think our feeling was that we needed to go
very, very slowly with the American presence. We weren’t being asked for our opinion on a lot
of this, however. The Gulf of Tonkin incident kicked off the base establishment. One of the
conditions of our being there laid down by the Thai government was that the bases could not be
used for combat operations without the permission of the Thai government. I remember vividly
being waked up at two o’clock in the morning and summoned down to the embassy (Graham
was away at something.) to get on the secure telephone. It was Saigon saying that there had just



been a large attack on our Marines at a place called Khe Sanh and they wanted permission to fly
some missions from the Thai bases to help relieve the pressure on the Marines. Westmoreland
himself got on the phone and said it was very important and wanted me to see what could be
done, as it had to be done as soon as possible. I got Air Marshall Dawee on the telephone at that
hour in the morning and told him what the problem was (I had never heard of Khe San, by the
way. I had to look it up on the map.). He evidently consulted with the prime minister and got
back very shortly and said, “Okay.” All this was done orally.

Q: Later Sullivan in Laos became renowned as being the bombing commander with targets and
all of this, the targeter. Did Graham Martin get into it that way in Thailand or did he leave the

military sort of alone?

WILSON: No, he didn’t get into that part of it. This was Sullivan’s baby. This was stuff that was
going on in his country, and he worked it out with the military. We tried to help

Q: Is there anything else? Are there any other major developments that we should talk about do
you think in Bangkok?

WILSON: SEATO was quite active in those days.

Q: I wanted to ask about SEATO. You had a SEATO hat?

WILSON: Yes.

Q: SEATO sort of seemed to almost fall off the radar. How was SEATO involved in this?
WILSON: Well SEATO was not involved. You’ll remember that Dean Rusk used to be very
emphatic in saying that Vietnam was not a SEATO operation. SEATO was very much interested,
however, and SEATO wanted to be very much kept informed of what was going on. That is what
we did primarily. It was an interesting time in many ways.

Q: Did Pakistan get involved? Pakistan was in SEATO wasn’t it?

WILSON: Yes indeed.

Q: That was sort of the contact with the old CENTO [Central Treaty Organization]. Did they do
more than sort of keep a watching brief?

WILSON: That’s all they did.
Q: How about the Indians? The Indians played a rather interesting role in that period.

WILSON: They were not involved. The Indian ambassador was very affable and we used to talk
to him quite frequently; but nothing on a confidential basis at all.

Q: The Indians wanted to keep out of everything I guess.



WILSON: That’s right.
Q: What was the feeling about the Chinese at this point?

WILSON: We didn’t have a Chinese ambassador to Thailand; only the government in Taiwan.
There was a Russian ambassador, and he was very affable. We used to have lots of fun fencing
with him.

Q: Was there the feeling that the Chinese were behind...

WILSON: Of course there wasn’t. There was no Chinese communist ambassador. The
ambassador from Taiwan was a great fellow. The Thai, along with the Filipinos, were probably
one of the few who continued to recognize Taipei.

Q: Was there sort of the underlying feeling that there was a Chinese menace in Thailand at that
point?

WILSON: Thanat Khoman himself was of Chinese ancestry. A large part of the population,
particularly in Bangkok, was Chinese. There was never any difficulty on that score during the
time I was there, but there was always that basic unease with the situation, given the proximity of
Singapore and Malaysia.

Q: What about China itself - not local ethnic differences? Was there the feeling that China was
behind what was going on in this as part of Chinese expansion?

WILSON: Yes, very much so. We were very suspicious of what was going on in China proper.
Q: Were there China watchers in your embassy?

WILSON: No, not anyone particular that I can recall. Hong Kong of course kept everybody
informed.

RICHARD OGDEN
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Richard Ogden was born in Norwalk, Connecticut, in 1939 and grew up in New
Canaan. He attended Stanford where he majored in economics and went on to
receive his masters from the Fletcher School in the spring of 1963. He entered the
Foreign Service in 1964 and in 1966 he began service in Bogota, Colombia as
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OGDEN: I did end up in Thailand, though, which satisfied my Asia interest and was close to
Vietnam.

Q: You were in Thailand from when to when?

OGDEN: I was in Thailand from 1964 to 1966, just two years. That was for junior officer
training. I spent one year at our Consulate in Chiang Mai and then a second year in the Economic
Section of the Embassy in Bangkok. Lyndon Johnson was President at that time. Thailand was
important because of our growing involvement in Vietnam.

Q: What was Chiang Mai like? What was it doing, and how did it operate? This would be in
1964 and 1965.

OGDEN: In those days, there were only three Consulates in Chiang Mai- the British, Burmese
and American. We helped to look after a pretty good sized American community in northern
Thailand. Then we also did some political reporting on events in the area. We were interested in
following the activities of several KMT (Kuomintang) units which still operated in northern
Thailand. We were extremely interested in the opium trade in northern Thailand, including
growing areas and shipments across the border from Burma and Laos. We tried to follow the hill
tribe activities, and tensions between them and the Chinese and the Thais. Of course, we also
were interested in information coming from southern China.

Q: Was the CIA an important element there?

OGDEN: The CIA was there. Indeed, one of my first memories after arriving at the Consulate
was getting into a jeep and taking a long drive around the area. It turns out that the jeep belonged
to the CIA, and the owners were highly irritated at having it disappear for most of a day with no
explanation. As I recall, the CIA worked closely with the hill tribes seeking to gain their support
for our efforts in Vietnam. The CIA also was active in efforts to obtain information from China
through interviewing refugees and defectors and all that.

Q: Was Burma of any particular interest? As I recall, Chiang Mai is close to Burma.

OGDEN: It is close to Burma. As I recall, relations between Burma and Thailand were pretty
tense at the time. We did what we could to promote stability along the border. The Burmese
Consul, incidentally, was a great charmer. He really captivated my mother when my parents
visited on one occasion.

Q: What was your impression of the Thais?
OGDEN: The Thais are absolutely delightful, charming, fun, gracious, lively, pleasant people

and very friendly to the U.S. I had a great time in Chiang Mai. There was always a social event
in the evening, northern Thai cuisine is excellent, and the northern Thai women were very



attractive.

Q: Sometimes when you are a young officer and you haven’t been around the block as much, it is
easier to get upset about inefficiency or corruption or something like that. What was your
impression of Thai rule from the Chiang Mai perspective?

OGDEN: I am sure there was a lot of corruption in the government and in business circles. We
were always concerned about that at the Consulate and Embassy. Still, I don’t recall and specific
scandals or cases of corruption.

Q: What were you doing?

OGDEN: I was in charge of services for Americans and economic and commercial reporting. |
also helped out with political reporting whenever possible.

Q: What kind of Americans were up there?

OGDEN: We had a good sized Peace Corps contingent. We had a medical group that was
assisting the local university with different programs. And there was an Air Force contingent
stationed just outside of Chiang Mai. The air force group was monitoring southern China for any
nuclear explosions. Then there were reps of USIS, CIA and other U.S. government agencies.
And there were a number of religious groups. Finally, we had a few anthropologists doing
research.

Q: Who was consul there?

OGDEN: Stephen Dobrenchuk was the consul when I first arrived, Steve and Ann Dobrenchuk. I
don’t know what’s happened to them. I’ve lost track.

Q: He’s in California somewhere. How did your first taste of Foreign Service life suit you?

OGDEN: Initially, I was a little disappointed to tell the truth. At graduate school, the intellectual
level was pretty challenging. In Chiang Mai, the work was often people oriented and social. It
was hard to write a brilliant economic report on the future of northern Thai rice production.
Washington just wasn’t interested. On the other hand, a lot of Foreign Service work is people
oriented so I guess it was good to have the experience early. Also, in retrospect I think it was
useful to start out in a very small Consulate where a young officer like myself could have more
freedom.

Q: When you came down to Bangkok it would have been 1965 or 1966?

OGDEN: I got to Bangkok in the summer of 1965 and began working in the Economic Section.
That was an interesting period in Thailand. Graham Martin was the ambassador. Our
involvement in the Vietnam war had grown significantly. A key embassy focus was to obtain
maximum Thai cooperation for our programs in Vietnam. This meant a lot of focus on political-
military work. We were constructing major bases in Thailand and this put a strain on limited



Thai resources like lumber and cement. In the economic section, we wanted to ensure that
actions taken for security purposes didn’t destabilize the Thai economy. For example, we had to
watch that base construction didn’t drive up prices in other sectors of the Thai economy.

Q: How does one when building bases, you’ve got to use all this equipment, you are hiring a lot
of people, and how do you go in and do a massive program like this and your fellow officers up
and down the line trying not to destabilize?

OGDEN: As one example, at the time we were selling a good deal of rubber and tin from the
U.S. stockpile. I recall several embassy cables arguing against excessive stockpile releases which
could adversely affect Thai foreign exchange receipts and thus destabilize the economy. Rice
would be another example. While supporting U.S. rice exports, we didn’t want to drive down the
world price to a point where Thai exports and foreign exchange receipts would be hurt.

Q: Did you find yourself discovering about the rice lobby in Louisiana?
OGDEN: Yes.
Q: Senator Ellender from Louisiana was one and there were others.

OGDEN: I remember a lot of visitors from rice producing states in the United States coming to
Bangkok to meet with embassy officials about rice problems.

Q: How did it feel coming from Chiang Mai to the big city, to Bangkok?

OGDEN: It was a good change. I enjoyed being able to use more of the academic work that I had
done. In the economic section, I did a good bit of macroeconomic reporting. I handled civil
aviation issues. | also served as the economic section’s liaison with the AID mission. I sat in on
their meetings and followed AID programs and policies. That was interesting to me. I had a good
first tour in Bangkok in the economic section.

Q: Who was the head of the economic section?
OGDEN: Bob Fluker was the Counselor and Konrad Becker was the deputy.

Q: I'would have thought that the economic side would have been very important because that
has to work and you don’t want to upset the apple cart. You were obviously pretty far down the
line in a big embassy but did you get any feel for the hand of Graham Martin. He was a legend in
the Foreign Service.

OGDEN: I was always impressed with Graham Martin. | remember thinking that he was a very
cool customer and a very tough customer. I did get to sit in on several meetings that he had. I
remember that he used to have one-cigarette meetings or two-cigarette meetings, depending on
the importance of the issue. He must have smoked a lot. I recall that a U.S. contractor won a bid
for road construction and Martin asked me to analyze the project. He liked my work so he must
have been a good economist.



Q: What was the feeling you were getting about our increasing involvement in Vietnam. By this
time we had just begun to put troops in.

OGDEN: As I recall, most people at the embassy were still pretty positive about developments.
Things were going pretty well then and the Thais were supportive. I recall how closely we all
followed events. At parties, fresh news often would be discussed every hour.

Q: Was there a concern about the Communists in Thailand while you were there?

OGDEN: I think there was concern about possible North Vietnamese efforts to utilize
communist elements to destabilize things. Of course, the CIA was very much interested in this.
In our work in the economic section, we obviously were focusing on other things.

Q: How was traffic then?

OGDEN: Traffic in Bangkok at the time was extremely bad, and by now I understand it is about
fifteen times worse. You could hardly get around even then in 1964-1966. I don’t know how
people manage now.

Q: How was the social life?

OGDEN: The social life was very active. The embassy did a lot of entertaining, and I remember
several occasions when the ambassador invited me to a function. The DCM was Jim Wilson and
he also was helpful. He had a farewell dinner for me as a junior officer, which impressed me
because Bangkok was a pretty big mission. Communicating with the Thais wasn’t easy because |
hadn’t had Thai language training before I went to Thailand. I studied some Thai in Chiang Mai
and ended up with a 2-0 on the language exam.

Q. Were we at all concerned about Laos from the economic point of view? Was there any spill
over there?

OGDEN: I think the major effort was on road construction between Bangkok and Vientiane We
helped to build a beautiful highway through the northeast of Thailand to Laos which could have
been used by the military if necessary. I remember attending the dedication ceremony and later
traveling to Vientiane on the highway.

Q: Did you have any dealings with the American military?

OGDEN: Not directly, but everyone at the embassy was involved in one way or another. We had
some contact with JUSMAG and I visited a few of the bases.

Q: In 1966, you left.

OGDEN: Yes, I left in summer of 1966. I flew home stopping off in Tehran and Europe. Then I
took Spanish language training and went to Colombia that fall.



Q: Was this a career choice or an assignment? How did this work out?

OGDEN: It was a career choice in the sense that [ had expressed interest in getting a second
language and maybe having a tour in South America. I hadn’t specifically asked for Colombia.

Q: When you talked to your colleagues in Thailand, I would imagine that Latin America would
be sort of the other side of the moon as far as people were concerned with it. The ARA at that
time was almost like there were two different services or something.

OGDEN: It was totally different. You are right. The focus and issues were completely different
in Colombia.

JAMES L. WOODS
Research Analysis Division, Department of Defense
Bangkok (1964-1967)

Adyvisor, ARPA Unit
Bangkok (1969-1973)
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WOODS: At any rate, in the fall of ‘64 I was in Thailand, probably working on a Long-range
Assistance Strategy, and found an old management intern friend out there, Lee Huff, running a
little office for the Advanced Research Projects Agency, and we got together. He said, “I’ve just
been called. They told me I’m going to be posted back to Washington rather abruptly. We’re
looking for a replacement. Would you be interested?” I said, “What are you doing?” He
explained that this was a special project — Project AGILE - under the Defense Advanced
Research Projects Agency. They had a special name for it - I forget. It wasn’t Foreign Internal
Defense; that thing hadn’t come up... Well, basically it was helping selected foreign countries
develop programs to cope with their own internal defense and, of course, the U.S. involvement
with them. ARPA had opened stations in Lebanon, Saigon - where it was CDTC, Combat
Development and Test Center, down on the waterfront - and in Thailand, later the Canal Zone,
eventually a liaison office in Korea, and then the whole program was scrapped in the early and
mid-‘70s. So in 64 it had been set up just a couple of years earlier. In Thailand it was still
operating out of a hotel downtown and at the SEATO Graduate School of Engineering on the
Chulalongkorn University campus, with a very small staff under Marine Colonel Tom Brundage.
I mentioned Lee Huff, who later became Deputy Assistant Secretary over in Transportation. Lee
was running the social-behavioral science research program and asked if I would be interested. |
came back and talked to my wife, and we decided why not. So on basically no notice we packed



up and went to Thailand in the fall of ‘64.
Q: You were there until when?

WOODS: Well, our first tour was three years in Bangkok. I was still toying with the idea of
finishing the dissertation, but I decided that I wasn’t going to do overseas basing. I’d given up on
that somewhere along the way. I would change to a Thai topic and work on the Thai policy
toward its hill tribes, including the involvement of the Thai Border Patrol Police, which the U.S.
was funding, and I started working and collecting documents on that. I applied for and got a
DOD fellowship, and they sent me back to Cornell grad school in the fall of ‘67 for a year of
Southeast Asia studies under Dr. George Kahin - who just died - who ran a very prestigious
Southeast Asia studies program. Actually I toyed with the idea of the Southeast Asia program
when I first went to Cornell, but I found that you had to specialize right away, pick your country,
start studying Thai or Burmese or something from day one and sort of narrow your options. So I
decided not to do that. I took Kahin’s courses but I majored in international relations. When I
went back in ‘67, then I worked for George and went through the graduate seminar, which was
interesting because [ was the DOD swine in a sea of very angry Cornell “stop the war” students
and George was organizing the protests on the East Coast himself.

Q: I'd like to stop and go back... In this ‘64 to ‘67 period, what were you doing? In the first
place, when you hear a name like that, to my ears it says, ‘Ah, this is a CIA operation.’

WOODS: Oh, we worked closely with them in the field, because they were operating out of
AID/USOM, running the Border Patrol Police program, and also they were very interested in
general in the issues of internal security and they had their advisors in many of the same agencies
that we had ours. But we were funded and controlled strictly in the Defense channel and our
counterpart... Well, the idea was to create a Thai counterpart organization and then we’d be the
U.S. component of it, and that was done, the Military Research and Development Center,
MRDC, which was a component of Supreme Command Headquarters. We also did some work
for something called CSOC, which was a Thai organization, the Communist Suppression
Operations Command, run by General Saiyud Kerdphon, and there were a number of CIA
advisors over there operating for the most part out of the embassy. We were all part of the
country team and the ARPA field unit in Thailand was a U.S. component of that. We also got
Australian and British officers in due course - in fact, rather early on - and they stayed with the
operation for many years. But we had Thai and Americans mainly. The Thai counterpart to our
director was a two-star general, and he reported to a component of Supreme Command -
Education and Research, I believe. Most of the MRDC commanders went on to be come three-
stars or, in some cases, four-stars. The first commander was an air vice marshal actually, Manob
Suriya, who was the first Thai graduate of West Point back, I guess, in the ‘40s. The U.S.
approach was that this was a counterinsurgency-oriented program. Thailand was the laboratory
for the soft side and Vietnam was the laboratory for the hard side or things that go boom. So in
Vietnam - [ would go over there from time to time, and they would come over to Thailand from
time to time to escape Vietnam mainly - they were doing a lot of systems work - village
information system, hamlet evaluation system, territorial forces evaluation system. They were
doing stuff trying to evaluate how was the war going, for MACV. They were also doing
ordnance testing; the Armalite rifle which developed into the AR-15, which developed into the



M16 - they were involved in that and God knows what else. On our side we were doing studies
and analyses and systems research and a good bit of electronic research including remote
sensing, trail sensors, testing different kinds of mobility equipment and communications
equipment. Initially I worked for a Navy commander, John Denham, as his deputy. John had just
come off an assignment running a spook ship off of Korea. Our office - the Research and
Analysis Division - was in charge of social and behavioral and systems research, and we worked
for the most part through contractors. We brought in rather sizable teams from RAND, RAC -
Research Analysis Corporation, which no longer exists; it was then the Army’s prime operations
research organization - Stanford Research Institute, Cornell Aerolab, BMI, AIR - you name it,
we had it - and a lot of individual scholars on contract.

Q: It strikes me that this sort of thing is a boon to the social scientists and all in the United States
at a university or something, but what does it actually produce down in the field?

WOODS: From the beginning there was a disconnect which was never healed. The Thai side
thought that this would produce nifty gadgets and improved weapons which hopefully we would
give them, otherwise they could buy. They were very much interested in that side of things, the
hardware side. ARPA headquarters was very much interested in “the problem” and how to fix
the problem. The Thais thought they knew what the problem was and they wanted to go kill it.
Eventually we got into counterpart development or counterpart institutional development, and
eventually the U.S. gave them a nice new building and a bunch of equipment and a handshake
and left. I was the last one out in December ‘72. On the U.S. side, we were doing a good bit of
work on the hill tribes. My assumption was this would be a long-range program. That was
another fallacy because ARPA really isn’t into and DOD isn’t into long-range programs. It’s
remarkable it lasted as long as it did. This, I decided, is another reason that, by and large, we’re
so ineffectual in foreign affairs. We don’t have any long-range perspectives. We don’t learn
much from history. We build contacts and lose them. We develop clientele and discard them. I
just think a lot of the problems we face right now are because of the way we misconduct
ourselves in our overseas activities. We’re entirely too much focused on us and our short-term
approach and meeting our requirements. So it was always a testy relationship with the Thai
because they were feeling they weren’t getting a hell of a lot out of it that was useful to them.
We were getting shelves full of studies, some of which were of interest to U.S. Army
laboratories, or course, or U.S. Navy and Air Force laboratories. The electronics work was of
considerable interest. We had - [ remember - a thing about three inches thick: the
electromagnetic properties of a tree in Thailand. 1 guess it’s important to know this stuff if
you’re trying to build small devices that will penetrate triple-canopy jungle. So we did a lot of
that stuff. We built some systems and libraries, which were turned over to the Thai, which
hopefully they have found useful —for example, the Thailand Information Center with a gazillion
documents. Everything useful that had ever been written about Thailand that we could find in the
scholarly community was in there. We turned that over to a Thai university actually. Our hill
tribes data base, we turned that over to another Thai institution, the Tribal Research Center, in
Chiang Mai. The Village Information System, we turned over to a Thai ministry, although it was
still very much in an embryonic state...

Q: One of the big problems in Vietnam was that the Vietnamese and the Montagnards really
didn’t get along. The Vietnamese treated the Montagnards as third-class citizens..



WOODS: Did you know Gerry Hickey?
Q: No, I didn’t.

WOODS: Gerry, of course, was sent to Vietnam by RAND under ARPA contract to work on the
Montagnard problem. He’s an outstanding - I don’t know if he’s still alive - an outstanding
anthropologist and ethnographer.

Q: You get to this. You do study after study, but if your officer corps is going to treat the hill
tribes as subhuman or something...

WOODS: Then what you end up doing is putting in U.S. special forces who just work with them
themselves, and they were pretty effective. Of course, a lot of the Montagnards ended up here
and others were abandoned willy-nilly. But the problem in Thailand was somewhat different.
The Thai are by design rather accommodating. They have a much softer approach. They solve a
lot of problems by avoiding them or sliding off. They’re not as confrontational as the
Vietnamese. Rather than have platoons of policemen up in the hills, they have Border Patrol
Police, which was very much a U.S.-funded program, a lot of it. The CIA provided a lot of the
equipment and guidance and so on, but the Thais have kept it up. They put into the remote areas
a single policeman with his hut, hopefully his family, and he was the village school teacher and,
of course, obviously also the source of intelligence about what’s going on up there in the
mountains. With respect to the armies and militias that were already up there, Lahu, Karen, KMT
Second Generation, all these people, “if you don’t cause any problems, you don’t bother us, we
don’t bother you. You can just live up here and trade with the lowlands and do your thing. Don’t
cause too many problems in Burma, or we might have to do something about it.” It was sort of
live and let live.

Q: But that’s so against sort of the American principle. Were you able to soften this?

