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Abstract

The Mayaguez Incident occurred between the United States and
Cambodia from May 12 to 15, 1975, less than a month after the Khmer
Rouge seized Phnom Penh, the capital, overthrowing the Khmer Republic
that had been supported by the United States. Following this major
political shift in Cambodia, the region descended into instability,
especially in the disputed maritime areas between Cambodia and
neighboring states. Amid these tensions, the Khmer Rouge captured the
American merchant ship S.S. Mayaguez while it was sailing in the Gulf
of Thailand, detaining its 39-member crew. Washington viewed this act
as a direct challenge to its authority and interests in Southeast Asia,
particularly since it came only weeks after the U.S. withdrawal from the
Vietnam War and the fall of Saigon. In response, the United States
launched a hastily prepared rescue operation to recover the ship and its
crew. Units of the U.S. Marine Corps, supported by ships and aircraft
from the Seventh Fleet, attacked Koh Tang Island, believing the crew was
held there. The Marines engaged in a fierce, day-long battle with the
Khmer Rouge before successfully evacuating the crew. Shortly after the
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assault began, the Khmer Rouge released the hostages, marking the final
direct U.S. military confrontation in the Indochina conflict and one of the
most controversial and tragic operations in modern American military
history.
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