WOODS: Well, it worked. We had enough problems without looking for more. That worked
okay. What didn’t work okay was when the Thai would get excited about something, problems
along the Lao border in particular, and decide, probably true, that a lot of these villages, some of
them upland Thai and some of them non-Thai - mainly the Chinese tribes - were harboring or
providing support to insurgents and drug traffickers along the border. I remember two
campaigns. One was aerial. The Thai Air Force started bombing villages up in the north. Our
director, Dr. Holbrook, reported on the country team meeting. They were using our bombs, and
some of us thought that was really stupid, but Dr. Holbrook came back and reported that the
Chief of JUSMAG briefed on how many more tons of this stuff were on the way in, and how
many sorties were flying and how many villages had been flattened. So then Holbrook said,
“Does any of this make sense? Aren’t we just creating more insurgents?” and Ambassador Unger
said, “Well, you know, it’s a sovereign country. They’re free to make their own mistakes, and
we’re here to help them.” I’'m sure that wasn’t the exact phrase, but “keep the bombs flowing”
was the bottom line. “We’re not going to question the Thais’ right to drop bombs on their own
villages.” They eventually had a conflagration on their hands and stopped the bombing, because
it was doubling and tripling the goddamn insurgent population every time they had a sortie. Then



they went back to their previous policy of leaving them alone or buying them off. The other time
they decided to send an army into the Phu Pan Mountains to chase the insurgents and their ethnic
affiliates out of the mountains, and the U.S. was duly cast to support this. It was not our
responsibility, and you could look at it and say this was going to be a disaster, and it was a
horrible disaster and the army got totally trounced trying to get up the slopes and retreated with
heavy casualties, licking its wounds and basically gave up the war, or gave up attempting to rout
the enemy out of their own terrain. So, in general, I’'m not sure that giving the Thais what they
wanted would have helped - what the military wanted was more toys to go out and drop bombs
and shoot people. What we were working on eventually became a huge doctrinal book that was
prepared, Civil-Police-Military Manual, and we got in difficulties with our Thai military
counterparts because it was basically directed to General Saiyud and the Communist Suppression
Operations Command - which got renamed the Internal Security Operations Command - and was
predominantly a soft, non-military approach. There was a military component, but there was a
heavy police component and a heavy civil administration component. Most of our work, to the
extent that it was relevant, fed into CSOC/ISOC rather than to the Supreme Command
Headquarters, which didn’t know what to do with the studies. As in our own forces, they had
Thai special forces and they had, under General Kriangsak Chomanand, decided to send to the
border “mobile development units” to work the border villages with movies and loudspeakers. At
one point we got into giving the villages radios - AID did a village radio program - and other
non-military measures to try to reach out in these contested areas where there was heavy, lethal
insurgent activity. But the military, by and large, wasn’t enthused about this special stuff any
more than our own military is and would much rather go out in force and lay waste to something.
The problem is you could very seldom find a target, because the insurgent was out there in the
deep jungle. I think I digressed. Where were we?

Q: 1 think this is probably a good place to stop, and I’ll put at the end here where we’ll pick it up
the next time. Why don’t we finish at least the first part of your time in Thailand, what you were
doing, and let’s pick up the time, too- - I think it would be interesting - in Cornell, just to catch
the spirit of the times and all that, where obviously you were persona non grata.

WOODS: Well, with the Americans but, interestingly enough, not with the Southeast Asians.

*kk

Q: In ‘68 where did you go?
WOODS: As soon as the course was over, I went back to Thailand.
Q: The same job?

WOODS: Basically the same job. I went back to the ARPA field unit, or research center, but I
was posted immediately to Chiang Mai University in the north for a year as advisor to the dean,
which sounds odd but we knew the dean from his previous position in Bangkok and he was
trying to establish an expanded research program on northern Thailand, especially the tribal
minorities problem. There was a Tribal Research Center, which the Thai government was
attempting to operate, co-located at the university, and so my job was trying to build a tribal



research program in the north working out of the university. So I spent basically the next year
doing that, although I was dragged off to Vietnam several times to work on projects there. We
launched several projects, one with the university geography department to try to build a
description of the transportation network of northern Thailand because the maps basically
showed only the main roads and there were networks of what I would call tertiary roads and
trails all over the place which were not charted. We also launched a program to create a tribal
database of all the villages in the north - location, ethnic makeup, approximate size and so on.

Q: The Thai government didn’t have a database of this?

WOODS: They had information but it wasn’t in any organized form that we would call a
database. Much of their information came from the Thai Border Patrol Police who were posted to
the outermost fringes of the kingdom and were basically a CIA project or at least were getting
support and training through the CIA part of USOM. They were posted out there basically by
themselves. They had a medical kit and they also functioned as the village school teachers, so
they were quite effective in figuring out what was going wrong. But we were trying to integrate -
not their data actually, because the police weren’t sharing that, at least with us - but take the most
basic information and get sort of an overview of the ethnic populations of the north and their
location, their commerce patterns and all the rest of it. The Communists were at work on the
northeastern border trying to infiltrate using the tribes and whatever animosities they had toward
the Thai government. There’s really a highlander/lowlander split, however, if you had to describe
the politics, but then you had the KMT army or remnants thereof over on the western border and
the drug smugglers on both borders and the lumber smugglers. So it was a “Terry and the
pirates” kind of environment, and we were basically just trying to collect information. We were
also sponsoring basic ethnographies by a number of anthropologists, European and American, at
the time, again trying to collect in-depth ethnographic understanding of several selected lesser-
known tribal groups. So that’s how I spent a rather odd year as the advisor to the dean of the
faculty of social sciences at Chiang Mai University.

Q: With a map of trails and essentially a jungle environment, how did you find out where the
trails were?

WOODS: The dean of the geography department sent his students out all over northern Thailand
to drive and walk around and map the things and report back, which is a pretty cheap way of
doing it.

Q: Well, I'm sure he also got them out to see the folks.

WOODS: This, of course, eventually came to the attention of the American Anthropological
Association and some others and got them greatly excited. It’s cited in a book which was
published some years later called Anthropology Goes to War featuring me as one of the devils
they identify as corrupting the practice of anthropology.

Q: Anything we touched in those days the academic world would jump on you for it.

WOODS: Well, the anthropologists were the hottest under the collar because it was not in the



tradition of Margaret Mead, you might say. Before the war went bad and became greatly
unpopular, we had the leading American anthropologists on Southeast Asia on the consultant
payroll and they were hard at work, and some of them stayed at work. Dr. Gerry Hickey — an
expert on the Montagnards of Vietnam - worked with us throughout the war. Later he wanted to
go back to U. of Chicago to write a book - he’d been out of there for a decade - and the faculty
had a panicky emergency meeting and voted not to let him on the campus.

Q: It shows the attitude.

WOODS: So he said, “Fine. To hell with you,” and he went elsewhere and wrote his book. But
that was the attitude. We had Dr. Ladd Thomas, Northern Illinois University. Now, Ladd, I
recall, was a political scientist, and he reported that students invaded his office and threw his
furniture and books out the window. He said he couldn’t walk across the campus without
somebody shoving him and spitting on him, or getting phone calls in the middle of the night
threatening to blow up his house. So it was a lot of fun. The same thing was going on all over.
We had a couple of very senior professors out in California, David Wilson, political scientist,
and Herb Phillips, anthropologist, and they had been cutting-edge scholars on Thailand. Herb
capitulated. David basically got up on his feet and told all his student and faculty critics to go to
hell; they could think what they wanted but they weren’t going to interfere with his right to speak
out. But Herb went over; Herb gave up. At any rate, yes, it was an interesting time. It didn’t
particularly affect me, but it was an interesting year. There were riots at Cornell. The black
students took over the student union for their own purposes at the point of guns. President
Johnson announced, of course, while I was there, that he was not going to run again, causing
great, lusty cheering. It was a most peculiar time to be a DOD person sitting in the very seat of
anti-war sentiment. My office on West Avenue was, of course, where they were also cranking
out all these leaflets for the protests and other propaganda materials for the East Coast. But I
really liked and respected Professor Kahin, who died last year. We had kept in touch. He had his
own very distinct point of view, which I didn’t entirely share, but I think he was a very honorable
man and an excellent scholar but, you know, a scholar with a very open bias, very liberal bias,
but a very decent guy. He ran a first-rate seminar, and he would let everybody express
themselves freely, but I found there wasn’t any point in expressing myself freely very often
because it just annoyed the rest of them anyway. They already knew everything and there was
nothing to learn. So that was my last return to academe except for an occasional teaching lecture
here and there.

Q: In Chiang Mai you said you went down to Vietnam. What were you doing there?

WOODS: I was called over several times to work on what was called a long-range plan for
MACYV, Military Assistance Command Vietnam. The Army had a special study group reporting
to General Abrams on how was the war going and what recommendations do we have - at a high
strategy level, not how to fight the war. It was a large study group. I had worked earlier on
something called the Comprehensive Army Study for Thailand, and the Army colonel in charge,
who was, by the way, a Ph.D. anthropologist who had worked in the South Pacific, asked me to
be a part of the Vietnam study. I was to look at some of the management aspects of the bowl of
spaghetti they called MACYV headquarters, and that was quite interesting, to be going over in
those days. It was an interesting environment of a different kind. Rockets were flying.



Q: I'was there from ‘69 to ‘70 as consul general at the embassy, and I was running what
amounted to civilian court martials for people involved in the black market, civilians. We would
bounce them out of their military privileges if they were caught at that. A lot of things were going
on.

WOODS: I was there in the fall of ‘68, late fall, and a couple of times in early ‘69. The group
eventually submitted its report to General Abrams, who was not too pleased because basically it
said, you know, we’ve lost the war, declare Vietnamization and get the hell out of here. Also, he
had asked that different units be evaluated. I liked General Abrams. He was a straight shooter.
He was also a tanker, which I was. The conclusion was that the conventional forces were not
particularly useful and the forces that had really done well were the Special Forces, and he didn’t
like that, and that the Marines were second best, and he didn’t like that. Anyway, we had our
hearing.

Q: You were at Chiang Mai through ‘69. Then where did you go?

WOODS: In the late summer of ‘69 they moved me back to Bangkok and I stayed on there for
four more years. The ARPA program was in the process of phase-out. The headquarters had
basically decided that this was not a popular thing to be engaged in. They were catching all kinds
of flak especially on their social science projects. They had gotten a great deal of flak over a
project they started in Latin America, Project Camelot, and this had the whole academic
community after their scalp, so they decided basically to start closing down or at least changing
the nature of their overseas activities, getting out of the social-behavioral sciences, the soft
research, the counterinsurgency, and go back to high tech and things that go boom, so they had
made a decision to close the Center. It took us several years to wind it down because we were in
a counterpart development phase and turning things over to the Thai government. I stayed to the
end. I was the Acting Director in the final months. We turned the Thailand Information Center
over to one of the universities, turned the library over to another. The building and equipment
and so on, the Thai Supreme Command Headquarters absorbed it, which was the intent from the
beginning, and the Americans gradually went out the back door and disappeared. In December
72 we closed down. I then moved over to the embassy and worked at the embassy for six or
seven months in what was called the Development and Security Section, run by William
Napoleon Stokes, a counselor. George Tanham had that job for a while earlier. My job was as an
advisor to what had been the Communist Suppression Operations Command but was now called
the Internal Security Operations Command under General Saiyud, and I wrapped up my final
months in Thailand working there.

Q: Did you have any feel, as you were turning over your facilities of the work you had been
doing there, that the Thais seemed to absorb this and use it, or was this just one of these things
that we did and after you left it languished?

WOODS: Well, the Thai priorities were very different from the American priorities, and the
approach was very different. Our Thai counterparts were essentially all military and very
hierarchical. They didn’t understand, had no experience or exposure to, the concept of real civil
control of the military and a lot of civil guidance and input on things. So most or a great deal of



what we were interested in, the kinds of projects the Americans were running, simply vanished
once we left. I think some of it rubbed off, and they certainly got some very good files, technical
and social-behavioral research of all kinds, a lot of stuff they never knew about their own
country, and some of the officers seemed to be very interested. Probably our best program: we
sent 18 young Thai officers, carefully selected, to the U.S. Navy Postgraduate School in
Monterey, six at a time for three years, and those officers, I am told, when they came back, did
rise rapidly in their own ranks. That was career enhancing and, I’'m sure, individually helped
their institutions as well. One of them ended up as the maverick mayor of Bangkok, a Navy
officer.

Also, to the annoyance of our military counterparts, a lot of our work was done through sort of a
side door through the embassy to the Communist Suppression Operations Command/Internal
Security Operations Command, CSOC/ISOC, General Saiyud Kerdphol, and he was running a
program outside the military. We had a good bit of input through our contractors to his program,
and he absorbed a great deal of that including finally some comprehensive manuals and training
materials which were basically drafted by teams led by our contractors, especially a good friend
of mine, a British retired officer named Jerry Waller. Jerry had worked all over Asia for 20 years,
and had been in charge of training police field forces in Malaysia during the emergency. Stanford
Research Institute picked him up at our request and put him in charge of some of our
counterinsurgency research projects. The Thai military were not very interested in any of this,
and they regarded counterinsurgency as sort of a weird concept although they were obliged
through Supreme Command Headquarters to participate, but they would have preferred a straight
military solution or no solution at all. So I would say to the extent there was an impact, it was
over on the counterinsurgency side where the CIA was very much involved as well and USOM
with the USAID development programs, and that’s where the ARPA main interest was actually,
so there was always a disconnect. In the beginning the Thais wanted military projects with a lot
of hardware, and ARPA was really, at least in Thailand, not into that. The Thai would have been
happier had we treated them as we had the Vietnam project, as a laboratory for weapons testing
and so on. But we did give them a nice facility and a nice electronics laboratory. Presumably
some of it was helpful. But, I think, if I had to answer your question with a yes or no, I would say
no, it didn’t really rub off enough to, for the most part, continue after the Americans left,
although the building is still there and they still do what they consider to be legitimate military
research and development.

Q: Then in ‘73 you left?
WOODS: In ‘73 I reluctantly came back to Washington, back to the Pentagon.
Q: I take it you really enjoyed Thailand and the Thais.

WOODS: Yes, and the work was interesting and you weren’t stuck in your office. You could get
out in the field and muck about.

Q: How was the traffic in Bangkok in those days?

WOODS: Well, it was bad but not very bad. We didn’t have to go downtown much. It was a



great time, the early years. As the place got more developed, it became more congested, more
smog, less fun. But it was a very interesting time to be there.

JOHN M. REID
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Q: I want to ask you here whether or not you arrived at your first tour in Bangkok with a good
understanding of the program you were getting into.

REID: To some extent not, although this soon changed. The training program in Washington had
focused on main-stream USIS (United States Information Service) activity. On the other hand, I
knew that Thailand was a big post and that its size was related to what was happening in
Vietnam. I think that, although I wasn’t fully prepared for what I encountered in Thailand and
may have been a little confused a first, I soon understood the character and importance of the
Thailand program.

Q: Why don’t we talk about your initial break-in period as a JOT in Bangkok?

REID: I was involved in some very traditional USIS activities and in some things that I did not
really expect. I arrived in Thailand for the first time on March 3, 1965, and Mark Brawley took
me in and introduced me to the PAO, Jack O’Brien. That was a Friday, and, on Monday, I began
seven weeks with Ivan Campbell in the radio section, then located above the U.S. Information
Center on Patpong Road. I liked this assignment. The radio program was large, and we produced
a lot of material, mostly in Central Thai, for local placement. Then, as I recall, I came over to
USIS headquarters on Sathorn Road and worked with you in the press section. I spent a lot of
time editing Wireless File copy and, from time to time, I drafted something original. I was
always pleased to see a media release I had written, however anonymously, appear in one of the
local papers. During my first months in Thailand, my “big brother” was Paul Blackburn, who
had arrived in Thailand a year earlier as a junior officer. Paul did a wonderful job of explaining



things to me and keeping me pointed in the right direction.

After my time in the press section, I moved upstairs for a couple of weeks in the field operations
office, which was run by Howard Biggerstaff (“Bigg”). I think it was at this point that I
discovered that my training was preparing me for an assignment at one of the branch posts.
Following my initial contact with Bigg, I made my first branch post visit—a couple of weeks in
Udorn, where the branch was run by Ed Schulick, an outstanding officer who later became one
of my closest personal friends. Ed did an excellent job of showing me the ropes and getting me
involved in branch operations.

Q: Were there many Americans stationed on the air base there at this point?

REID: Officially, the base was Thai with a Thai commander, and we were allowed to use it.
Actually, by that time, we had a very large U.S. Air Force presence in Udorn, as well as on Thai
bases at Ubol, Ta Khli, Khorat, Nakhon Phanom and U-Thapao. From the end of 1964 until
sometime in 1968, our presence on these bases rose from about 6,300 servicemen to about
45,000. I don’t recall how many Americans were stationed at Udorn, but there were a lot, and, in
addition, there was a significant Air America operation flying covert missions.

Eventually, USIS had branch posts in towns close to the bases at Udorn, Ubol, Khorat and
Nakhon Phanom, and a considerable part of what those posts did involved base relations. In
Udorn, Ed Schulick was very effective in facilitating relations between the base and the local
community. Ed had military experience in Vietnam, and this gave him credibility with the
important people on the base. He was also well connected locally, partially thanks to wife,
Duangduen, who came from a prominent Thai family and who well understood the role of the
local governor, his deputy, the local educational community and important people at the
provincial, district and municipal levels.

Q: But what did you do? You went to Udorn for a training assignment. Did you simply follow Ed
around?

REID: Actually, it was unintended, but I got a pretty intensive dose of base-community relations.
When I got to Udorn, I found that Ed had been involved in a rather serious vehicle accident,
which kept him out of action for a couple of weeks. Ed had been working with the American
consulate in Udorn and with the base to host a big July Fourth function to be held on the campus
of the local teachers’ college. Invitations had already gone out to prominent Thai in the local
community, but there was still a need for considerable coordination among the various Thai and
Americans, on the base and in Udorn. Ed asked me to take it on and arranged for me to extend
my stay in Udorn so I could finish the project. Subsequently in my career, I must have been
involved in dozens of July Fourth functions, but this was my first, it was a challenge for me, and
it went well. I recall it as a highly instructive experience, and its success helped my junior-officer
morale considerably.

Q: So then you came back to Bangkok?

REID: After I got back to Bangkok, there was another abrupt change of course doing work under



Nelson Spinks, the experienced and distinguished head of the Cultural Affairs Office. Then I had
some more up-country experience, particularly in Ubol, where Rob Nevitt was branch director
and Paul Good was his deputy. I did my first actual trips out into northeastern villages with Paul,
including a couple along the Thai side of the Mekong River. By this time, Paul had been in Ubol
for a while. His Thai was fluent, and he understood what was happening in the villages and with
the Thai officials we accompanied. He was careful in explaining things to me, particularly in
helping me understand the requirements and limitations of my role as an advisor.

Q: Did you get any training in the executive office?

REID: Yes, I did. It was under Jack Zeller, and it was very thorough and useful. Unfortunately,
however, it lasted only a few weeks. Nevertheless, Jack managed to give me some understanding
of what was involved in supporting a large, expanding field program. After I worked in the
northeast program, I returned to Bangkok, in 1966, and worked directly under Jack’s supervision
as assistant executive officer and distribution officer, and I think I then, more than ever before,
understood the problems he had to manage.

Q: Maybe this would be a good point to sketch out the special character of the USIS field
program in Thailand.

REID: USIS Thailand was a very large operation with, at one point, more than 50 Americans and
200 Thai employees staffing the Bangkok headquarters and as many as 13 branches, eight in the
northeast and five elsewhere in the country. The traditional USIS programs—international
visitors, the information center, radio placement, publications, press—were large and, to some
extent, supported what was happening in the field. The U.S. military presence in Thailand
attracted a large U.S. media contingent, as you know better than anyone, so the press operation
was very important. Thailand had a lot of VIP visitors, including President Johnson twice and
President Nixon once. On the other side of it, however, was the essential, articulated purpose of
the Thailand program; that is, supporting and enhancing the ability of the Thai government to
communicate with and inform the Thai public, particularly the part of it in geographic areas most
vulnerable to the communist insurgency. This was consistent with what the U.S. mission in
Thailand was doing on a broad front—trying to develop within the Thai system a capability to
deal with a serious domestic insurgency.

Q: And actually to urge the officials to get out and maintain contact with people in the villages,
right?

REID: Yes. In Bangkok, the focus of the mission, particularly USAID (U.S. Agency for
International Development), was on institution-building—developing regular budget processes
within the Thai government and establishing a training institution for junior local administration
officials, for example. What USIS was doing in the field, however, was encouraging Thai
officials to get out into the villages and to interact with people at the local level. Our part of it
was information. We went out into the villages with the Thai officials, we showed films, we
distributed publications and we talked to people. Our media focused on a few essential
messages—the efforts of the Thai government to improve the lives of people in rural areas, for
example, and the institution of the Thai monarchy as a unifying symbol for all Thai. It was a big



program, and it required a lot of very intense personal effort.
Q: Was there much Thai-produced material available?
REID: Virtually none.

Q: Were there problems in terms of supply and distribution? Were you able to get what you
needed up there?

REID: Certainly in terms of quantity.
Q: What about relevance and quality?

REID: It was a continuing struggle. Howard Biggerstaff very much favored the field determining
content. He was enough of a bureaucrat, however, to want to be on very firm ground when
confronting the people producing the media. I think there was always a conflict, probably very

natural, between the professionals in Bangkok who wanted to call the shots and the end-users out
in the field.

Q: This was not unusual in USIA operations as a whole, of course.
REID: No, it was something I encountered many times in my career, at all levels of USIA.

Let me go back to something you asked earlier, whether or not I was prepared for the USIS
program I encountered in Thailand. Before I went back to Bangkok to work for Jack Zeller in
1966, 1 was very involved with the program in the northeast—first going on village trips as a
trainee, then working with Ed Schulick in Udorn for about four months before going over to
Sakolnakorn to open my own branch post. I spent a lot of time in villages in the company of Ed
and Khun Tiewtawat, his senior information assistant, and later in that of Khun Prayong, a Thai
information assistant who worked for me. Conditions in the northeast were dreadful then. The
drive from Udorn to Sakolnakorn which today takes about 40 minutes on a well-maintained road,
in those days took at least three hours on a dusty laterite road and could take as long as five hours
in the rainy season, when all that dust turned into a sea of slippery red mud. When the mud dried
out again, the surface of the road buckled and looked like a washboard. At certain speeds, the
ripples in the road would make vehicles very difficult to control. This was especially true for our
boxy old jeep station wagons which had a very high center of gravity. There were frequent
accidents. I was involved in two, one of which got me evacuated to Clark Field in the
Philippines.

The only way into villages, accessible today by paved roads, was on rutted ox-cart tracks, barely
navigable with four-wheel drive vehicles. I remember going into a village in Nakhon Phanom
once, and there were virtually no young males between the ages of 15 and 30. They were all up
in the hills with the insurgents. Children were dying of dysentery everywhere in that village.

Q: Maybe you should provide here some general background about the political and social
environment in which you and other branch directors were operating.



REID: Of course, I am now speaking from the viewpoint of 2002 and not on the basis of what I
thought in 1965. People left the villages to join the insurgents. Conditions were terrible, and I
believe there was generally a tremendous feeling of alienation in the Thai countryside,
particularly in the northeast, toward the Thai government and its bureaucracy. Many of the
northeasterners were the descendants of Lao forcibly relocated away from the Mekhong River by
the Thai after their victory over Laos in the 19" century. They had no sense of their own history,
but their culture and language persisted. They spoke Lao, although most central Thai still insist
that it is a dialect of central Thai. At best, they were treated indifferently and arbitrarily by the
Thai centralized bureaucracy and, even worse, were sometimes exploited by corrupt officials.
The communists could say to them: Okay, you are alienated, you are rejected, and you have no
stake in this system. We can provide you with an alternative. I think this was tremendously
attractive for a lot of these people. As a consequence, I think some more thoughtful and aware
people in Bangkok were looking at what was happening in Vietnam and just beginning to run a
little bit scared. What we had to say to those we found prepared to listen was, you have to build
roads, you have to provide clean water, you have to bring public health services to the villages,
you have to build and staff schools, and you have to communicate with the villagers, however
insignificant you think they are, and tell them what you are doing, because, if you don’t, you
may very well lose it. I think this was a very useful and credible message. And, in a very
perverse, paradoxical way, I think the communists probably did Thailand a great service, because
they scared the hell out of some people in the central government, and these people began to
react and do some of the things that needed to be done.

Q. How about the leadership and organizers of the insurgency? Were they Thai, or were they
Vietnamese?

REID: I am probably not qualified to deal with this question. If anyone in Bangkok had the
answer, it did not get to us in the field, and, so far as I know, it is not part of the record. I can
only speculate. In the early 1960s, there was an organized Communist Party of Thailand,
controlled, I think, largely by Sino-Thai, some of whom had been in China and some of whom
had close connections with the mainland. I don’t know what kind of relationship this party
organization had with the insurgency in the countryside, but I suspect not very much.

On the other hand, there was a large group of Vietnamese who had grown up in northeast
Thailand and who had been repatriated to North Vietnam in the late 1950s and early 1960s.
Under an agreement with Hanoi, the Thai had allowed North Vietnamese Red Cross offices to be
established in northeastern Thai towns to handle this repatriation. When the Thai began
supporting South Vietnam, Hanoi terminated the repatriation before it was complete, but some of
the North Vietnamese Red Cross offices still existed in places like Udorn and Sakolnakorn when
I first went there. Most of the people who were repatriated spoke excellent Thai and had
connections to the Vietnamese settlements in northeast Thailand. And, of course, there were Lao
from across the Mekong who spoke the same language as people in northeast Thailand.
Certainly, the ideology of the insurgency was foreign-inspired and, most likely, foreign-
controlled, and there were channels available for its introduction.

I recall that, on Christmas day, 1965, Khun Tiewtawat, Khun Prayong and I had been out on a



village trip in Nakhon Phanom, and we were in the district officer’s house. Someone came in
with a pamphlet, which had been given to him by communist insurgents who came into his
village the night before. When they distributed the pamphlet, they said they would come back in
24 hours, collect it and discuss the content. This guy had taken a tremendous chance bringing the
thing in, and we had only a little time to look at it before he had to take it back. The pamphlet
text was question-and-answer format. It was in northeastern Thai, but was written with the
standard central Thai alphabet. We read it into a tape recorder and then later transcribed it. The
questions spared the monarchy, which the communists refrained from attacking, but there were
very real attacks on the military government headed by Field Marshal Thanom and General
Phrapas and the Americans who supported them. The answers were articulated in highly
ideological terms, and they read like quotations from Mao’s little red book.

Eventually, the ideology helped defeat the insurgency in Thailand. Later, in 1976, when the Thai
military cracked down on the students, and the students ran off into the jungle to join the
communists, what they found was that the whole insurgency was very ideological and was not at
all responsive to conditions in Thailand. The communists weren’t a bunch of reformers, they
weren’t really interested in improving conditions out in the countryside; what they really wanted
to do was change the political and social system in Thailand.

Q: Are we still talking about your early assignment in Thailand?

REID: We jumped ahead. I am just saying that the mid-1970s marked the final end of the
insurgency and that the increasing irrelevance of the communist ideology to Thai conditions was
a significant factor in that. Of course, a principal contribution to the increasing irrelevance of the
ideology was the fact that the Thai establishment had been responsive to conditions in the
countryside.

Q: Did military confrontation with the insurgents contribute to decline of the communist
movement?

REID: I think the U.S. mission saw appropriate action by the Thai military as very much part of
the overall response. We had a very large military advisory group in Thailand, and they were
very active outside Bangkok. As for USIS, we had some contact with the Thai military, and our
message was that information and civic action were essential parts of any military suppression
activity.

One of the trips I did after moving over to Sakolnakorn early in 1966 was for 30 days with the
Thai military. I was there at the insistence of the provincial governor, and there were no other
Americans, not even the local U.S. military advisor. The operation I accompanied was a real
suppression operation, and there were engagements in which the Thai took some casualties. We
were joined at various points by people from the provincial and district offices, who participated
in some of the civic action.

Q: What did you have to offer?

REID: It was very much a standard village operation for us—with the film showings, the



publications and the personal contact. The Thai military commander generally wanted my Thai
team out doing its thing, but he discouraged me from going with them. I think he was concerned
about the possibility of a security incident involving an American, but I also think that, for very
good reasons, he wanted the operation to be a Thai thing. My role was to make sure my people
did their job, which they would have done anyhow, and to be aware of what was happening.

Q: I don’t think I have ever heard this discussed very much. I don’t know whether you want to
get into the existence of controversy among some of the USIS officers assigned to up-country
posts. My recollection is that some of them resigned or were moved to other positions because
they disagreed with this and other aspects of the field program in Thailand.

REID: Definitely. Also, hindsight is always 20-20, but [ was young and inexperienced, and I
really didn’t know that much about what USIS was supposed to be doing. I liked being out there
in the boondocks, however, eating sticky rice and sleeping on temple floors, talking to the village
teachers about local problems, having a few drinks in the evening with the Thai officials and
working on my Thai. It was exciting, fun and, I thought then and still think, useful. At the same
time, I recall a question in my own mind. It was an intellectual question—a little paradox. If the
object of this thing is to show that the Thai government is responding to a situation, what is the
impact of my ruddy, foreign face appearing in the middle of things?

Q: But wasn'’t it the judgment of the Americans who were running all of this in the embassy and
back in Washington that this would not have happened without Americans present in the field as
a catalyst?

REID: That was their judgment and I think it was correct. In most cases, particularly early on, I
don't think the district and provincial officials would have been out in the villages if we weren't
there as well.

Q: In any event, it went on for ten years. You say it ended in 1976, during your second tour
there?

REID: I think the insurgency ran its course sometime after 1976. Our own disengagement from
the counterinsurgency program was much earlier. It was well underway by the end of my first
Thailand tour, in 1970. Let me try to get the chronology correct.

Nixon was elected for his first term in 1968. Up until that time, Washington had supported the
maintenance and expansion of the field program. Immediately following Nixon’s stop in
Thailand in the spring of 1969, however, we were visited by a team from the NSC (National
Security Council) which did a very comprehensive review of the program. I recall that Lynn
Noah came out to serve as our liaison with the team. Clearly, that was the turning point. It may
have been Lynn, but someone told me that Kissinger had decided that we were going to get out
of the business of doing the Thai government’s job for them. Being just a little guy on the
ground, I did not understand the implications of this at the time.

Q: Was that related to the idea of getting out of Vietnam too?



REID: Yes, I am sure it was, but, again, that wasn’t so clear in 1969. We now know that the
whole direction of our Vietnam policy under Kissinger and Nixon was Vietnamization—trying
to get the Vietnamese to do the job.

Before we move on, let me say just one final word about the effort to support counterinsurgency
in Thailand. Ultimately, I think the failure of the insurgency was due to the fact that the
insurgents found themselves increasingly marginalized, largely by an irrelevant ideology but also
significantly by the fact that the Thai establishment had addressed pressing issues in the
countryside. Our contribution to this was very important. I think it paradoxical, however, that the
most important consequence of our work, particularly that of USIS, may have been one we did
not anticipate. I have been amazed over the years by the number of Thai who have told me that
the first time they ever saw a motion picture was when USIS teams came into their villages. We
were part of the opening of traditional society to the world. One may argue whether or not this
was a good thing, but I think it was inevitable, and I think our role in it was constructive.

Q: Now, this brings us to another question, that of so much friction between Agency officers in
Washington and USIS officers in the field, in Bangkok and upcountry. Wasn't there a period
when there were great arguments between Washington and Bangkok about whether we were
going to preserve parts of the program? Was this on your first or second tour?

REID: The confrontation between the field and Washington raged during all three of my tours in
Thailand. USIA never did a good job of explaining to people in the field what was happening
back at headquarters, how things were going. If it had, we might have been able to accommodate
change and manage things more rationally.

I recall that, by the end of 1969, our PAO, Lew Schmidt, and the area director in Washington had
gotten involved in a very heated and, I think, emotional exchange over the field program. The
people in the field had worked hard and thought they had done their job. Yet, it seemed, very
arbitrarily, we were being told to liquidate operations in which we had made major investments
and to dismiss talented, loyal staff who had served us well. If someone had said to us, this is the
way it is in Washington, this is the way it is in Vietnam, we have to get from point A to point B
within two years, now let’s come up with a rational plan—we might have managed with much
less friction and anguish.

I was more fortunate than many of my colleagues in Thailand. By the end of 1969, I was in
Bangkok, serving as distribution officer. We had devised a very successful means of getting our
publications to every village headman, every primary and secondary school and every
government office in Thailand. I think we probably distributed over a million pieces of paper a
month, and we could document that almost all of it was going where we intended. At the same
time, we ran a very successful program for our monthly Thai-language magazine, Seripharb,
getting it to about 43,000 paid subscribers. Our distribution contractor used the subscriptions
proceeds to finance a book translation program, which produced a new title each month, with
sales of each copy amounting to about 7,000, principally a result of promotions through the
magazine. In response to the pressure from Washington, we began working with the Thai, early
on, to take over the free distribution to Thai institutions. This involved an investment in
equipment we gave them, transferring some of our people to their payroll and providing



extensive training and advice. They assured us that they would be able to produce the material
for the system once we went out of the business. I don’t know to what extent they were ever able
to manage that. In the meantime, however, we continued, on our own, paid magazine and book
distribution. Thus, I was able to maintain a significant, successful part of the distribution
program, and, in this, I think I had a happier experience than some of my field operations
colleagues, people like Ben Fordney, Rob Nevitt, Ed Schulick and the people at the branches...

Q. Don’t you think that what you encountered then in Thailand was partly the inclination of
bureaucrats to assert their authority, especially if they are in Washington dealing with
subordinates in the field.

REID: Absolutely. Thailand was always a target for Washington bureaucrats looking for easy
cuts, and the cuts seemed always to occur in a highly arbitrary and contentious fashion. I
encountered the problem on all three of my tours there, particularly my last, when I returned as
PAO in 1992 and stayed until my retirement in 1995.

Let me give you an example. From the time of my first arrival in Bangkok in 1965 until my final
return in 1992, our binational center in Bangkok, the American University Alumni Language
Center, AUA, had been the paradigm for such operations throughout the world. It enjoyed the
support of a distinguished group of Thai. It ran a highly successful language program, teaching
English to thousands of Thai students and professional people while generating significant
profits, some of which were used to finance activities of direct interest to USIS. On its own, it
ran a highly successful cultural program. Our state-of-the-art library was located on the
binational center premises, while the center, from its own resources, helped staff the library.
Initially, we had made a major investment in the binational center infrastructure, but, in later
years, our contributions were limited. We provided some support for specific programs, and we
supported the library with acquisitions, technology and some staff. The center director was a
USIS officer, and a USIA specialist ran the language program.

For 30 years, the reputations of my predecessors in the Bangkok PAO job had been burnished
and enhanced by universal esteem for the American University Language Center. After my
arrival as PAO, however, [ was visited by an area director from Washington who confronted me
with a new view of things: “Look at this place! Why are we involved in this? Why are you doing
this? It’s a total anachronism!” Worse, this area director was no less confrontational when
meeting some of the prominent Thai who supported the center.

I was shocked. What had changed? Now I know that USIA, under all kinds of pressure, had
made the decision, I think very unwise and unfortunate, to get out of the library and binational
center business. This was never clearly articulated to the field, however, or, in any case, to me. If
it had been—if someone had said, USIA no longer has the resources to support this, but we will
support you while you work with these people to recruit their own director and language
specialist, and to become self-sufficient—it would have been much less contentious and much
easier to manage. Eventually, I was able to work with the Thai through the problems of
recruiting a director and a language specialist. In fact, today, the center runs a highly successful
and profitable language program, and it still maintains a cultural program. The library is a sad
business, however, since Washington told us to withdraw our own staff and major equipment to



form the basis of a separate information resource center within the USIS operation. Nevertheless,
I find it interesting that the binational center outlived USIS as an institution.

Let me tell you another little story. On one particular Monday, I had an early-morning
engagement, so I did not go directly to the office. When I got to the office around ten o’clock,
there, in the center of my desk, was an unclassified cable from the area director in Washington. It
told me bluntly to implement, within a relatively short period of time, a major cut involving, as I
recall, three American positions, several FSN positions and a big piece of our annual budget. By
the time I got to the office, photocopies of the cable were all over the building. A little heads-up
on the cut and a classified cable for PAO eyes only would be helpful. It was enormously difficult
to deal with a cut like this, but having people lined up outside my door wondering whether or not
they would lose their jobs didn’t make it any easier. Anyhow, that’s the way things were done.

Q: What else do you consider important about your final assignment in Thailand?

REID: My two previous PAO jobs had involved some very hard work under very difficult
conditions, but [ was pleased at the extent to which my efforts and those of my colleagues had
been recognized. In Bangkok, I thought we did some significant work as well—like the annual
economic seminars, which involved the ambassador and senior embassy people in week-end
sessions with the most important economic policy people within the Thai government. No matter
how well we did in Bangkok with the economic seminars or with anything else, however, I never
felt that anyone back in Washington paid the slightest attention. Overall, the experience seemed a
disaster. Nothing constructive was acknowledged, and the core of the matter was that, for three
years, I seemed to spend most of my time fighting with Washington.

Q: In other words, you felt that the experience and skills developed over the years weren’t being
used. You were given a situation where what you had to offer didn’t apply. What was the role of
the embassy in all of this? How did the ambassador feel about it?

REID: That is a very interesting question. I was in Thailand, as you know, three different times.
During my first tour there, Graham Martin was ambassador, long before he went to Vietnam.
Martin was extremely supportive of what we were doing in the field. When he left, Leonard
Unger came, and I think he was basically indifferent to the USIS program at a time when the
PAO, Lew Schmidt, was under tremendous pressure from Washington.

When I returned to Thailand for my second tour, as deputy PAO, Charlie Whitehouse was
ambassador. I had known him in Laos when he was ambassador there and I was binational center
director. I liked Whitehouse, and I think he understood USIS and supported what it did. He was
succeeded, however, by Morton Abramowitz, whose only interest in USIS, in my view, was
whatever exposure it could provide to the international media.

This was at a time when the PAO, Bob Chatten, was having his own share of the unending ration
of difficulties with Washington, and I don’t think the embassy was at all supportive. The area
director at that time did not like the Thai program, and our branch post in Khon Kaen, among
other things, was on his hit list. He came out to Thailand, assembled the USIS Americans, and
spent three days telling us how we would fare under the “new agency” being promulgated by



John Reinhardt and company. Among other things, there was to be a centralized, worldwide
magazine to replace the local one-country magazines, including Seripharb, which we were still
producing in Thailand. In fact, the whole thrust of the presentation, as I recall, was more
centralization and less autonomy for the field posts. In this case, the message did not go down
well, partly because of the way it was communicated. It gets back to your earlier point about
Washington bureaucrats asserting their authority over field subordinates. Eventually, we did lose
the branch in Khon Kaen, and we got no help at all from the embassy on this, but I think many of
us would have felt better about it if the whole business had been handled with a bit more
collegiality.

To finish this one off, I should say that, when it was my turn to be PAO in Bangkok and deal
with Washington, I received excellent support from the embassy. David Lambertson, the
ambassador, had been DCM when I was PAO in Korea. We were friends, and he understood
USIS and appreciated what we could do. I got along well with the DCM, Matt Daley, and I had
good, mutually useful relationships with my other embassy colleagues. David was a regular
participant in our programs, and he was particularly distressed by Washington’s treatment of the
binational center.

Q: Before we leave this, I wonder whether you should talk a bit about the impact of all of this
upon the Thai, the people who had supported USIS over the years and with whom it had good
relations.

REID: USIS had established a tremendous presence and reputation in Thailand over the years,
particularly among an older generation of Thai. On my last tour, I met the Thai prime minister, a
former IV (International Visitor) grantee, at some function. When I was introduced as the USIS
director, there was a definite quickening of interest—a comment something like, “USIS, it has
done a lot of good in Thailand.” On another occasion, I heard Surin Pitsuwan, who later became
foreign minister, talk about USIS. Surin was a Muslim from a poor village in south Thailand. He
came to Bangkok for high school and, in the late 1960s, started hanging around the binational
center, where he befriended several of the American staff. He also befriended Wright Baker, one
of our USIS colleagues whom you will remember. Wright helped Surin fix a severe tooth
problem and later helped him get into the American Field Service exchange program for high
school students. After his AFS year, Surin came back to Thailand from the U.S., got his law
degree from Thammasat University and went on to Harvard for his Ph.D. Afterward, he went to
Cairo for a couple of years to learn Arabic and do Islamic studies. Surin is one of the most
promising, most admired politicians in Thailand, and, recently, he has been very helpful in
moderating anti-American sentiment within the Muslim minority in Thailand. I think Surin
might actually become Thailand’s first Muslim prime minister. He very specifically says that,
had it not been for USIS, he would probably still be living in that poor south Thailand village.

I think people like this regret the decline and demise of USIS. When I had to tell the board of the
binational center that we could no longer support them as we had done before, there was
tremendous dismay. Unfortunately, the people who remember us and who feel they profited from
our efforts will pass from the scene.

Q: I have one more speculative question to ask you about this thing in general. Is it conceivable,



given whatever direction we are going in relation to the Middle East, that we could eventually
find ourselves deciding we need in one or more countries of the region a presence and capability
patterned after those of USIS in Thailand in the 1960s? There is a lot of talk now about a need
for a larger, better American public diplomacy effort as a consequence of general anti-
Americanism abroad, particularly in the Arab countries. The talk is all rather abstract and
shallow-minded, it seems to me, as if public diplomacy can succeed simply through television,
radio and other electronic media messages. Rarely is anything said about an on-the-ground
American presence or the cultivation of mutually beneficial personal relationships on a much
broader scale.

REID: To the extent that I did a good job in Lebanon, I did so because I really worked at
relationships. I had good, intense relationships with all kinds of people—Maronites, Sunnis,
Shiites, government, media, education, religion, arts and, at one point, even a senior Palestinian.
When I was in Korea, the effectiveness of what I did, to the extent that it was effective, depended
on me being there and maintaining relationships. To do the kind of thing we did in Thailand
requires a lot of local compliance and acceptance, and we probably don’t have anything like that
now in the Middle East. Nevertheless, in a country like Egypt or Jordan, if we sent someone to
the Ministry of Education who said, “I have a little budget, and we’d like to open a little center
where we could teach some of your people English, where we could have a library and where we
could invite some people in from time to time for discussion or whatever,” I think that might
work, and would be as cost-effective and useful as anything we could do.

Q: Before we move on, I have always been curious about the time you drove in an auto race from
Vientiane to Singapore. Can you tell me about that?

REID: It was actually an auto rally, and I did it in April 1969. I had done the drive solo from
Bangkok to Singapore the year before, in my Volkswagen, but the rally was much more of an
event. I think there were about 170 vehicles participating. We started in central Vientiane, drove
to the Mekong ferry, crossed to Nong Khai, spent the night and then drove directly down to
Bangkok. After a few hours there, we headed, non-stop, for the Malaysian border. From there, it
was a straight shot to Singapore. The whole thing took about 48 hours. Aside from myself, my
team members were John Fredenburg, an American colleague, and Vara Suyanond, the Thai
mechanic who managed the USIS vehicle repair facility—and someone very useful on an
expedition like this. We did it in my Volkswagen, and the idea was to pass checkpoints at
specified times without exceeding legal speed limits. Points were awarded on this basis. We
didn’t win or even place, but we had a great time. There was, in fact, paved highway all the way,
but things were much less developed then than now.

None of this involved work, although I did write a piece on the experience which was used by
Free World, the USIS regional magazine published in Manila, and by Seripharb, the USIS
Thailand magazine.

skeksk

Q: From Harvard, you went back to Bangkok in 1976 for your second tour, as DPAO (Deputy
Public Affairs Olfficer). Have we covered it, or do you want to revisit?



REID: After Ambassador Abramowitz arrived, the U.S. mission in Thailand was very much
focused on the refugees—thousands of them coming across the border into Thailand from Laos
and Cambodia, and Vietnamese boat people pitching up on the beaches of South Thailand. The
refugees were a Thai problem and a U.N. problem, but the refugees were there as a consequence
of a war in which we had been involved, so there was a feeling of responsibility. The mission
was screening refugees who wanted to go to the U.S., and it was trying to facilitate the work of
NGOs who were working with the refugees. To coordinate all of this, there was a very large
refugee office within the embassy, which really drew resources from everything else. When we
assigned people—junior officers, for example—to the refugee operation, it was sometimes very
difficult to get them back.

There was a lot of international media interest in the problem, and, Bill Lenderking, the press
attach¢ dealt very capably with this, which appeared to please Abramowitz. Beyond this, it was
very hard for us to fit into the mission priority. The refugees weren’t a USIS audience, and, since
the Thai were already managing the problem, there was nothing we could say to them about it.
On the other hand, there were important things we could be doing—and did—but they weren’t
related directly to the refugees who were Abramowitz' principal interest.

One of the things we did was to get some free advertising calling attention to the refugee
problem in some major international media. Bob Klaverkamp, a senior editor from Reader's
Digest, was a friend. Bob was in Bangkok with some colleagues from Time and Newsweek for a
meeting. After seeing a story about the terrible situation of the refugees on the front page of the
Bangkok Post, these people, together, made an offer of free advertising space to call attention to
the refugee problem, if someone could come up with copy and sponsorship. Lintas, a local
advertising agency, immediately offered to produce the copy, but when I approached the foreign
ministry with the offer, I was told that the Thai could manage the refugee problem quite well
without help from anyone. A good Thai friend of USIS, however, from field operations days,
Winyu Angkanarak, who had been a provincial governor and had worked with Ed Schulick, Rob
Nevitt and, to a much lesser extent, myself—was now the senior career official, the permanent
undersecretary, in the Interior Ministry, which had overall responsibility for the refugees. When I
approached him, he immediately seized upon the offer and assigned someone from his staff to
work with me on it. Subsequently, there was a lot of to-and-fro among the Thai, our embassy, the
advertising agency and the NGOs, to whom we were attributing the advertisement. Eventually,
however, we got everyone headed the same way, and the ad—a very effective piece—ran in the
three magazines for several weeks.

IRWIN PERNICK
Branch Public Affairs Officer
Nakorn Sri Thammarat (1966-1969)

Economic, Political/Military Officer
Bangkok (1969-1971)
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Q: After Rome you went to Thailand. That was a different direction. How much training did you
have for that and what did you do there? It looks like you were detailed to USIA.

PERNICK: That was about the time of the buildup of US and diplomatic forces and interests in
South East Asia and I recall a telegram sent around the world asking for volunteers to be
assigned in South East Asia and perhaps some other agency. I did not know what my prospects
were in my current assignment. I discussed it with my wife. I did not know what was going on. It
could be Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, Thailand, Malaysia, Burma, anything. She said sure, why
not. I was assigned to Thailand. I found out later that it was likely I would be assigned to the US
Information Agency. I only knew a little bit about it from my contacts in Rome. I studied Thai
for ten months. It came out much better than my Italian. I had another month of intense area
studies including Vietnam. Then I went to Bangkok. I did not know where I was going in
Bangkok or what I would be doing. I was just to show up and report to the US Information
Service Office for my assignment. Once I arrived they said that I would be a Branch Public
Affairs Officer. They had about five USIS posts and were planning to open several more in the
next few months. The likelihood was that I was going to get one of those. I had no idea if it
would be in the northeast or in the south. I was pleased that it turned out to be a very obscure
place in mid-south Thailand where we spent over two years.

Q: This area was subject to insurgency?

PERNICK: Well, the Thai government was a little concerned about the political situation. There
is a Thai communist party, which was a covert party. They were making noises in the northeast
because of the activities in Laos. Also, in the north and to a lesser extent in the south. The south
is divided into two regions. The southern border has a high Malay speaking and Islamic
population in the mid-south. I was assigned to the mid-southern where there was some concern
about communists from Burma coming in. The program was basically a counter-insurgency
PSYOPS program. It was not a traditional USIS program. We had a little library. It wasn’t a
flashy program of any sort. We did some facilitating for American Field Service for scholarships
but it was all put together using Thai language materials. It included films and publications,
handouts and posters. We worked with Thai government officials to get them into the villages.
We had three or four jeeps. There was only one American man. I had four or five Thai local
employees and they were very good. I had two provinces, each with a governor. I would call the
governors frequently along with the local village chiefs and encourage them to go into the
villages to show the people what the Thai government was doing for them in the areas of security
and development. It was very simple.



Q: You had aids to do that. Films and posters.

PERNICK: We would go to some very obscure villages. I would go as often as possible. I found
it very eye opening. I had never slept in a Thai village before or in a Buddhist temple or
somebody’s back yard. It helped me with my language and with the appreciation and knowledge
of the culture.

Q: You were the only American in this provincial place?

PERNICK: No. There were two CIA people but they were in different programs. One was
working with the police and the other with intelligence. Neither of them spoke Thai so I often
worked for them doing a little translating. The first couple that was there had no Thai at all. They
had been there about six months. When we showed up the first thing that they asked us was if we
played bridge. I don’t play bridge; I play gin rummy and poker. About the third dinner they
invited us to they said we are teaching you and they sat us down and forced us to play bridge. So
we played a lot of bridge for the next many years. There was also a Thai military base outside of
town. There were two or three military advisors on the base.

0: US?

PERNICK: US, exactly. None had families. An incoming person found out that there was an
incoming family with children so he brought his wife and children down instead of leaving them
in Bangkok and that was nice. My kids were perfectly comfortable with everything that was
going on locally. They didn’t have to have Americans involved.

Q: Irwin, how would you assess 30 years later or so this period from 1966 to 1969? For you
personally it was a very unique and special experience. How would you rate it in terms of US
government? This is the sort of thing we don’t do anymore, to have people off in the provinces. It
was kind of a special situation in South East Asia at that time.

PERNICK: Very much so. It was clear that we were there, helping and encouraging the Thai
government to do its job. A lot of people recognized this. That part of the program at the time I
was sorry to see. That aspect was killed almost as soon as I left. It had nothing to do with me. By
the time that I left Nakorn Sri Thanarat, there were 13 branch posts around the country. Most of
them were closed in the next two or three years. My successor who was a traditional USIA
person was very happy to learn that the whole aspect of the position was going to be done away
with. I think we probably did a little more than we should have. Our work with the Thai
government probably could have been subtler. Too often I got a lot of credit that I often didn’t
deserve. I would go into villages where I had not been for six months or a year and people
recognized me. I enjoyed that and it certainly helped me with my language. Professionally, for
myself it was an excellent assignment. Very unique. There were only four State FSO’s who were
given those posts. Do you know Jim Wilkinson?

QO: Sure.

PERNICK: Jim studied Thai language three months after I did. There were quite a few of us who



became close. He was in the same region as I was but further south. It was a place, I think, called
Songkhla. It had a little more to it like a golf course. Well, I had one too but it wasn’t the same.

Q: Songkhla was, I think, a consulate.

PERNICK: Exactly, a Consular was opened shortly after. John Kelly was Consular down there.
It’s a very important city in the south. The place I was in was really out of the way. There are
parts of that region that have become big tourist sites. I see it in the New York Times travel
section all the time. I was there when they didn’t have enough rice and you had to paddle
overnight to get there.

Q: The world has changed.
PERNICK: The world has changed indeed.

Q: Did you do much reporting? Was the embassy interested in what was going on in your area?

PERNICK: I had the feeling that the embassy was only partially interested. We reported to the
field operations office in USIA. I actually had to report on just about every trip that I took, in
detail. This village, how many houses are in it. We gave a lot of detail they probably didn’t need.
This is how many pigs are in the village. Where the nearest store was.

Q: I assume they were very interested in whether people were coming in from Burma.
Infiltrating?

PERNICK: Yes, but I didn’t have access to that type of information because the two agency
types had pretty good contacts and they had more money and were able to use it better. I did not
have much except my jeeps. The embassy did comment on an election. A national election,
which was really surprising because they don’t have too many elections I wrote a very
comprehensive report on the electoral process in these two provinces and someone from the
embassy political section about a year later told me it was very interesting. It was an air-gram or
an operations memorandum. I couldn’t write classified stuff since I didn’t have classified
capability. In order to talk to Bangkok I would have to make an appointment with the local
radio/telegraph office for the next day. I couldn’t pick up the phone and call anybody in
Bangkok. I had very little access and no access to anything secure. I couldn’t depend on gift
bags, which came through. They weren’t secure as Thais carried them.

Q: I have thought about what is the most remote place Foreign Service people have served and 1
thought maybe Australia in terms of distance from Washington. In terms of the facility and
ability to communicate I would think that mid-south Thailand was very remote.

PERNICK: Absolutely. Knowing it would be remote the first thing I did, before my family came,
was to make sure to meet all five doctors in the area. We were friends with the doctors. Then 1

visited the governor.

Q: Okay, why don’t you say very slowly the name of this place that we have been talking about?



PERNICK: Thai is a tonal language. It has to be pronounced very carefully. It is Nakhon Si
Thammarat.

Q: Nakhon Si Thammarat.

PERNICK: It means roughly the city of good morals and ethics. There is a very famous Buddhist
temple in the city but people don’t visit it anymore. There is a museum attached to it with very
little light and you could hardly see any of the artifacts. I liked to go anyway because the curator
was a nice old guy.

Q: How big was the city at that time?

PERNICK: The city had forty thousand inhabitants. It was long and thin. I suspect it is not much
bigger now. The regions around it have grown but not this particular city.

Q: It is not on the coast?

PERNICK: It is not far from the coast. Perhaps a thirty-minute drive from the coast.

Q: Okay, after Nakhon Si Thammarat...

PERNICK: Very good.
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Q: After that you stayed in the country and went to Bangkok, after home leave, I suppose?
PERNICK: Right.
Q: What did you do there? You were in the Political Military section?

PERNICK: I was in a very large Political Military section. I think Bangkok was the second
largest embassy we had in the world, after Vietnam.

Q: This was 1969 to 1971?

PERNICK: Yes, 1969 to 1971. The Pol/Mil section had nine people in it. This was all officers,
not including the secretaries. We had three military officers on detail. One of the major roles of
the section was to act as a liaison with the Thai military. The purpose was to let the Thai
government know what we were doing with Thai bases as far as Vietnam was concerned.
Ambassador Unger took that responsibility very seriously. He wanted to make sure that in no
way would our relations with the Thai government be compromised and in no way would they
have an excuse to force us to diminish our use of the bases, which were very crucial in terms of
Vietnam. I know there were at least three maybe four air bases plus the naval capabilities in
addition to other things going on that I never learned about. I do recall one interesting thing. I



suppose it is declassified now. Once a day we would get a very classified cable from Saigon.
This would give us the coordinates of the places that were going to be bombed that day by the B-
52’s based in Thailand. It was the responsibility of the Pol/Mil duty officer, he couldn’t go to
lunch but had to wait around for that cable, to check it against the maps and send back the ok.
This was interesting because on two occasions that I recall the coordinates seemed to be inside of
other countries. Specifically, Cambodia, which we weren’t authorized to bomb, at least not to our
knowledge. Within hours there were generals at the embassy in Thailand pointing out our
mistakes or telling us that we had bad maps and then supplying us with new ones. The whole
notion of what the US government was doing from Thai bases was very important.

Q: Did you coordinate or discuss some of these things with the Thai government?

PERNICK: I had a different job. I was the eighth man in a nine-man section. I was the SEATO
affairs officer, which was a very important job. John Kelly was my predecessor. I didn’t know
much about the job. I knew a little from my university studies and from having been in the
region for almost three years. Why did anyone give a damn about SEATO? It turns out that we
took it very seriously. It was our legal justification for being in Vietnam and the need to keep
other nations informed about the Vietnam Conflict. So we took SEATO seriously without taking
the details seriously. However, somebody created this organization, not just a treaty but an
organization, which required some tending.

Q. Were the headquarters of the South East Asia Treaty Organization, SEATO, in Bangkok?

PERNICK: Exactly. There were various groups that met regularly. We even had some Foreign
Service types detailed to SEATO. Ambassadors would meet once a month. They were called the
council representatives. Under the ambassadors was the permanent working group. I was the
deputy working group person. I did all the work. We would meet once a week with the
representatives from the other embassies. There was a budget sub-committee looking at the
spending habits of this outrageous organization. I was on the committee. There was a ministerial
meeting of the councils, which took place once a year. The foreign minister, Mr. Rogers,
attended the two I attended when I was in Saigon. There was one in Manila and London.

Q: Were you able to go to those as part of the US delegation?

PERNICK: Well, yes. Only because the desk officers in the department knew that I was the only
one that knew everything that was going on. Even though I would be the twenty-first person in
twenty-man delegation, which was outrageously large, they still needed me. At one of the
meetings, Ambassador Unger was sitting next to Secretary Rogers and the Chief Military
Advisor, Admiral McCain and I was sitting all the way in the back because I wasn’t a big shot at
all. I was just an FSO six or so. Ambassador Unger would look at me and pull his finger toward
him and I would excuse myself and walk up to the front. He pointed to a seat that was occupied
by someone important. I think maybe the legal advisor. That person stood up and I sat down and
he asked me what was going on and I told him and he then told Rogers and Rogers was able to
reply to somebody’s question.

Q: It is good to have a little expertise.



PERNICK: Absolutely. This experience taught me about the size of the delegations that we
tended to send. I attended one in Manila, one in London, and one in New York the following
year. There were just thousands of people.

Q. Were you involved in some interesting issues in SEATO or was it just nuts and bolts and
details?

PERNICK: Well, there were interesting issues in the sense that the eight members of SEATO
were not a coherent whole, which is not surprising. The French showed up but were not at all
interested and thought we were overstepping our bounds. The Pakistani’s had long since given
up interest in SEATO but still showed up. The Thai and Filipino were pretty close to us because
we were providing a fair amount of assistance but we had to be sensitive to their concerns. The
Australians and New Zealanders were very good at that time. This was way before the nuclear
issue in New Zealand. The Brits were members and the Brits were a pain in the ass. Did they
have a Labor government at that time? I can’t recall. They may have. They raised all kinds of
issues about Vietnam.

Q: OK, you were talking about Secretary Rogers and his relationship with the British foreign
secretary.

PERNICK: I was never privy to the closed meetings, the bilaterals, which they had during the
SEATO council meetings, but they seemed to get along famously. However, the Brits were often
a pain in the ass. [ made a lot of friends in the British Embassy. I learned to play squash as a
consequence. Still, the issues were that we used the SEATO treaty, not the organization, as
justification for being in Vietnam. We also often tried to incorporate the view of the Vietnamese,
the South Vietnamese and have Vietnamese present at various meetings. Mostly at the
administerial level but also in Bangkok. The Brits usually were not very happy with that.

Q: Because Vietnam was not a member of SEATO?
PERNICK: Right. Although it was covered by the treaty.

Q: Your role with SEATO was to represent the United States and support others who were doing
the same? Not to liaise or deal with the Thais?

PERNICK: Right. My main responsibility was on the Pol/Mil side. I worked with SEATO as
well as trying to keep a lot of American soldiers out of jail. That had nothing to do with SEATO.
I did liaise with the Thais but really on SEATO issues. The Thais took it very seriously because
they were the hosts. The top diplomats were always assigned to be the SEATO liaison. Their
ambassador here did SEATO work for awhile.

Q: OK, is there anything else we ought to say about Thailand?

PERNICK: It was lovely place.



Q: Did you work on East Asia?
PERNICK: Yes.
Q: Because of your experience in the area?

PERNICK: We had a few people doing regional work. East Asia was the biggest thing and
obviously Vietnam. I was pleased that I was able to work on that. It involved a lot of interesting
work. We tried to anticipate needs, argued for certain programs, writing testimony for the
Assistant Secretary or for the Director and even for the Secretary. The last year we starting doing
more congressional stuff when it became clear that we had to provide a lot of the bulk of the
testimony that the Secretary would give before the committees on the Hill.

Q: I'was involved in some of the Security Assistance programs a little later and certainly the
congressional aspect was very important both in terms of testimony but also in providing
information and sometimes even negotiating

PERNICK: Yes. We didn’t do too much of that but had to, of course, prepare the T document,
the congressional presentation document which was the annual budget document.

Q: Anything else you want to say about that assignment?

PERNICK: No, I can’t think of anything.

RICHARD A. VIRDEN
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Q: When you arrived in "67, what was the situation in Thailand?

VIRDEN: You remember I was working for the United States Information Service; at that time
we had a very large program in Thailand, one of the largest in the world. This was connected to
the Vietnam War, so the focus was on counterinsurgency.

We had as many as 13 branch posts in Thailand at one time. We even had people in some rather
small towns, particularly up in the northeastern part of Thailand, because of the concern about an
insurgency growing there related to the war in Vietnam. We also had a lot of air bases up in that
region that we were using for the Vietnam War effort. The main focus of the U.S. mission
overall to Thailand and of USIS was keeping Thailand with us and helping the Thais hold the
loyalty of their own people.
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Q. Where were you assigned?

VIRDEN: Well, the first eight or nine months I was based in Bangkok and had a series of
assignments with different sections of the United States Information Service there. In those days
USIA officers had rotational training, you moved around different parts of the operation — press,
radio and television, library, cultural center, executive office, field operations -- to learn the
business. The final three months of that training in my case was in our consulate up in Chiang
Mai, in the far north.
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VIRDEN: Well, my first non-training assignment then was as a branch public affairs officer in a
town called Phitsanulok, which is in the north central part of the country, maybe about three
hundred miles due north of the capital, Bangkok, and 20 miles east of Sukhothai, which had been
the capital of a Thai kingdom in the early Middle Ages.

I was the only USIS officer there, with a staff of about half a dozen Thai employees. What we
were doing then, as I mentioned, was counterinsurgency. We had a five-province region,
bordering on both Laos and Burma, and we operated what we called “mobile information
teams,” or MITs.

The idea was to get Thai government representatives out of their offices and into the villages, to
show villagers that their government actually did things for them and that there was a
government on their side and worthy of their support.

We would take people along on our MITS who could offer concrete help: veterinarians, doctors
or nurses, agricultural specialists, educators, the chief district officer or his deputy, sometimes
the governor and other provincial officials.

And we would bring things to give away as well: medicine, for example, and pamphlets about
the King. We would also show movies, using 16 millimeter projectors, a sheet held up by
bamboo stakes, and our own generators (there was no electricity in most of these villages). We



reached many of these places by Jeeps on ox-cart trails, since there were few decent roads.

And the whole idea, again — this being an authoritarian system, going back centuries, with a
government very distant from the people — was to work with the Thais to bridge that divide, to
bring the government and the people together. The whole effort was born out of concern of a
spillover from the Vietnam War; we were concerned that a disaffected population could turn
against the government here, too, as in Vietnam.

Q: Here you are, a young kid, all of a sudden you’re by yourself with this staff of six. How did
you find the experience?

VIRDEN: It was fascinating, stimulating, sometimes intimidating, often exhausting. I did have
almost a year of rotational training and travel and moving around the country with some of the
other people who were already in the field doing this, so I didn’t start from zero when I got my
first assignment on my own. I’d been in the country almost a year by that time, when I started
taking on that responsibility.

You just did it. I understood what we were trying to do, it made sense. And of course I did have a
staff of good, experienced Thai employees who knew what they were about.

It was pretty isolated, when you got into some of these areas. I was often the first farang -- - or,
white foreigner, in Thai -- that ever showed up in many of these villages, so I was a curiosity.
Watching this large, pale creature take a shower was a source of great mirth for village kids; you
had to maneuver a couple of pakimas — a sort of large towel — while pouring water from buckets.
It was a risky business.

We’d bring along sleeping bags and sleep on the floor of a pavilion or Buddhist temple. Village
food, which it would have been rude to decline when offered, could be gut-wrenching.

At night we’d show movies. There was no electricity, so we would string up bamboo stakes and
tie a sheet to them and that we would be your screen and we’d show cartoon type films, Walt
Disney type things, public service advertisement.

Q: These were basically informational films?

VIRDEN: Yes, and we had had some entertainment features, too, and films about King
Bhumibol and his activities, because that was the strongest asset -- in terms of the loyalty of the
villagers -- identification with the king and the royal family.

I remember being on one of those trips, in the small town of Mae Sot in Tak province on the
border with Burma, when an Air America pilot who’d just flown in on a small aircraft told me
Robert Kennedy had been assassinated that day, that’s how I learned about it.

On another village trip, in Uttaradit province near the border with Laos, we needed an elephant
to pull a teak log off our path. It’s probably the favorite petty cash voucher I ever submitted: 10
baht (50 cents), hire of elephant to remove log from trail.



Q: When you were in the villages, were they interested in us, or

VIRDEN: No, we were a curiosity but little more than that. These were people who were really
cut off. Remember, many of these villages had no roads. They were very poor in those days.

I believe there was something like 50,000 villages in Thailand, and many of them -- we’re
talking now in the late 60s -- did not yet have electricity. Part of what the U.S. Agency for
International Development (USAID) was doing in those days was helping build roads through
much of the country. Some major dams were also in the works, financed by the World Bank
among other organizations.

That development work had not yet progressed very far. There were still many areas that had not
been reached. And so these were rice farmers, living out there amid their rice paddies as they had
for time immemorial. Our presence was something new to them, not only that they had
foreigners around, but also their own government.

Q: How'd you find the Thai government officials, you were getting them out. Were they sort of
reluctant, a bunch of Americans pushing them out into the boondocks and all?

VIRDEN: Well, it was often a struggle. It was much more comfortable to stay in their offices
back in the district or province capital. We would sometimes get the governor and his staff out
on some of these things, too. That took even more work.

Some officials — particularly those trained at the USAID-created district academy — were willing
to go but lacked the means. We had Jeeps of our own. We provided the transportation and paid
for the gas to get out there. So we had to kind of provide the wherewithal and impetus, because
this was not something they were used to doing.

Traditionally, state officials stayed in their offices, and if there was contact at all, the people
came to them; they did not go out to the people. So in a way this was a revolutionary concept.

Q: Were there security threats to you?

VIRDEN: Yes, there were, and in fact the year after I left there three of my Thai colleagues from
Chiang Mai were killed, ambushed by terrorists.

The area we were in was fairly close to the Laotian border, up in the north central part of
Thailand, so there was spillover, particularly in the mountain tribe regions, on both sides of the
border. The border was pretty porous and there was frequent violence. Most of the trouble was
attributed, rightly or wrongly, to communist terrorists, CTs, as they were called in those days.
There indeed was a communist party of Thailand, and some actual armed terrorists active in the
field. So the threat was real enough, if perhaps exaggerated.

Q: I'm not too familiar with that area, but you say the mountain people. Were they Hmong, or
were they separate from the normal plains Thai, or not?



VIRDEN: Yes, they were. The northern part of Thailand is very mountainous and the north
central part, where I was, was on the fringe of that. In that region, there was particular concern
about the mountain tribes.

There were a wide variety of tribal people in those mountains and the Hmong were among the
larger groups. Yes, the Hmong — or Meo -- were some of those that we were concerned about in
those days. Not to say that all the Hmong were on one side or the other, but they were part of the
perceived threat.

There were also the Yao and Karen, over near the Burmese border, and a wide variety of other
groups. I think in some languages, like in Vietnam, they’re all called Montagnards, or “mountain
people.” There’s quite a variety of tribes covered by that generic term.

Q: Did we have programs to work with the mountain people, or not?

VIRDEN: Yes, we did and the Thai government did, too. The king and the royal family in
particular had a number of initiatives. Another concern in those days was that the tribal people
were involved either in opium production or in opium transit; one of the major programs of the
royal family was crop substitution.

That’s not something [ was directly involved in, but we as a mission were trying to encourage the
growth of crops other than opium. It’s a tough sell and a long-term struggle. Actually, I think the
effort continues to this day.

Q: When you moved to Chiang Mai, that was, what, your last year and a half for so?

VIRDEN: That was near the end of 1967. That was the final three months of my orientation
training. I was attached to the U.S. consulate up there, and then transferred to the post in
Phitsanulok. So I moved away from Chiang Mai but got back there occasionally on visits.
Chiang Mai, of course, was a wonderfully exotic place. There’s a book about Chiang Mai, called
Consul in Paradise; it was written by W.A. R. Wood, a British diplomat who went there as a
young man and just never left, a fascinating book about a really quite beautiful and interesting
part of the country; it’s cooler up there, too, because of the mountains. The Thai woman chosen
as Miss Universe one year was from Chiang Mai; it was a kind of Shangri Ra in that era.

Q: Who was the consul general there when you got there?

VIRDEN: A man named Wever Gim. It wasn’t a consulate general, it was a consulate then. He
was the consul.

Q: You were there from '68 to

VIRDEN: In Phitsanulok from early 1968 until late *69.



Q: I would imagine that our military would sort of overwhelm everything there.

VIRDEN: Yes, though not so much in my area. They were more in the northeastern part of the
country. In Phitsanulok, there was a small radar site, so we had a detachment from the U.S. Air
Force there and we had a very small U.S. military advisory group working with the Thais. I was
the only civilian U.S. government official on the scene.

Q: How’d you find the writ of the Thai government out there?

VIRDEN: It didn’t extend very well into the villages, even in the lowland plains; that was
exactly what we were trying to change. We felt it was important for the Thais to get government
services out and extend them beyond the provincial capital or the district capital, make those
villagers out there believe that the government provided them something valuable, was on their
side and could do useful things for them.

That had not been the case for most of history. The fact that many villages didn’t yet have
electricity and didn’t yet have usable roads was a pretty good indicator of that. They didn’t have
schools, either, in many of these areas.

That, by the way, is I think considerably changed now, but we’re talking about the late 60s.
Q: 1 take it the king was sort of the thing that held things together in Thailand?

VIRDEN: Yes, the king and the Buddhist religion were the unifying forces that brought Thais
together; it was nation, king and religion.

Q: the Buddhist religion, since you were working on the information and cultural side, did that
intrude, help or was there a problem with it, from your perspective?

VIRDEN: Not a problem, no. It was one of the major unifying forces that made the Thais a
nation. Now, one region of the country was a bit different and I didn’t work in that region. That
was the south, the Malayan peninsula, where the ethnic makeup is mainly Malay and the religion
is primarily Islam.

Now we’re talking about the Deep South, the southern peninsula of Thailand, going down
towards Malaysia. That’s a somewhat different situation down there. I visited but never worked
in that part of the country.

Q: Was there much spillover from Laos, refugees or that sort of thing, in the area you were
dealing with?

VIRDEN: Yes, there was a border with Laos that was not patrolled in those days. The tribal
groups moved back and forth at will. I mentioned earlier that the year after I left there was an
ambush in one of the northern regions — Nan province — in which three of my Thai colleagues
were killed. The attack was attributed to a hill tribe group in that border region.



There was a fair amount of moving back and forth and the government writ did not really extend
up into those border areas.

Q: Did you have sort of an immediate boss in Chiang Mai?

VIRDEN: I did, the Consul, when I was in Chiang Mai. But when I was in Phitsanulok my boss
was in Bangkok. The USIS field operations officer in Bangkok was the person I reported to.

Q: How was the support, instructions, etc, from, well, from Washington through the embassy and
through your agency and all when you were that far out in the field?

VIRDEN: All that was very far away and the communication was weak. Even phone service was
problematic; getting calls to and from Bangkok was shaky. You had a pretty long leash in a field
program like that in those days to do what you thought was best and report about it later.

Q. That must have been fun!
VIRDEN: It was exhilarating in many ways.

Of course, you could also feel a bit cut off at times, too. A senior colleague from that time used
to talk about something he called the “foxhole mentality,” by which he meant the tendency of
soldiers in exposed positions to feel that, “nobody behind the lines knows anything or cares
about us out here.” It’s an understandable but not especially healthy attitude to adopt. I tried to
keep the phenomenon in mind then and in later year when I was on the other end, supervising
other officers from a distance.

Once when I was living in Phitsanulok a tower was hit by lightning and power knocked out for
the entire town for the next three weeks. This was at a time when temperatures in the lowlands
were often a hundred degrees every day. That didn’t seem to matter too much to the Thais, who
put on jackets when the temperature dips below 90, but it was hard on a Minnesotan. We didn’t
have phone service either, but if I had to choose between the phone and air conditioning, it
wouldn’t have been a tough call, so to speak.

But for me, working out there, yes, it helped me learn to use my own wits and do what needed to
be done as best I could judge it in those days.

Q: How was social life? I would think that, one thinks of the plays of Noel Coward and others,
having drinks at sundown and extremely pretty girls and all that. It’s like the British Consul in
Paradise. It could sort of interfere with your work, or spur you on, or what?

VIRDEN: Well, sure, there were times like that, especially in Chiang Mai and Bangkok, less so
in Phitsanulok. But the news that really matters is that it was on this tour that [ met my future
wife! Linda Larson was in Bangkok that first year I was there on a junior year abroad from her
college, St. Olaf, in Northfield, Minnesota.

Q: Where else?



VIRDEN: Right, there you go! Linda and I were from towns 14 miles apart but we met 10,000
miles away in Thailand! Through family connections, she learned that I was there and got in
touch. I invited her to dinner, and the rest is history, as they say. We were married in late 1971,
after she finished college and I completed a tour in Vietnam. This year we are celebrating our
fortieth wedding anniversary.

Q. Congratulations!
VIRDEN: Yes, thank you very much.

Q. Now, how about the influence of the American military? With these big bases around, did that
intrude much on your work?

VIRDEN: Yes, but a little less so for me than for some of my colleagues working in the
northeastern part of Thailand, where we had major air bases, at least half a dozen of them.

We only had a small radar installation at Phitsanulok airport, plus a small detachment of military
advisors in town, not a major presence in the region.

The radar group had a little club, where I could go to watch movies, have a drink, play poker,
that kind of thing. This group did not have much contact with Thai authorities; their work was
connected to the Vietnam War, tracking airplanes that were doing something in Laos or in
Vietnam, not in Thailand.

Q: Were there officers, particularly political officers, coming out from the embassy and trying to
find out what was happening and how did you interact with them, if they did?

VIRDEN: There was some of that. But actually, the area where I was based was part of the
Chiang Mai consular district. Wever Gim, as [ mentioned, was the consul in Chiang Mai. He and
a political officer working with him up there would come down to the region once in a while to
gather information on political developments.

As an adjunct to my own job, I also did a certain amount of political reporting, since we would
see and hear things while we were out and around. In addition to reporting on our own programs,
we reported basic data — number of houses in the village, availability of water and electricity —
and whatever tidbits we picked up that might be useful.

One example that comes to mind was when the Thai government, with U.S. backing, broadcast
to hill tribesmen in an area near Laos directing them to come down to the valley to get away
from an ongoing military operation. However, we’d been in the makeshift camps in that area and
knew they were simply not equipped to cope with a new influx of refugees. So I reported what I
believed was a potentially dangerous disconnect between the message and the reality that would
greet anyone who heeded it.

On another occasion, I raised the alarm about the lack of plans to provide for the hundreds of



village families that would be displaced by the huge Sirrikit (named for the Thai Queen) Dam,
then being built in Uttaradit province.

Q: What about the corruption situation there?

VIRDEN: Well, yes, there certainly was a fair amount of corruption, one would have to assume.
It didn’t brush against us in any direct way. It may have been one reason for the skepticism we
would often sense when we were out in the countryside. Like, who are these strangers, why are
they here, what do they want to take from us? It wasn’t hard to detect a certain amount of
distrust, and a record of corruption or exploitation probably had something to do with that.

I don’t remember personally noticing any direct examples of corruption, but I didn’t doubt it was
part of the picture.

Q: Had the influence of either drugs or drug money penetrated that area when you were there?

VIRDEN: There was opium traffic, but it was primarily up in the very remote areas where the
opium running took place. It was fairly confined, where that was going on.

There was some of it grown in Thailand’s own mountain regions and some of it coming from
other areas in Burma and Laos, the so-called Golden Triangle. Much of the trafficking was
controlled in those days by remnants of Chiang Kai-shek’s forces, the KMT, who had been up in
those hills since the days of China’s civil war. They didn’t grow the opium but got protection
money out of it.

Two years later, when I was a correspondent based in Saigon, I was sent to all three of the
Golden Triangle countries to do a series about efforts to curb the drug trade.

Q: Well, then, you left there in, what, late 69?

VIRDEN: Yes, I left in late *69 for home leave with orders to return to a new assignment in
Bangkok, as assistant radio and television officer. That’s what I thought I was going to be doing
next. While I was in Minnesota on leave I got a call from Personnel and was told, “Hold on.
Your assignment’s going to change. You’re going to go to Vietnam instead. You’re needed
there.”

JOHN B. RATLIFF III
Director, Vietnamese Language Program
Bangkok (1967-1969)

John B. Ratliff Il was born in Louisiana in 1935. He graduated from
Southeastern Louisiana College and Georgetown University. He served in the
U.S. Army from 1954 to 1957 in Japan and Korean Language Training. After
postings at language programs in Bangkok and Tokyo, Ratliff became Dean of the
Foreign Service Institute in Arlington, Virginia. Dean Ratliff was interviewed by



Charles Stuart Kennedy in 1997.
Q: You were in Bangkok from when to when?
RATLIFF: From January of '67 to June of '69.
Q: What were your challenges?

RATLIFF: Well, the first challenge was learning a bit of Thai. I found myself in Thailand which
was a delightful place at that time. While I had a regional traveling job in which I covered all of
the countries of Southeast Asia, I was resident in Bangkok, Thailand. My wife and I enrolled in
the AUA, American University Association, at the Binational center for an intensive course in
Thai. I say enrolled, since I was the regional language training supervisor, I beat the bushes and
turned up seven government students, that is, six government employees plus my wife from
various government agencies who needed intensive training. A woman from USIA and three
people from AID, a sergeant from JUSMAAG [Joint U.S. Military Assistance Group], the
military assistance group, so we had kind of an interagency intensive Thai class. We went for six
weeks; some people stayed on for nine. I felt that [ needed to get that out of the way in order to
make living in Bangkok enjoyable and tolerable. That worked well. After that I'd say the greatest
challenge aside from, Vietnam, which was its own challenge, was living out of a suitcase three
weeks out of four and not being home very much. The first round of trips, it was all very
exciting. I'd go to Rangoon. I'd never been to Rangoon and that was great. I actually went up to
Mandalay. Each country I visited for the first time was very exciting. By the third visit, I was
beginning to get a little tired of the constant travel. I will say on the professional side, after a
time it began to get frustrating to see the same old problems all the time in the language program.
One of my primary responsibilities was proficiency testing of government personnel. This
enabled employees to get proficiency on their records without having to wait until they next were
assigned to Washington. Aside from that, I was supervising post language programs, and that, I
can assure you, seemed like a thankless task and that any improvements that are made don't stay
improvements very long.

Q: What's the problem with post language training programs?

RATLIFF: It is a part-time language training program, and people have their regular work to do
as well. Consequently the progress that is made tends to be rather minimal compared to intensive
training. There has been over the years a pattern built up, which has been to me a great
frustration which you may have a slightly different take on, in many posts it was assumed that
the Foreign Service officers that graduated from the FSI program, they had an investment to
protect and that those FSOs should get tutorial instruction, and then the secretaries and spouses
could get group instruction which would give them the basics of the language in order to get
around the city. What happened often was that an inordinate amount of the money was spent on
tutorial instruction for FSOs, which had a tendency to be if not unstructured certainly
unsupervised.

Q: I agree.



RATLIFF: So I was a hard charger in trying to represent the FSI party line and therefore I was
not always popular when I went in to see the post language officer and subsequently the DCM or
the Administrative Counselor and said I think you've got too many FSOs having tutorial
instruction. At the very least you should pair them up. Of course I wasn't popular with the FSOs
either.

Q: What about working on the Vietnam training. This is a period of intense buildup. It also
covered the Tet period, the Communist offensive. What were your experiences there and what
were the problems?

RATLIFF: Again in spades, people were busy; people were trying to do their jobs. Often in the
case of people with AID particularly where there had been no time to give them any Vietnamese
language training there were many of them working without much language training, and the
conditions outside of Saigon made it very difficult to run any language training. Yet we tried. |
worked at the region or the corps headquarters level. I didn't get into the individual provinces
where there were even more challenges. We were trying to set up and maintain Vietnamese
language training in places like Da Nang and Can Tho and Bien Hoa, and Nha Trang. Quite
frankly, a good portion of my job involved proficiency testing. I tested lots of people. There was
incentive pay for language proficiency at the time, and there was a great interest in being tested
for proficiency pay, so I did hundreds of tests. There was also the occasional junior officer who
had Vietnamese training in Washington but not to the three level and who had continued
working. People like Desaix Anderson, who later went on to be Deputy Chief of Mission in
Japan, and Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for Asian Affairs, and others who were in
Vietnam at the time. I tested with the help of a trained native speaker who had been on the FSI
staff before, I tested a whole range of people over that two and a half year period.

Q: Was there a problem because of the relatively short tours that people served in Vietnam, or
did you find that the people speaking Vietnamese tended to stay much longer?

RATLIFF: I honestly don't know. I didn't get much of an impression, particularly since I was
only there two and a half years, I couldn't form that much of an impression. You had a feeling
that everybody was transient to some degree, passing through, people thrown in, a lot of reluctant
volunteers.

Q: This was a time when if you wanted to stay in the Foreign Service, you bloody well went to
Vietnam if you were asked to.

RATLIFF: That's right. I remember hearing about a couple of A-100 students, brand new FSOs,
who were in their basic training at FSI. This was in 1965 I recall vividly. These two FSOs were
walking out of the classroom during basic officer training and one of them said to the other, “I
went into the Foreign Service to avoid going to Vietnam. Now I'm going to go whether I like it
or not.”

Q: You left Bangkok in '69.
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Bangkok (1967-1970)

G. Lewis Schmidt entered the State Department in 1949. He served thereafter with
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Schmidt also worked for the State Department as Deputy Assistant Director and
Director of Latin American operations. He was interviewed by Allen Hansen in
1988.

Q. Excuse me. What year was that?

SCHMIDT: This was the end of May, 1967. In my final briefings for Thailand I was told that
USIA was expanding the Thai program very rapidly. We felt it necessary to expand because
there was a substantial insurgency in northern Thailand, and a smaller one, completely separate
from the other, in southern Thailand. We had just opened the last of 13 field posts scattered
throughout Thailand in various smaller cities both up country and down on the Malaya peninsula
near the border between Thailand and Malaysia. In the north, we had opened the most recent
post, the 13th, Nong Khai, just across the Mekong River from Vientiane, the capital of Laos.

An additional post or two had been tentatively authorized, and I was given every reason to
believe that we were going to expand further. However, just as I was leaving, Dan Oleksiw, who
was then the Assistant Director of USIA for East Asia and the Pacific, told me that when I got
out there, I should perhaps think about cutting back one or two positions, because Director
Leonard Marks was getting a bit concerned about the size of the Thai program. He thought
perhaps we were overstaffed there. I was never given to understand that Leonard was at all
concerned about the number of field posts we had. Nor was I told that he had any reservations
about the kind of field program the post was operating.

Each field post had a small library, but its principal effort was in the villages. Every field post
was equipped with several mobile units. Teams from the post, sometimes with the Branch PAO
along, other times with only Thai employees, would make large numbers of village visits each
month. The BPAO was expected to spend 40 to 50% of his time out in the villages. The
communist propaganda effort was touting a principal theme that Thai Government officials
didn't care anything about the people living in the back country. They were only interested in
feathering their own nests, increasing their salaries, etc. So, each team attempted to get one Thai
official, local, provincial or national to go with the team to the target village. There, he would be
expected to provide some service (medical, agricultural, etc.) to the village, and give a talk on
what plans the government was making to aid the village. Later in the evening, the team would
erect mopix screens and show movies. Some of these were merely documentaries; others showed
the activities of the King and Queen (very popular figures in Thailand), and later, USIS had its
own motion picture studios in our offices in Bangkok, and produced a number of blatantly anti-
communist films, using a story line to show how insurgent teams tried to take over villages and
impress the young men into the insurgent para-military forces. There were others that
demonstrated the tactics used by insurgents to infiltrate a village, and ultimately take it over.



It was pretty hard hitting anti-communist stuff, featuring Thai actors and locales in the North or
South, easily recognizable to the villagers. The insurgents were right up in the areas being
visited. From deserting insurgent soldiers who defected to the Government, we later learned that
in most cases the insurgent bands had orders not to shoot Americans on these village visit teams,
but at the time, knowing the insurgents were all around, we exercised great caution. Just after I
left Thailand in 1970, one of our local teams out of Chiang Mai was ambushed, and all three
Thai employees from the branch post were killed. We made every effort to teach young officers
coming into USIA and being assigned to Thailand to learn Thai. Most of them learned it well,
and during village visits, made it a point to converse extensively with the villagers, find out
about their wishes and expectations, and generally give a good impression of Americans. I
believe we scored many points with the back country people, and now, that Thailand is
developing rapidly, and the isolation of the villages is disappearing, the fruits of that program are
beginning to be demonstrated.

Back in Bangkok, we ran the more conventional USIS type of program. Press and publications, a
huge binational cultural center with a large well used library collection, and an enormous English
teaching effort. In fact, many Thais who later rose to responsible positions in Government and
business learned English through the Center. The Center was established as the AUA -- The
American University Alumni Association, for those Thais who had gone to University in the
States. It has high prestige in the country, and continues to add to its prestigious and expanding
membership. Most of our exhibits were staged through the center. There was a heavy exchange
program, including a very active Fulbright operation.

In addition, Bangkok was the supply line for the field. The motion pictures were either made or
distributed out of our large mopix studio offices. Our print shop produced a continuing series of
posters and booklets to be put up or otherwise distributed by the mobile unit teams. Enormous
quantities of these products were reproduced in the Regional Service Center at Manila. I had
some doubts about the effectiveness of poster and pamphlet/booklet effort. Thai literacy was not
very great, and the posters usually needed a little reading ability to make the pictorial themes
fully understandable. I don't think they were worth the expenditures we put into them. The actual
presence in the villages of our mobile teams, the motion pictures, the visits of the Thai officials, I
feel were highly useful.

In addition to the mobile unit field program which USIS was running directly, we had obtained
the use of a mobile transmitter from the Army. This transmitter we set up in north central
Thailand, with a USIS officer in charge, and some mobile units. The purpose was to train Thai
Army personnel to carry out a roving reporter type of program in the field. Each Army team was
sent out regularly with mobile tape recorders to interview rural Thai people. They would record
accounts of the villagers' problems. When the Thai government did something to help a village,
they recorded those events. If communist insurgents raided a village, or made efforts to recruit
young men into service, these traveling reporters recorded the villagers' accounts of the event.
The tapes were edited, and played on the field transmitter beamed back to the villages. It was an
effective program. Villagers often heard tapes recorded in their own or nearby villages, and often
by voices they recognized as friends or acquaintances. The authenticity made the program.
Sometimes, however, it was difficult to persuade the laid back Thais to spend enough time on the



road. The effort was designed to train enough personnel so the American could be withdrawn,
leaving the Army to carry on with its own resources. I regret to say that after we withdrew the
American supervisor/trainer, the Program wound down, and lost much of its vigor.

The radio section in Bangkok, however, was productive. We had a fine radio officer in Ivan
Campbell, put out innumerable shows, and were able to place most of them on regular Thai
stations.

At urgings from Dan Oleksiw, I did reduce two or three positions in Bangkok, but still there was
no indication that we should cut back field posts. Later, I began to get hints that Washington
wanted further cutbacks, but it was not until toward the end of my second year that the pressures
began to be direct. I guess because of the lack of actual orders, I was late in realizing what was
wanted, and was late in coming to the realization that a complete turnabout in the program was in
the making.

The U.S. election was approaching in the fall of 1968. USIS set up its usual "election center"
with VOA broadcasts coming in and a huge electoral tote board. The Thais were all cheering for
a Nixon victory, because they felt that U.S. support against their own insurgency and
secondarily, that in Vietnam, would be better assured under a Republican than under a
Democratic administration. Earlier returns indicated that Humphrey might pull out a victory. But
as the day wore on, and Nixon's victory seemed assured, cheers arose.

As things turned out, Nixon began to wind down the war, and the American support for counter
insurgency began to dwindle. Frank Shakespeare came in as USIA Director, and began to exert
recognizable pressure to phase out our Thai counter-insurgency effort. The Thai Army had a
small, lackluster type of village field program, in which they tried to do something of what USIS
did in its village effort. However, the army had little stomach for operating in the boondocks.
Their fleet of vehicles was small; and they simply had neither the resources, the knowhow, the
willingness to work with the civilian Thai government people, nor the will to carry on
vigorously. They seemed, however, to be the best, if not the only bet to take over the field
operation.

There was a rather ineffective Thai Department of Public Affairs, but its contributions to any sort
of counter insurgency were virtually nil.

So, when it became evident that we would have eventually to either greatly reduce or perhaps
fully abandon our field program, we began a serious effort to prepare the Thai army field unit to
assume our functions. The going was slow. The Thai army had no desire at all to assume USIS
field functions. Periodically I would have calls from the army colonel in charge of the unit
pleading with me not to stop our program. Even the prospect of getting all our C-J 6 mobile units
didn't titillate them. Nevertheless, they were finally convinced it was going to happen, and so
resigned themselves to taking over. Gordon Murchie, who had been closest of all USIS officers
to the army group practically lived with them. John Reid devoted 90% of his time in the attempt
to push the Thais into learning how to operate in USIS fashion.

About that time, Frank Shakespeare made the only trip he made during my incumbency to Asia.



He was accompanied by the ubiquitous and sour Teddy Weinthal, who was bitterly opposed to
any American involvement in counterinsurgency either in Vietnam or in Thailand. Most of the
visit was a probe and a push to speed up the turnover to the Thais. I was suffering from a terrible
cold, really a flu, and it soon became apparent that Frank and I were not very compatible. The
turning point came, [ guess, the night the Ambassador gave a dinner for Frank in the Residential
compound. Finally Frank turned to me and said: Lew, how long do you think it will take the Thai
Army counter insurgency unit to take over the field program. I made a serious mistake. I knew
the Thais would never really perform. And even if they did make a semblance of doing so, it was
going to be a long pull. I was annoyed at Frank, and I felt lousy. So, facetiously, I said, Oh, about
seven or eight years. Frank, I realized immediately, was not amused by facetious humor. It was
probably then that he decided I ought to be removed from the Thai program. He didn't know it,
but that didn't bother me. I had made it plain that I would go to Thailand for only one three year
tour, which would be up in May of 1970. In any event, he clearly decided at that point that I was
a total loss to USIA. This was proven on a few subsequent occasions when attempts of other
officers in the Agency who had known my abilities over a long past tried to promote me for good
assignments. Frank turned them all down, never having the courage to tell me directly that he
was blocking them. It was that antipathy of Frank for me -- and vice versa -- that crystallized my
own decision to retire early, which I did in 1972. But I'm getting ahead of my account.

The program was wound down. The operation replete with all the mobile units, was turned over
with pomp and ceremony to the Thai army by my successor a few months after I left Thailand.
As we had anticipated, the Thais were happy to get the equipment, but not the program, and it
gradually lapsed into innocuous desuetude. The USIS was out of the village operation by late
1970, and all but about three or four of the field posts were closed.

But I'm getting ahead of my account again.

By late '69, Dan had become a strong advocate of cutting out the field program. Some time after
Frank's visit, Dan made one of his frequent visits to the post. His arrival coincided with a
planned visit of mine to our southernmost post at Songkhla, not too far from the Malaysian
border. From there we were due to make a village visit. And when that was over, I scheduled a
few days leave to go over into Malaysia and pay a visit to Malaysia's Penang Island, a pleasant
old British colonial type duty free port.

I told him about my plans, and he decided to go south with me, then on to Penang. I persuaded
him to make the village visit with me as well. It happened that our visit coincided with an event
of considerable moment for the village. AID ran a training program for midwives near Bangkok.
A young woman from the village that was our target for the evening had just completed her
training, and was returning to set up shop in her hometown. AID had also built her a small clinic
in the village which was being dedicated that evening. In accordance with our plan always to
have a Thai official present if possible during a USIS visitation, we had been able with the
assistance of AID, to get the Deputy Minister of Health of the Royal Thai Government to be our
visiting official. The mood was festive. The clinic was dedicated. The young midwife was
introduced to cheers and the Deputy Minister gave a speech, none of which I understood, but
evidently the villagers were grateful for the gifts and the visit.



The next day, I took off with Dan for Penang. We were there two or three days, during which
time Dan made no comments about the village visit, or anything else about the Thai program.
We had long conversations about many other things, but nothing official. We parted at the end of
the visit. He went on to Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, and I back to Bangkok.

About three months later I received an "eyes only" cable from Dan. Its opening sentence said: "I
direct USIS Thailand to cease immediately all midwifery programming," and went on to direct
other reductions in the USIS operation. I was thunderstruck. I couldn't believe Dan really thought
we were involved in a midwife program. I felt it was a grandstand play to catch attention back in
Washington, and make it appear that we had been caught in actions completely unrelated to what
we were supposed to be doing. I was so angry that [ waited two days to send a reply. I should
have waited longer. I was still too upset. Instead of calmly replying that his whole statement was
foolish and misleading -- that this one village visit happened to coincide with the culmination of
an AID project (that we would in any event have publicized in support of AID), and had nothing
to do with our ongoing work in the country, I blew a cork. I started out by saying we could not
stop what we weren't doing, and raged on from there. Clearly, it was a mistake on my part, and
probably hurt me more in Washington than even my previous facetious remarks to Frank
Shakespeare had done. I will say that the cable got high level attention in Washington.
Seemingly, almost everyone heard about it.

I am revising this part of my interview while editing it, long after the interview was first
transcribed. I probably would not have mentioned the Midwife episode had I not read the
transcript of Dan's own interview recently. In it he remarks that one of his tasks in his position as
Assistant Director East Asia and Pacific, was keeping the Thai program on track, and eliminating
their activities in such areas as midwifery. I still can't believe that he ever truly thought we were
into such activity in Thailand, but this statement nearly 20 years after the event makes me
wonder.

I will close the discussion of my USIS tour in Thailand with accounts of two occurrences not
directly related to the program.

As usual in most countries, the Peace Corps representatives in Thailand were a fine bunch of
young people, and for their own program, they were doing a splendid service.

Their Director was Tim Adams, son of the noted columnist and commentator of the 30's and
40's, Franklin P. Adams. Tim was a loudly vocal opponent of American involvement in Vietnam.
His opinion was his own and he was entitled to it. But his vocal opposition in Thailand, where
the Embassy was deeply involved with the Thai Government in supporting their own
counterinsurgency effort, and the U.S. Air Force was flying bombing missions into Vietnam was
embarrassing. Whenever challenged, Tim would loudly assert that he owed no allegiance to the
Embassy, and was free to express publicly any opinion he held. He also preached the same
philosophy to the Peace Corps members, one or another of whom would occasionally sound off
adversely, not only on the American role in Vietnam, but also on the U.S. support of Thai
counterinsurgency efforts.

The most irritating incident came when a Peace Corps girl gave an interview to one of the



Bangkok English language newspapers, in which she remarked that she had been recently in
Ubon (where many of the bombing missions originated). She said that she watched a U.S.
bomber take off into a gorgeous red sunset, noted the colorful tail of flame from the jet's engines
mix with the grandeur of the setting sun, and wished that the pilot would be shot down in
similarly red flames over Vietnam.

I had been in Bangkok only a few weeks by the Fourth of July. Several of us had been attending
the Embassy Fourth of July observance, and had gathered at the home of one of our USIS
staffers. Someone came running in to announce that there had been a serious incident on a boat
that a group of AID people had hired for the evening to make an excursion on the river.
Reportedly a USIA man was involved. A group of us rushed to the dock where the boat had
come in from the water.

It seems that a man who was a VOA monitor whose job it was to monitor foreign broadcasts,
particularly those from hostile nations such as the USSR, China, North Vietnam, etc. and also
monitor the strength of Voice signals, had been involved. He was independent of the USIS and
even of the VOA correspondent in Bangkok. I had never met him. Evidently he had become
somewhat intoxicated, had provoked an altercation with an AID officer, and when the latter
defended himself, grabbed the man's $250 camera, threw it overboard, pulled out a hunting knife
and stabbed the man. Fortunately, the blade struck the AID officer's belt, glanced off, and only
penetrated his abdomen superficially, but otherwise, he might have been fatally wounded.

Inquiry revealed that the assailant had a history of bullying attacks on people, especially, though
not only, when drunk. He was reported to beat his (Finnish) wife occasionally, and was an all
around belligerent personality. We reported the incident to Washington, and asked for his recall.
He came to see me, threatening, defensive. He also visited the Embassy Assistant Administrative
Officer who was reporting the matter to DepState. The latter was a black. The assailant tried to
intimidate him by saying that where came from down in North Carolina, they knew how to
handle niggers. It took about ten days to get him out of Bangkok and back to Washington, where
he filed a grievance claim against the Agency that took six months to resolve.

But the worst effrontery came about a month later. An Embassy officer was listening one
morning to the VOA Breakfast show. Suddenly who should be heard but the erstwhile assailant.
Evidently looking for some possibly interesting personality to fill in the morning program, the
host on the show had flagged him down in the hall, knowing that he had recently come from
Bangkok, but unaware of his trouble there, had interviewed him. The guy claimed to be the post
Radio Officer, and gave a long exaggerated and scarcely truthful account of his role in Bangkok.
The Embassy was outraged. I wrote to Dick Cushing, who was at the time Deputy (perhaps
Acting) Director of the Voice, who sent me an explanation of the mistake and an apology. It
wasn't one of the Voice's better moments.

kksk

POSTCRIPT ON THAILAND: When I left Thailand, I was afraid the Thais were losing the
battle against the insurgents. A major reason for their success was that China was extensively
funding them, as well as helping to impress rural youth out of Thailand, send to a training camp



in North Vietnam, then reinfiltrate them into fighting units in Thailand. Somewhat later, China
and Vietnam, never historically friendly, had a falling out. Then Nixon opened China to U.S.
relations. The Chinese stopped aiding the Thai insurgency, and it gradually faded away. I am
convinced to this day, however, that had China sustained its support for the insurgency, the
insurgency would have won out. Thailand might be a very different country today.

PHILIP H. VALDES
Political Officer
Bangkok (1967-1970)

Philip H. Valdes entered the Foreign Service in 1947. His career included
assignments in China, Korea, the Soviet Union, Germany, France, and Thailand.
Mpr. Valdes was interviewed by William Knight in 1994.

Q: Well, your next role was what and when was it?

VALDES: I went back to [the Embassy in] Moscow [in 1964], but we've already covered that
period. Then I went to the Embassy in Bangkok [in 1967]. I really don't have very much to say
about Bangkok because it was something totally different for me. I didn't know how to speak
Thai and didn't pick it up very well, though I worked at it.

It was an interesting period. I was doing internal political reporting and had two Thai language
officers to help me, which was a blessing, because I couldn't have done it otherwise.

Q: What years did [your assignment to Bangkok] cover?

VALDES: 1967 to 1970. This was a period when they developed a new constitution to try and
get back to parliamentary government. They did this, and it lasted for a while after I left, but not
for too long.

Everything was sort of subordinate to the Vietnam War in that period.

Q: That book by Bill Stokes and Marshall Green which I referred to earlier also has a chapter
on Thailand, because Bill Stokes was there in a liaison capacity.

VALDES: He was there at the same time [ was.

Q. He seemed to be very satisfied and proud of the policies followed with the Thai. They had to
provide their own security. We wouldn't take over the operations. Stokes felt that this policy
worked very well and prevented us from being "sucked in," as we were in Vietnam. And I guess
that Leonard Unger was there.

VALDES: He was the Ambassador.



Q: Anything else about that operation that you'd like to mention?

VALDES: No.

MILTON LEAVITT
Center Director, USIS
Bangkok (1967-1970)

Center Director, USIS
Bangkok (1974-1978)

Milton Leavitt was born in 1919 and raised in Worcester, Massachusetts. He
Jjoined the U.S. Air Force in 1940 where he was captured by the Japanese in the
Philippines and led on the Bataan Death March. Following the war, Mr. Leavitt
received a bachelor’s degree from Clark University in 1949 and a master's
degree from Boston College and joined the IIE (USIA) in 1951. He served in the
Philippines, Germany, India, Colombia, Peru, Thailand, and Washington, DC.
This interview was conducted by G. Lewis Schmidt in 1989.

LEAVITT: Kermit Brown was the area director at the time. I expressed my desire for a transfer
to Kermit, who was an outstanding man. They don't come like that anymore. He was already sick
at the time, unfortunately. But, after a long interview, he transferred me to Bangkok.

I went into the Binational Center in Bangkok, and this again was the first time that a career
officer had come into a center in that whole area. Jack O'Brien was the Public Affairs Officer at
the time . . .

Q: Had they built that new center of theirs out there at that time?

LEAVITT: They had built the new center but only partially. The classroom part was finished
where they taught English. But the library was not done. The whole new building in front which
we have now on the street was not completed yet.

I went into the program with more or less orders from Washington to try and pump in good USIS
informational activity into the program. At that time, we had an informational center which was
in another location, but that was only a library and film program. The lecture programs that we
undertook at that time were done mostly in universities and schools throughout the country.

At the time there were seven branch posts, well, branches of the English teaching center in
Bangkok, throughout the country. The program was large in its English teaching aspect. There
were some 4,000-5,000 students at the time studying English at the Center, but little else was
going on, little information activity.

When I went out there I sat down with the Board Chairman, Phra Bisal Sukhumwit, a great guy,



and told him what my assignment was and asked for his cooperation. He gave me all this
cooperation. And I wondered after, what was the problem? What was the problem in the first
place, because he was so cooperative? But I didn't go into that.

The first year I was there, I worked very extensively with information activities in the Center.
There was a small auditorium in the Center at the time, and the USIS film program was very well
attended also during the time when I first went out there. But the Information Center, for some
reason, was closed down for rent. Was there a rental problem there? You were PAO at the time.

Q: No, it was just a decision at Washington, and I think it was a proper decision. Why should we
have two essentially, partially at least, duplicating programs if the AUA [acronym for the
American Universities Alumni Association], which was your Binational Center, was doing so
well? It would make better sense to simply close our library and our other small information
library operations out, and, if Phra Bisal was willing to take it on -- in fact he turned out to be
quite enthusiastic -- if he would take it on, allow the library to be used the same way as it was
when we had it as strictly a USIS operation, why not? We would save money. We would not be
duplicating, partially somewhat, one another's efforts. It just seemed the logical thing to do.

LEAVITT: Yes, when we discussed this with Phra Bisal, Chairman of the Board, he agreed to it,
and we received a grant of funds of money from Washington to build a new library which we
did. It opened in, I think, October of 1968. The new library opened and the whole USIS staff
from the Patpong Road library moved over with the library. It was immediately successful. The
Board Chairman and the Board of Directors saw that they had done the right thing, that they
made the right move.

Q: What year did you arrive out there as the Center Director, your first tour there?
LEAVITT: 1967.

Q: You arrived just about a month or two before I came out.

LEAVITT: That's right. Jack O'Brien was there for about three months and then you came out.

That was, I believe, the highlight of my first assignment to Bangkok, namely, the acceptance of
the Board and the Chairman and the Board of Directors of USIS's program in the Center. This
had never been done before since the information center opened in 1952.

The Center was called AUAA, American University Alumni Association. A little background
here: the Board was composed of Thais who had graduated from American universities. Phra
Bisal, himself, was a 1922 graduate of MIT. You couldn't have met a better bunch of Thais than
the people on the Board. They were just outstanding patriots and outstanding people and all for
USIS's information program.

I had heard stories of what transpired before I got there, but thinking back on my own
experience, | don't think there was one program that we wanted to put into the Center that was
refused by the Board or the Board Chairman.



Q: I wanted to ask now, the time that we were contemplating the move of the library into the
Center, I think you carried out most of the negotiations on it, did Phra Bisal express any worry
about bringing a good portion of the standard American information program into the library?
Did he have any reservations?

LEAVITT: If he had any reservations, he never really expressed them to any great extent. He did
say once, maybe while we were negotiating, "Well, of course, you're not going to do anything to
hurt the reputation of the program, of the library, of the English teaching activity."

I said, "Rest assured, I would never do that." This was true for the whole program. At that time,
we had 6,000 students coming in every day. I think when I left it was about 8,000 studying
English. And these were all adults and had to have some knowledge of English prior to
enrollment. It was a very successful program both the auditorium, with the lectures and the films,
and the library program. As I said, Washington was very generous with funds for building the
new library. We built it in about six or seven months. We completed the whole thing, driving the
pilings and everything else. It is a beautiful building to this day. I don't know, I haven't been out
there for ten years now. That was the highlight of my first tour there, to get this program
underway.

In 1974, at my own request, I went back to Bangkok. I took over the Center again. It was hugely
successful a second time. There were really no highlights. There was already an information
program. We had lost several satellite programs because of budgetary reasons. But some of the
big ones, Chaing Mai and Songkhla, were still operating, were still going when I first went out
there.

Q: Well, of course, I think your AUA branch posts were different from our USIA . . .
LEAVITT: Usually we were located in the USIA.

Q: Well, we had thirteen branch posts under USIS in Thailand at the height of the operation
there.

LEAVITT: We had fifteen teaching posts, too.

Q: Yes, when the Nixon Doctrine was put into effect in 1970 we began closing those posts which
had been opened successfully during the period from about 1965 to '67. The thirteenth post had
just been activated when I came out there as PAO in May of 1967. They were all open during the
time I was there, but immediately after my departure, as a result of a new policy in Washington,
the post had to begin closing them. So the USIS centers as we had known them for about three or
four years were gradually shut down. I think there are only three or four left now.

LEAVITT: Well, we were able to maintain some of them after they were closed. We were able
to maintain an English teaching activity for some time in several of them, not all of them. But
their programs were small nonetheless. The last I heard AUA had about 9,000 students going in
every day. I mean, this is fantastic. It's the largest teaching activity in the world at the present



time.

We published our own books with the help of the Manila/USIS printing office. We were able to
produce our own materials which was a big help. We taught not only English but we also taught
Thai to Americans and other foreigners and printed our own materials in Thai also, teaching Thai
to foreigners. So it was quite a variety of activities going on, and from early morning to late at
night it was busy.

Q: When you were producing your own materials for the English language teaching program,
did you try to get any kind of a lower intensity American-type of instruction into it? I don't mean
in the methodology, I mean, any of the message material?

LEAVITT: Oh, yes. Just by virtue of teaching itself you had a message. But there were always
situations in the lessons. For example, say you were in an American restaurant, or at an
American ball game or whatever, but always Americana throughout all the teaching materials.
We just did this. And there were no objections. Nobody complained about that at all.

Q: At one time, I've forgotten exactly what it was because it was after I left, but it seems to me it
was in the first two or three years after I had left Thailand, there was an uprising which
overthrew the government and the students were quite active in that affair. For the first time the
students really got politicized and were out demonstrating, two or three of them ultimately, 1
think, executed as a result of that. Were you there at that time?

LEAVITT: No. I was at home. I was on leave the first time at that time. I was not there. I think
Jack Jergins was Center Director at the time. He told me about that. That was very unfortunate
that a few students were killed. But, no, I wasn't there. I had left and was with the English
Teaching Division in Washington then.

Q: When you went back did you find any antipathy among the student population toward the
United States. I understand at that particular time there were the first glimmerings of some anti-
American sentiment among the students who were actively and strongly revolting at the time the
students were killed. I wondered if you sensed any kind of antipathy toward the U.S. in the
Student groups.

LEAVITT: A few little things where one or two students were argumentative about various
things, but I didn't find too much of this in the Center. You might have come across this if you
visited universities but not in the Center. The Center was a place to which they came with a goal
in mind because they were paying money for this and they didn't want to waste any time. So you
didn't find too much of that in the Center, any antipathy, any anti-Americanism. If there was, it
was held down. They would do nothing to disrupt their own programs because, as I say, they
were paying money for it, not a lot of money, but to them it was a lot of money.

Q: On the International Visitor Program once you got the Center really established and
enlarged, did any Bangkok appearances of the international visitors take place outside the
Center or were they exclusively within the Center program?



LEAVITT: No, we held a lot of activities outside the Center, in universities mostly.
Q: Ken MacCormac came back . . .

LEAVITT: Ken MacCormac came back during my time. He headed the Fulbright Commission
there.

Q: I guess he went in '70 or '72, I can't remember which.
LEAVITT: Yes, I think '70.
Q: He probably left a little after I did.

LEAVITT: He was there when I first got there and then Frank Tenney. Who was the CAO my
second time there? Nelson Stevens.

Q: I didn't know him personally.

LEAVITT: Yes, he was there a short time. But anyway, I completed my tour there my second
time in 1978 at which time I returned to Washington and worked for not quite a year, about ten
months, as Chief of the Book Acquisition Program and then I retired.

VICTOR L. TOMSETH
Consular Officer
Chiang Mai (1967)

Political/Military Officer
Bangkok (1967-1968)

Political/Military Officer
Udorn (1968-1969)

Ambassador’s Staff Assistant/Political Officer
Bangkok (1969-1971)

Victor L. Tomseth was born in Oregon in 1941. He received his bachelor’s degree
from the University of Oregon in 1963 and his master’s degree from the
University of Michigan in 1966. After joining the Peace Corp and going to Nepal
he joined the Foreign Service. During his career he had positions in Thailand,
Iran, Sri Lanka, and was ambassador to Laos. Ambassador Tomseth was
interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy in 1999.

TOMSETH: I don't recall anybody who was openly trying to get out of going to Vietnam by
coming into the Foreign Service. There were several people who were actually interested in



going to Vietnam and a number who were prepared to go to Vietnam, including myself. In the
assignment process, when I was interviewed and asked where I would like to go, I said, "The
only place outside of Northwestern United States, maybe a little bit of Washington, DC, and Ann
Arbor, Michigan that I know anything about is South Asia. I just finished a graduate degree in
South Asian history. Of course I would like to go to South Asia." The State Department
assignment policy at that point was not to send former Peace Corps volunteers back to the areas
from whence they had just recently come, a policy long since trashcanned, for the better, I think.
So, I was asked, "Where else would you like to go?" I said, "Well, while I was in Nepal, I did
make a trip to Southeast Asia. A friend and I went to Thailand, Cambodia, Malaysia, and
Singapore. I guess [ wouldn’t mind going back to Southeast Asia. That includes Vietnam,"
thinking I had just bought myself a ticket. But as it turned out, no one from my class was initially
assigned to Vietnam.

Q: That's odd.

TOMSETH: It is odd. In the very next class, I think they had about six who went. Within a year,
everybody was going to Vietnam. The only way to get in was to commit to go to Vietnam. Then
several people from my class ultimately wound up in Vietnam on subsequent assignments.

Q. Where were you assigned then?

TOMSETH: Thailand.

Q: This was still 19667

TOMSETH: The assignment was made in 1966. There was a two-week consular course. Then I
had 24 weeks of Thai training.

Q: You took Thai training through to 1967. You were in Thailand from when to when?
TOMSETH: I got there May 1, 1967 and was there until the end of June of 1971.

Q: How did you find Thai training?

TOMSETH: Well, having been through learning Nepali, which was very different than learning
college French, with the emphasis on speaking, I had learned a couple of things. One was the
value of actually being able to speak the language. I had also learned how to study in this kind of
a language program. So, I worked at it very hard and got a very good result.

Q: Had you gotten married or anything like this?

TOMSETH: No, I was single at that point.

Q: When you arrived in Thailand in 1967, how did it strike you as a country?

TOMSETH: Well, I had been there. I had spent about a week there on this trip. The way the



mission dealt with junior officers at that particular point was over a period of probably 10 years
or more, they got one junior officer a year. They had a rotation program. They put the officer in
Chiang Mai, where we had a consulate, for the first year and then moved the person down to
Bangkok for the second year. So, I went to Chiang Mai. I had not been in northern Thailand. In
many respects, it was sort of an ideal first assignment in a great place with great people and an
interesting political environment. Even though it was a consulate, the only consular work they
did was renew an occasional American passport. They didn't issue any visas. That was all done
in Bangkok.

Because I had worked with this language, when I got to Chiang Mai, unlike getting to Dhahran, I
could actually function. I wasn't prepared to give speeches yet, but I could talk to anybody about
most common kinds of things. They understood me and I understood them. We had four State
Department Americans in the consulate: the principal officer, another second tour junior officer,
myself, and a staff officer who was the administrative person.

Q: Who was the principal officer?

TOMSETH: Well, there was a guy named Carl Nelson who was in the position when I got there,
but he was not there. He had gone on home leave and while he was there, one of their children
had a serious medical problem that meant he could not go back. So, he and Weaver Gimm, who
was then on the desk in the Department, switched places and Weaver came out in about July. He
promptly sold my position to the embassy in Bangkok for a couple of additional FSN positions.
So, I didn’t do a year in Chiang Mai. I only did five months and then was moved down to
Bangkok.

Q: What was the situation in Chiang Mai that we were particularly interested in?

TOMSETH: The big issue then was what is going on in northern Burma with the KMT remnants
and various ethnic minority-

Q: Red flag.

TOMSETH: Yes, exactly. A little bit of interest in the narcotics issue. This was pre-DEA, but
there was a federal agency that had an acronym of four letters (I've forgotten what it was.). But
they didn't have anybody there. They had a car and left it there. Somebody would come up from
Bangkok every six weeks or so just to check on what was happening on the opium front. But
there was not the kind of interest in narcotics that subsequently developed not only in the Golden
Triangle, but worldwide.

Q: Was there any communist insurgency going on in that part of Thailand?
TOMSETH: Not in northern Thailand at that time. Within the previous couple of years, an open
insurgency had emerged in northeastern Thailand, but not in the north at the time I was there.

Subsequently, it did.

Q. How did we check on Burma?



TOMSETH: The Agency had a big operation there and there was and still is a listening operation
there. They ran [agents] in and out and had various rather nefarious people on their payroll.

Q: What about the social life there in Chiang Mai?

TOMSETH: There was a small American community that, frankly, I wasn't all that interested in.
There were a few old missionary types who had a lot of lore. I liked picking their brains, but the
American community cocktail and dinner circuit I didn't find terribly interesting. I bought myself
a motorcycle and rode all over the place and spent as much time as I could getting to know Thai.
A university had been built there. They literally built it from scratch on a brand-new campus.
They hadn’t graduated a class yet when I got there in 1967. I made a point of trying to get to
know as many of the university faculty people as I could, a lot of whom were really quite young.
They were my contemporaries. So, I got to know a lot of them.

There was a big Thai medical community there. The American missionaries had started a
hospital and there was a hospital associated with the university, so I got to know quite a few of
the doctors.

Q: What was your impression of the Thais as opposed to the Nepalese?

TOMSETH: I guess the most obvious difference was, it even then was a much better educated
society. Literacy in Thailand in the mid-1960s was well over 70%. In Chiang Mai, there was
really a kind of community you couldn't find in Nepal at all: people who had university
educations and who had traveled abroad. It was a developing country, to be sure, but not in the
13th century. This was a very different kind of place.

The Nepalis, particularly in the hills of Nepal, are very open and you can go up to a door of
somebody's house and knock on it and ask them if you can stay there. If they are not high caste,
they will actually let you stay inside rather than sleep on the porch. So, they are friendly enough.
In that sense, they were a lot like the Thais. Well, I'm prejudiced. I eventually wound up
marrying a Thai. They are just very friendly people. If you make an effort to speak their
language, they will clutch you to their breast.

Q: Then you went to Bangkok when?

TOMSETH: At the end of September 1967. The embassy at that point had a separate Political-
Military Section. We had nearly 50,000 troops in Thailand, most of them Air Force. In the
summer of 1967, it occurred to somebody that it would be a good idea with that many U.S.
forces in Thailand to have a Status of Forces Agreement. So, we were in the midst of trying to
negotiate one. I was assigned in the Political-Military Section with a couple of people. One was
an Air Force officer, a lawyer, and another FSO to this SOFA negotiation effort. We did that
until about the end of the year, at which point the negotiations became hopelessly deadlocked
and by mutual agreement we said, "Well, we brought all these people in and we've been
operating for a couple of years now without a SOFA. Why do we need one? Let's just do it ad
hoc," which is very much the Thai way of doing things. Americans really aren't adverse either.



We like to do things ad hoc. So, thereafter, we had no more negotiations. The Air Force judge
advocate type and I spent the next five months sort of ambulance chasing or police car chasing.
Wherever there was an incident, he and I would go. He was the legal expert and I was the
language interface.

Q: I am told that as you got started on these potential negotiations, dealing with the country is a
piece of cake. The real problem is dealing with the Pentagon lawyers. Did you find this?

TOMSETH: This Air Force officer was a great guy and the soul of reason. But at that point, and
it may be less strong today, there was some well-entrenched legal doctrine when it came to
SOFAs, one of which had to do with who exercises criminal jurisdiction. The model was NATO
and the bilateral agreements with Japan, Korea, and the Philippines. There, the U.S. had the right
of first refusal. The U.S. would exercise jurisdiction in all criminal cases unless, for its own good
reasons, Uncle Sam chose to waive that privilege. That was something the Thais simply could
not accept. It hadn’t been that many decades since they had gotten rid of all the extraterritoriality
treaties with Woodrow Wilson's son in law being the principal advisor. So, here were the
Americans back saying, "You've got to give it back to us."

Q: What sort of problems were showing up? You saw ambulance chasing.

TOMSETH: Mostly police traffic accidents. We had built a port in Sedaheep on the [coast of]
Thailand and from there, a road up to Korat in northwestern Thailand. We were shipping in all
the ordinance that the Air Force was dropping in Laos and Vietnam through that port and
trucking it up to Korat. These guys would have accidents.

Q: How were they settled?

TOMSETH: However we could. The basic way was, if you could get it at the police level, that
was best. We worked a deal with the police whereby the military would pay some kind of
compensation to whoever was injured or killed in the accident in exchange for dropping any kind
of criminal or civil charges that might otherwise be brought.

Sometimes you didn't get to them until they went to court. The Thai judicial system has no trial

by jury. It's done by professional judges. Judges as trained lawyers tend to take the law more
seriously than cops do.

Q: Who was your ambassador while you were there?

TOMSETH: Graham Martin was when I first arrived, but he left in the summer of 1967 and Len
Unger came to replace him and was there the whole time that I was there.

Q: Were there Graham Martin stories going around?
TOMSETH: Oh, you bet. The one I remember because it subsequently was proven to be totally

all wet in terms of Thai society was, Graham Martin divided the staff into two types: those who
worked and those who played golf. At that time, golf was not a big game among Thais. There



were only a few courses in the country. When I went back the second time in the late 1980s,
there were golf courses all over the places. Golf was a very useful thing to do in terms of
contacts, particularly with the military.

Q: You were in the Political-Military Section. Is this where you stayed the time you were there?

TOMSETH: No. In June of 1968, I was sold into bondage once again. We had opened up a
consulate in Udorn in 1965, I think, maybe 1966. Al Francis had arrived in Udorn as principal
officer. He had been a junior officer in Thailand and had done the year in Chiang Mai and the
year in Bangkok. Al is one of these people who also thinks language is very important. He was a
very good Thai speaker and Vietnamese speaker. So, he wanted people on the staff in Udorn who
could speak Thai. By that point, I for better or worse had a reputation. He went to Unger and
said, "I want him" and got me. So, in June of 1968, I moved up to Udorn and spent the next 10
months or so being a political-military officer in northeastern Thailand.

Q: What were you doing up there?

TOMSETH: Two things. One was, because I had worked in the Political-Military Section in
Bangkok, I was given responsibility for the bases, of which there were four large ones and
several small ones in northeastern Thailand, to stay in touch with them, pay attention to what
their relations with local communities were, work with their civil action officers and programs
that they did out in the villages. They vaccinated a lot of water buffalo and people. I hope they
didn’t give them the same serum. Things like that.

Secondly, in early 1969, there were parliamentary elections for the first time since 1958. So, we
spent a lot of time covering the run up to the elections.

Q: What was your impression of the electoral system in Thailand at that time?

TOMSETH: Well, one important factor in northeastern Thailand and in rural Thailand generally
was the poor communications infrastructure. There weren't a lot of roads. Constituencies were
entire provinces. Some of these provinces were pretty big. So, the challenge for a candidate,
particularly after a more than 10 year hiatus, was how do you get the word out that you are
running for office? How do you generate votes? The methods were fairly primitive because of
the lack of this communication infrastructure, but in a sense, it was more democratic than this
much more sophisticated system that has developed over the years has become in that money
didn’t count for nearly as much as it does now. You got a lot of former teachers who were
elected to that parliament. I think some people who have stayed in politics over the years have
been very good politicians in the sense that they pay attention to their constituencies and they are
very interested in local development issues. But in terms of the sophistication of the process, it
was very primitive compared to what you have in Thailand now where a road goes everywhere,
every village is electrified, they all have television sets, there is a lot of media advertising, but
money counts for a lot more in this system than it did at that very early stage. It is literally
possible to buy a seat, if you're prepared to spend enough money to get it in Thailand. In 1969, I
don’t think you could have bought a seat.



Q: You say there had been a 10 year hiatus. Had there been a military government?
TOMSETH: Yes.
Q: When had that ceased?

TOMSETH: There was a coup in 1957. Thailand has had lots of coups. The military strongman
who won out was a guy named Serittonarat, but he did not in 1957 become prime minister,
which was the traditional thing to do. He appointed one of his lieutenants, a general named
Tunong Kintagajong, who was the commander of the First Army as prime minister. But a year
later, Surit took that over himself. He was prime minister from 1958 until he died in 1964. Then
Tunong became prime minister once again. But all this time, there was a constituent assembly
appointed by the military, supposedly drafting a new constitution. For years, they really didn’t do
very much, but in late 1967 and early 1968, there was a flurry of activity. They produced this
constitution in the fall of 1968. It called for parliamentary elections, but they didn’t really give
parliament very much power. It still remained with the military to appoint a prime minister and a
cabinet. So, this was a parliament that had basically little more than debating powers. They could
debate the budget, but they really didn’t have any power to affect it in any meaningful way. But
even that was too much for the military. They threw parliament out again in 1971. It didn’t last
very long at all.

Q: Was the CIA actively working in Udorn?

TOMSETH: The CIA was everywhere and still has a huge presence in Thailand, not that they
need it anymore, but they are very comfortable there.

Q: One of the things we try to examine is the role of the CIA as far as how it interfaces with the
Department of State. The CIA in some places is almost so powerful that it doesn't interface very
much. It goes back to Washington and does its thing and the State Department does its thing. It
isn't enmity, but There really isn't a lot of real interchange.

TOMSETH: Well, the presence there in the 1960s was huge. There is a history to this. It goes
back to World War II when the OSS worked very closely with an organization called the Free
Thai Movement, which was an underground group during the war years when the Japanese were
in Thailand. One of the people in the OSS was a military fellow named Bill Donovan, who
subsequently was involved in setting up the CIA after the war and then was our ambassador in
Bangkok during the mid-1950s. So, from the very beginning, the Agency had a special place in
Thailand. From the late 1940s, it had a very close relationship with the Thai military. So,
particularly in the 1960s when we were using Thailand as the world's largest aircraft carrier, that
relationship between the Agency and the military when there was a military government in
Thailand was a very important one. Good ambassadors, and I think we had some good
ambassadors in Thailand over the years, recognized what the situation was and did their very
best to have as good a relationship as they could with the Agency and the station chief. That was
certainly true in Martin’s and Unger's day.

Q: What about the war in Vietnam and also in Laos? You were there during a high period - the



Tet Offensive, post-Tet. Nixon was coming in and all that. How did this impact as you saw it on
what was happening in Thailand?

TOMSETH: It was the overwhelming, if not absolutely singular, bilateral issue that we had. The
main function of the U.S. diplomatic mission in Thailand in the late 1960s and early 1970s was
prosecution of the war in Indochina. That led into other things. That was the reason why we
became very much involved in the counterinsurgency program in Thailand itself. That
insurgency potentially threatened the ability to use these military facilities in Thailand for
prosecution of the war.

Q: It was one of the dominoes, too, wasn't it?

TOMSETH: That was the assumption, although I must say, as a young, inexperienced, naive
junior Foreign Service officer arriving in Thailand in 1967 and hearing soon and frequently from
experienced hands, many of them Agency people, "If Vietnam and Laos go down, you can bet
money that Thailand won't be far behind them," I thought, "I'm not so sure that's true. It just
strikes me that Thailand may be a different country than Laos or Vietnam."

Q: There is a tendency in the part of people to extrapolate from one to another, but it certainly
was part of our thinking.

TOMSETH: Yes. It was taken largely as an article of faith at that point.

Q: This is one of the reasons why the CIA had such a presence there. It was to do what it could,
to observe, and to help prevent, wasn't it? This was an occupational prerogative.

TOMSETH: Yes. There was a program, ostensibly an aid program, Public Safety, and a lot of the
staff actually came out of the Agency. The Public Safety Program subsequently got a very bad
name for what went on in Vietnam, Brazil, and a number of other places and was done away
with in the 1970s. But in Thailand, they were actually doing something that was useful. They
were creating a modern police force that actually would be responsive to local security and
criminal issues. They weren't 100% successful or effective, but they played a very important role
in the Thai development process. You cannot have a developed society without a modern police
force. These guys played an important, overall positive, role in bringing that about.

Q: In Udorn, you were there until 1971?

TOMSETH: No.
Q: They bounced you around.

TOMSETH: Well, I was a junior officer. I was supposed to be on a rotational tour, so [ was
supposed to leave at the end of two years. But again because of the language aspect, when my
two years was up, Len Unger said, "I want him for my staff assistant." So, I took home leave and
came back and staff aided for Ambassador Unger for 15 months. Then I spent my last year in the
Political Section.



Q. What about Len Unger as an ambassador? How did he operate?

TOMSETH: Al Francis had done this job for Kenneth Todd Young. As I was leaving Udorn, he
said, "You will find that this is a good job to have done." I think Len's style was probably not the
same as Young's, but Al was right. It was a great learning experience. I was frustrated sometimes
because Len actually could and did do a lot of things for himself. I sometimes wished that he
would let me do more things for him, but nonetheless, being able to sit there and see everything
that he was doing and look at every piece of paper that went across his desk was an invaluable
experience.

Q. How did he interact with the Thai officials?

TOMSETH: He was very good. He had been DCM in Bangkok when U. Alexis Johnson was
there in the late 1950s. Len is also very good at languages. While he didn’t have a great deal of
formal training other than getting an hour here and there with a teacher as he could, he could
speak enough Thai to carry on a basic conversation with people. When he went off to see a
minister of this or that, he did his business in English, but he could sit there and make the small
talk in Thai. As I said, the Thais just love anybody who will even try. They may butcher the
language, but if you make the effort, they really respond to that. He could do enough that it
allowed him to really have some kind of rapport with people who really were not all that fluent
in English themselves and often spoke no English. Prime Minister Tunom in those days knew
almost no English.

Q: I imagine there was always the war issue, but...

TOMSETH: That dominated everything. In the time I was there, we had periodic civil air
negotiations. By the time I left, Thailand was just beginning to develop a textile industry. I am
not sure whether we made our first call on them before or just shortly after I left, but there were
some textile negotiations. In the 1960s, most of Thailand's territorial sea was surveyed and
blocks were auctioned off for oil exploration. Some of these were awarded at the tail end of my
time there. UNOCAL wound up with a very big stake in that. So, there was some of that kind of
business with the government as well. But it was really the war that just dominated everything
else, the war and the insurgency. By the end of my time, narcotics was becoming a bit more of an
issue. McCoy had published his book.

Q: What about your time in the Political Section? What slice of the pie were you given?

TOMSETH: I was made the biographic officer as a principal duty. There were other things I did.
Particularly because I spoke Thai well, I was often called upon to go off to meetings with people
and be the interpreter. But biographic work is good political training. Al Francis had done this.
He had cycled through this. He also wound up in the Political Section as part of his time in
Bangkok. He had done a very extensive family tree on the royal family and showed how people
are related to one another through this royal family connection. So, in the course of that year, |
learned a lot about who is related to whom, how do these families fit together? It really helped in
understanding why people did certain things in a political context because of family connections,



whether by blood or marriage.
Q: What about the royal family? At that point, what was the role as we saw it?

TOMSETH: During Surit's premiership from 1958 to early 1964, up to that point... In 1932,
when there was a coup against the absolute monarchy, the king on the throne was somebody who
really never had expected to become king. The coup group, which was both military and civilian
at that point, did everything they could to put the monarchy over in a corner. After a couple of
years of that, Botetikboke said, "Hell with this. I don’t need it" and abdicated. There was a
regency council for a little while. Then they chose as king the minor child of a prince who was
way over on the side. The family was then in Switzerland and stayed in Switzerland with only a
couple of visits back until after the end of World War II. In 1946, this young kid, who was only
19, was killed or shot himself (Nobody really knows what happened.) in the palace. His younger
brother, who was then still a minor, was made king. He went back to Switzerland and stayed
there most of the time until 1950 when he married and came back to Thailand. But through most
of the 1950s, the monarchy was still hardly in the consciousness of most people.

But Surit saw this very attractive in a physical sense young king and his beautiful young wife as
a potential political asset, so he started encouraging the king and the queen to travel around the
country just in a ceremonial capacity. They did that. So, when I got there in 1967, even though
Surit had died, this practice of spending a lot of time during the course of the year moving about
the country and visiting villages was well entrenched. The monarchy had reemerged as an
important symbolic institution. The military did everything they could to foster that. They made
it one of the pillars of the Thai political system. It had no direct political power. It was all
symbolic. But it had reemerged as an important factor.

That did not come into play in any kind of proactive political sense until 1973, at which point |
was back in Washington and on the Thai desk.

Q: We'll cover that when we get there.

TOMSETH: During the four years that I was there, there was a lot of this traveling around the
country.

Q: Was there much concern at that time on our part about corruption within the military ruling
class, with the royal family, or with businesspeople?

TOMSETH: Not the royal family. There really wasn't any need for corruption in the royal
family. After 1932, the government had set up something called the Crown Property Bureau.
This was run by bureaucrats. The monies generated from that supported the royal family. It was
quite adequate. Even in those days, it was plenty of money to support a royal family. Over the
years, it's become fabulously wealthy. There is a lot of money in the Crown Property Bureau.
Corruption is even less of an issue than potentially it could have been 35 years ago.

In the military, yes, this was something that was widespread, endemic, and well-known and well-
documented. There were a number of American scholars in the 1950s and 1960s who had really



gone into this and written books about it. So, it was a well-known phenomenon. But the attitude
was, you can't really do anything. It's there. You can't do anything about it. We need these guys.

Q: Did you get involved in keeping Thai troops in Vietnam?

TOMSETH: That was part of the issue. They initially sent a brigade, and it eventually wound up
an entire division, and we paid for it.

Q: L used to watch them march into the PX in Cholon under the orders of non-commissioned
officers buy usually female items (perfume, powder, stockings, etc.) which they would march out
and put on a truck while our provost marshal was getting redder and redder in the face watching
this.

TOMSETH: There was great competition to get assigned to the Tiger Division. I don't know
about the Thai. They are better lovers than they are fighters. But I know in the White Horse
Division, the Korean case, a lot of people rather cynically said, "The way to clear the road in
Vietnam is to tell the Koreans there is a PX at the end of it."

Q: Absolutely. I think they were each given a cubic ton or whatever of space on a ship on the
way back. But they were good fighters.

Had you met your wife by this point?

TOMSETH: Yes. I met her in the spring of 1968 when I was working in the Political-Military
Section and Walt Reed and I were chasing ambulances. There was a very gruesome murder in
the town of Takli, which was near one of the air bases. This was in central Thailand. The Air
Force OSI was trying to work with the local cops. She was a prostitute. There was a suspicion or
at least the possibility that one of her American customers was involved. The OSI was having a
terrible time doing this. There wasn't a common language. The interpreter they had had been an
AFS student and it just wasn't working very well. They really needed somebody who could
interpret, but also understood the political dynamic. So, I was sent up there to work with the OSI
and the local police on this for several weeks. Because of the nature of the crime, it was
something that the sensationalist press in Bangkok had a field day with. I was going back and
forth between Takli and Bangkok on the public affairs aspect of it all. My wife was the secretary
to the press attaché, so I met her in the course of that.

Q: Later, Bangkok became practically the sex capital of the world. I would think this would
impact very heavily on the embassy, problems and all that. At least you had the R&R business.

TOMSETH: Yes. Sex was readily available and very open in Bangkok. Bangkok was a popular
R&R center because of that. There was a whole strip that really catered to American GIs. Some
of the criminal jurisdiction cases we had rose out of bar fights and somebody beating up his
sweetheart for the night or whatever. But I think what turned Bangkok into what it subsequently
became known for really was a phenomenon of the 1970s and Europeans and Japanese more
than Americans.
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Q: In 1972-1973, we were pretty well out of Vietnam. I think the draft had stopped by that point,
hadn’t it?

TOMSETH: Yes, I think that was sometime in early 1972. But by that point, they had already
gone to the lottery system, so people in graduate school knew where they stood vis a vis the
selective service system, so that was not a big issue. By the summer of 1973, after I had left
Cornell and come back to the Department, you had the congressionally-imposed bombing halt
and the agreement... That happened during the winter, in January. After the Christmas bombing,
they reached an agreement with the North Vietnamese that envisioned the removal of all U.S.
combat forces from Vietnam. So, that was winding down.

The Philippines was building up. Marshall law was declared while I was at Cornell. That began
to get the attention of people, both faculty and students at Cornell.

Q: You were concentrating again on Thailand?

TOMSETH: On mainland Southeast Asia, although I took advantage of the expertise that they
had at Cornell on Indonesia and the Philippines to get better acquainted with that part of
Southeast Asia, but my real specialty was mainland Southeast Asia, Indochina, Thailand, and
Burma.

Q: What was the feeling towards Burma? Was there much study about Burma?

TOMSETH: Not at all. It was the Hermit Kingdom at that point. May Win had been in for 10
years since the second time he had taken over. People just didn't know very much about Burma.
It was difficult to get into, although the president of the... There was an Association for Southeast
Asian Studies and the president of the Association was a fellow named John Wyatt, who
subsequently came to work for the State Department when he couldn't get an academic job. His
specialty was Burma. He had been in the Special Forces and had been trained in Burmese by the
Army, so he did his dissertation on something having to do with Burma, but he was one of the
few.

Q: From that academic side, did you see a different Thailand from the State Department?

TOMSETH: I guess a lot of the expertise there was focused on different aspects of Thai society
than the U.S. government was preoccupied with at the time, although it wasn’t totally divorced
from it. There had been a lot of anthropological work done by people at Cornell in the 1950s into
the 1960s even. That was a good academic, intellectual basis for programs that AID was
involved with in the Counterinsurgency Program, for example. Some of those people had gone
back and forth between academia and AID, so there was a connection in that regard.

But somebody like David Wyatt, who was a historian and whose real specialty was the reign of
Juwalankon from the 1870s to 1910, the work that he was doing other than he had to know that
to really understand what was going on today, didn't seem to have that much of a direct



connection for contemporary events in Thailand.
Q: Were you working towards another degree?

TOMSETH: No, I was only going to be there for an academic year and I already had a master's
degree, so rather than put myself into a straightjacket requirement for a degree, I used it to take
any course that I thought would be relevant to what I was interested in. As a result, I took some
classes that I wouldn’t have otherwise taken, such as a course in art history and an economics
course on agricultural reform in the Philippines, which I never would have taken if I was
working for a degree.

Q: The degree business does narrow one. In fact, I noticed this when I was with the Board of
Examiners. Sometimes we would get somebody there who was working on a Ph.D. on Mongolian
history and thought this would be a natural for the Foreign Service and yet they did very poorly.
There is this narrowing of outlook.

TOMSETH: Yes. I think particularly as one gets involved in the doctoral aspect of an advanced
degree... It's not so much with the master's, which is a little more gentle. But I saw the same
thing, whether at the Board of Examiners or elsewhere. People who had done a Ph.D. often were
very narrowly specialized and that didn't really do them a whole lot of good in terms of the more
generalist approach of the Foreign Service... The pendulum goes back and forth, to be sure. But
over the years, I think the greater value is put on a good generalist than a highly specialized
person.

Q: In 1973, whither?

TOMSETH: In 1973, I came back to Washington to EAP as one of the Thai desk officers for
Political and Political-Military.

Q: You did that from 1973 to when?

TOMSETH: Until 1975. By that point, Henry Kissinger had become Secretary of State and had
decreed the Global Outlook Policy (GLOP). I figured I had been in the Foreign Service for
almost 10 years and I had not only done nothing but Southeast Asia, with that one year at BEX
being the exception, I had done almost nothing but Thailand. So I figured I was a prime
candidate for GLOP and started looking around for an out of area assignment that I thought
would be interesting. I had been to Iran a couple of times, so I thought Iran would be interesting.
I put my name in for Farsi language training.

Q: Let's stick to EAP for now. During this 1973-1975 period on the Thai desk, what were our
concerns with Thailand at that time?

TOMSETH: Two mainly. One was disengaging in a security sense. The other one was what kind
of a relationship are we going to have, not only in the aftermath of Vietnam, but in the aftermath
of something that happened domestically in a political context in Thailand. That was a student
movement that resulted in the ouster of the military clique that had been in charge for 16 years



from 1957 to the fall of 1973. During that period that I was on the desk, you had for the first time
in a long time real participatory politics going on in Thailand, an elected parliament that actually
exercised real political power in Thailand. Given the student context that had brought this
government into office (Actually, there were two or three of them in the space of the three years
until the military intervened again in 1976.), they were confronted with this American retreat
from not only Thailand, but Southeast Asia generally, and in 1975, communist victories in all
three Indochinese states, and "How do we make our peace with those countries and China in a
context where it looks like the United States is putting its tail between its legs and getting out of
the region altogether?"

Q: Who was the assistant secretary for East Asia and Pacific Affairs?

TOMSETH: We had two while I was there. Bob Ingersoll came in just about the time I came
back from Cornell. Then Phil Habib 15-18 months later took his place.

Q: Was the fact that things were beginning to fall apart in Vietnam or was it apparent when you
arrived... Did that have an influence on how EAP operated?

TOMSETH: The settlement had been negotiated just before I got back and was being
implemented when I reported for duty in June. Then the congressionally-mandated bombing halt
was imposed in August. But I think even at that point, the hope was that Vietnamization would
work, that the South Vietnamese military had been developed to a point that, with U.S. financial
support, they would be able to hold their own. For a good bit of the time I was on the desk,
nothing happened that suggested that that hope wouldn't be realized. It was really only at the
beginning of 1975 when the North Vietnamese began a concerted push that things fell apart - and
they fell apart quite rapidly. There were some people who felt (Graham Martin was certainly one
of them.) that if Congress had come through with more funding for ammunition, the South
Vietnamese would have been able to hold off this offensive. I don't think so. I think the
organization was so corrupt from top to bottom that you could have had unlimited resources and
they would have collapsed in the face of this offensive.

Cambodia was a little different situation. There, from a very early stage, the regime found itself
in a few enclaves with the vast majority of the countryside controlled by the Khmer Rouge. I
think throughout the period that I was on the desk, the outlook for Cambodia was much less
optimistic than it was for Vietnam, at least for a year and a half during that period.

In Laos, in 1973, as a sideshow to what was going on in Vietnam, there had been an agreement
to create for the third time a coalition government that would have all three factions involved.
Even into early 1975, it looked like that was working fairly well. It was only with the collapse of
Vietnam and Cambodia that the Pathet Lao were emboldened to begin pushing their partners in
this coalition out and the coalition partners, seeing what had happened in Vietnam and
Cambodia, were eminently pushable at that point. There, the denouement was that during the
summer and fall, more and more of the neutralists and rightists left the country to the point where
in December, it was a fairly easy proposition for the Pathet Lao to declare the monarchy
abolished and to proclaim a People's Democratic Republic.



Q: How were the developments in Cambodia reflected in Thailand from your perspective?

TOMSETH: I think for the Thai, they were absolutely panic-stricken. There is a corridor that
runs through central Cambodia into eastern Thailand right onto Bangkok. During the dry season,
it's ideal tank country. The Thai could see Vietnamese divisions sweeping through that corridor
on to Bangkok. There was sort of the wry view going around. Thailand at that point was, "Well,
our ultimate defense is going to be Bangkok's traffic. That will slow these tanks down, but
nothing else will." There was already an effort underway to try to patch things up with China. Up
to 1975, the Thai government recognized the Republic of China on Taiwan. In the course of just
a few months after the fall of Saigon and Phnom Penh, the Thai established diplomatic relations,
had broken them with Taiwan and established them with China, and did the same thing with
Hanoi. They tried to do the same thing with Phnom Penh. They actually did recognize one
another, but from the very beginning had trouble with the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia. The
Khmer Rouge were doing the same thing across the Thai border that they began doing across the
Vietnamese border. It was causing a real problem for Thai security forces along that border. But
their greatest fear, that Vietnam would move into Cambodia in force and then on to Thailand,
never materialized until the Khmer Rouge and the Vietnamese fell out irrevocably in 1978 and
the Vietnamese occupied Cambodia in late 1978/early 1979, at which point the Thai, in effect,
joined forces with the Khmer Rouge to try and create some kind of cordon sanitaire around the
border.

Q. How were we viewing the student movements that resulted in major change in government?
In the beginning, was there concern... Students are usually pretty far to the left. Otherwise, they
wouldn’t be students. What was the history of what we were getting from our embassy about the
student movements and how were we viewing them at that time?

TOMSETH: Traditionally, students in Thailand tend to be very passive. There have not been
many occasions when students were deeply involved in the political process.

Q: Not like Korea, where every-

TOMSETH: Not even like Indonesia, for example. In a way, it was sort of interesting. We
changed ambassadors just as this was happening. Len Unger left after over six years in Thailand
in the fall of 1973. A non-career person went out. His inclination was to try to get behind this
movement, that certainly as we were disengaging in a military sense from Southeast Asia, it
made sense to a lot of people in the embassy and in Washington to try and engage more
proactively in a political relationship, particularly in circumstances where the government was
much more democratic than it had been in a long, long time, in more than two decades in
Thailand. That sentiment though was not embraced enthusiastically in Thailand itself among the
student groups. They tended to see themselves as much more leftist than people in Washington
and the embassy thought they were and were inclined to look at relations with the United States
through the prism of the previous two decades when U.S.-Thai relations were overwhelmingly a
relationship with the Thai military. So, during that three year period, you had Washington and
the embassy, in effect, trying to court these people and democratic forces generally within
Thailand, but in the case of the students, sort of an arm's length approach. Many of them were
not too keen on getting very close to the U.S. mission in Thailand. Interestingly enough, in the



fall of 1976, the military intervened again in a context in which there was increasing polarization
among students themselves with university students much more leftist and students at vocational
schools becoming the pawns of rightists forces and the military. Clashes between these groups
provided the excuse for the military to intervene once again.

These university students, for the most part, took one of two courses. They either went to the
jungle to join the insurgents or they wound up coming to the United States. Some of the most
radical of the students who were the least inclined to reciprocate to these overtures that the U.S.
had been making during the previous three years wound up at Cornell.

Q: Henry Kissinger was Secretary of State. Was there much interest from above?

TOMSETH: Sitting where I was, my impression of Henry Kissinger's management style in the
State Department was to gather around him a small coterie of people, most of them Foreign
Service officers, and to use them to isolate what was important in foreign policy from the rest of
the State Department. Those of us in our various regional vineyards did what we could to tend
bilateral relationships, but if it wasn't on Henry Kissinger's agenda, it got no attention from the
seventh floor. That was largely the case with Thailand in particular. From Kissinger's point of
view, the important thing was the peace agreement that he had been instrumental in negotiating
and implementing that and very little else as it pertained to Southeast Asia. So, what the bureau
and the desk found itself doing was trying to manage this disengagement in a security sense from
Southeast Asia in a context in Thailand, where we had a domestic political upheaval, in a way
that was going to maintain some kind of productive bilateral relationship with Thailand, one that
we fully expected was going to be quite different than it had been for the previous 20 years, but
not to abandon Thailand and the rest of Southeast Asia to its fate, as was implied by the approach
that Kissinger was taking.

Q: With Thailand, were we shutting down our bases there?

TOMSETH: That process had been underway as part of Vietnamization from the early days of
the Nixon administration. While I was still in Thailand, before mid-1971, we actually closed one
of the large Air Force bases at Takli, only to reopen it a year or so later when we wrapped up for
the bombing campaign as part of Kissinger's strategy to get the North Vietnamese to agree to
some kind of a settlement that would allow us to get everybody out of Vietnam. But with the
bombing halt in August of 1973, the utility of those bases became nil almost overnight. So, from
1973 to the collapse in Vietnam and Cambodia in the spring of 1975, we were drawing down
those forces very rapidly and closing things right and left. We did want to maintain the military...
We had a very extensive signal intelligence operation-

Q: This is intercepting communications from other countries.

TOMSETH: But this was very extensive and done in cooperation with the Thai military. They
and we were both benefiting from this. The Thai military also wanted to continue this, but
because it was targeted to a very large extent on Indochina and China, the civilian government in
its effort to come to some kind of modus vivendi with these governments that it hadn’t even
recognized a few months previously, was not prepared to allow us to continue those operations



with the numbers of people that we have. There were well over 2,000 Americans who were on
the ground in Thailand as part of this signal intelligence operation. The civilian government
simply wasn't prepared to have that kind of continuing U.S. military presence targeted against
countries that it now felt it had to come to some kind of accommodation with. Ultimately, the
operation in terms of American personnel was scaled back tremendously. We didn't close it
down entirely.

But the interesting thing is that technology in this area moves so quickly that within two or three
years, you didn't need all those people on the ground anyway. So, to this day, there is a
continuing cooperation with Thailand on this sort of thing, but it doesn't involve large numbers
of Americans on the ground.

Q: Were we finding our military talking to Thai military? Was there one of these things where
we were trying to hold the civilian hand and the military hand at the same time?

TOMSETH: As I said the other day, the relationship that we had with the Thai military was a
longstanding and pervasive one. Yes, during this period, 1973-1976, when you had civilian
governments in power, and even though there was a disengagement from Indochina, we kept our
lines open to the Thai military. Those channels of communication became quite important in the
late 1970s and 1980s, first in the context of the military reinserting itself in the political process
in 1976. Then in 1978 and 1979 with the Vietnamese occupation of Cambodia, Thailand saw
once again the importance of some kind of a security relationship with the United States. Having
those lines of communications open during that period made it much easier to reestablish a much
more robust kind of security relationship than we had had during that period in the mid-1970s.

Q: When did the Thais pull their Tiger Division out of Vietnam? Also, there were troops in Lao
uniforms, weren't there? During this period, was there a withdrawal to homeland Thailand?

TOMSETH: The Tiger Division in Vietnam came out as part of the early 1973 peace agreement.
In Laos, it was a little more complex. Again, sort of on the side, the Vietnamese agreement... The
three factions in Laos formed a coalition government. They agreed among themselves that there
would be a cessation of military operations. Basically what you had in Laos in terms of U.S.
involvement, there was a royal army that was absolutely ineffectual. Then there was a
paramilitary force that was nominally subordinate to the Royal Lao Army, but in effect was run
by the CIA. They had recruited very extensively among Lao highlanders, particularly the Hmong
ethnic group. A lot of these units were officered by Thai mercenaries, in effect, people who had
been hired by the Agency in Thailand or were active duty Thai. army officers, in effect,

seconded to this operation. Some of those people came home after 1973, but right up to 1975,
there were still those kinds of people in these paramilitary units. As the Pathet Lao began its push
in the late spring, summer, and fall of 1975, particularly after the fall of Phnom Penh and Saigon,
those people started coming out. They were withdrawn. That in turn sparked a massive refugee
outflow. A lot of these, both lowland, but particularly highland Lao, who had provided the troops
and their families and their families' families, began pouring into Thailand. At one point, you had
upwards of 100,000 Lao refugees in camps in Thailand, many of them highlanders.

Q: When did you leave to go to training?



TOMSETH: I guess I checked out of EAP in the latter part of July and reported to FSI a couple
of weeks later to begin language training.

Q: Did you get involved in the early problems of boat people and refugees?

TOMSETH: Boat people didn’t start showing up until a little bit later. While I was still in EAP,
the big refugee issue was the ones that we brought out as South Vietnam went down. It really
wasn't until a few months later that you began to have Vietnamese arriving in Thailand who had
crossed through Cambodia or Laos in some cases. That was a phenomenon that really didn't get
underway until that latter part of 1975. By that point, I had left the bureau. Then a little bit later
you started having this flow of boat people out of Vietnam as well.

Q: What about the refugees coming to Thailand while you were there? Were we trying to do
something about it?

TOMSETH: The big flow of refugees while I was still there were from Laos. Yes, there was a lot
of scrambling around - what do you do with these people? A bunch of them were put at one of
the air bases that we had used only very little in northeastern Thailand, in Nonpom in Konkeng
Province. Then there were some camps set up along the Lao border that were viewed initially as
temporary, but several of them were there for nearly 20 years.

Q: You had first Ingersoll and then Habib. Did you have much contact with these men?

TOMSETH: I was a lowly middle-grade officer, a desk officer. But both of them were pretty
good about coming out of the front office and visiting the country desk on a regular basis.
Ingersoll had been ambassador in Japan, but he was a political appointee out of a business
background. He was very interested in the Foreign Service and the State Department and how it
worked. I found him a good assistant secretary. I think his tenure, while it was brief, was a very
positive one. Phil Habib, of course, was one of the great men of the Foreign Service.

Q: I would think that he would be so busy at other things... He always seemed to be in orbit,
whether he was retired or not. I would think that there wouldn't be much contact concerning
Thailand.

TOMSETH: Well, not a lot, but he was interested. We had a particular Thailand issue that he had
to deal with. This political appointee replacement for Leonard Unger, whose name was Bill
Kintner... He had been an Army officer, retired, and then went to a think tank attached to the
University of Pennsylvania and was headed by Robert Strausz-Hupé. Kintner was his deputy at
the center. The story is (and I don’t know whether it's true or not) that his connection to Henry
Kissinger was that while he was at the center at the University of Pennsylvania, Kissinger was
well-known, but nonetheless just an academic at Harvard, and Kintner actually introduced him to
Nelson Rockefeller and Nelson Rockefeller then used Kissinger as a policy consultant. That was
really his entree into Republican Party politics. Kintner was Kissinger's personal choice to go out
to Thailand to replace Len Unger. Kintner wasn't a bad person. In the context of this student
revolution that we had in Thailand, his instincts were correct. He saw this as an opportunity and



wanted to reach out to students and democratic forces generally. But he had a severe drinking
problem. This became more and more of a problem in terms of dealing with the Thais, not that
the Thais are prudish about drinking. They have plenty of people in high positions over the years
who have had their own drinking problem, Surit being one of the more famous ones. But from
the point of view of the bureau, it was becoming a problem. The event that precipitated doing
something about it was the Marine Corps Ball in 1974. Kintner fell off the stage into the band. At
that point, George Roberts was then country director for Thailand and Burma. George first went
to Art Hummel, who was the deputy assistant secretary for Southeast Asia. Then he went with
Art to Phil and said, "We have to get Kintner out of there. This is really becoming too much of a
problem." Then the question was, who was going to go to Henry Kissinger. Phil took that on. He
went to Kissinger and convinced him that a way had to be found to bring Kintner out of Bangkok
as gracefully as possible and convinced Kissinger to do that.

Q: You left this Thai concentration. For how many years had this been?

TOMSETH: Depending on how you count it... I went into Thai language training in October of
1966 and out to Thailand in April, was there until June of 1971, came back to the desk in June of
1973, and was there until the end of July of 1975. So, it had been about seven of my first nine
years in the Foreign Service.

*xk

Q: Were you getting information... How did Thailand play from our point of view? I know we
have post interests up around the Burmese border, mainly for drug purposes. Were you getting
good information?

TOMSETH: I think you have to make a distinction between what we have done for decades from
Thailand in terms of looking into Burma. That activity tends to be centered in Chiang Mai.
Originally, it was very much key to the communist victory in China and the KMT (Kuomintang)
remnant in northeastern Burma. Then over time, this shifted to a narcotics focus. Chiang Mai
was a convenient place to do that. Certainly during the 1960s and 1970s, it was virtually
impossible to get any kind of information on what was going on in northern Burma via Rangoon.
The writ of the central government was occasional and we didn't have any kind of cooperative
relationship with the central government in those days. So, what was done out of Chiang Mai
was very critical to having a picture of what was going on in northeastern Burma.

The democracy movement in Burma that began in 1988 was very much a Rangoon-centered
phenomenon. So, it was the embassy reporting in Rangoon that the Department, that
Washington, reli