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‘Mystery Ship’
Off Cambodia
Still a Puzzle

By William Greider

Washington Post Staff Writer

Three days before the May-
aguez episode began, U.S. in-'
telligence reported that an~‘
other American-owned ship|
was seized and held by Cam-|
bodian gunboats for about 36
hours in the same vicinity in |
the Gulf-of Siam. i

Now the Pentagon says that
the intelligence was wrong
and it does not know’the iden-
tity of the ship, flying a Pana-
manian flag, which was seized
May 7, flve days before the
Mayaguezn

The original report was re-
ceived in Washington on May
9 and identified the ship as
the Esso Regulus, a small
coastal tanker owned by Ex-
xon and registered under a
Panamanian company. Exxon
denied it, when inquiries were
made at its corporate head-
quarters in New York, and
the Pentagon subsequently
agreed that the Regulus was
not the ship.
© It could not be established
‘that the intelligence system
‘provided President Ford with
the name of the Esso ship
during the Mayaguez episode
but the White House was in-
formed of the May 7 incident.
and it seems improbable that
the American name of the
ship was not includede in ths
report. . .

This muddled prelud«
leaves "some. unsettled ques-
tions about the Mayaguez

seizure and the military action-

taken to recover the ship and
its crew.

Was White House demsxon-
making influenced in any way
by faulty intelligence? If the
earlier seizure did not involve
the Esso Regulus, then what
ship was it?

‘Nobody seems to know—
not the various agencies of
the U.S. government which
might normally collect such
information, not the private

insurance companies, such as
Lloyd’s of London, which
keeps close track of world-
wide shipping.

The Navy answered a form-
al query on the subject with
this statement:

“The identity of the Esso !

Regulus was made known to !
the Navy through mtelhﬁence
channels in -the early morn-
ing hours of Saturday,
10. Based upon information'
available at that time, these'
sources reported thele was a
ship experiencing difticulties
in that area and that the Esso |
Refrulus was that ship.

“Subsequent analysis: has
revealed that the Esso Regu-
lus was not the ship wport-
ing that she had been inter-
fered with. We do not knew
what ship, if any, reported
Cambodian interference.”

It is ‘possible that there

wasn’t any ship seized on May,
7 and that the whole busmessl

was a rmsunderstandmU——exl .

cept for jone thing. The Cam-:
bodian government also re-
ported the seizure and de-
seribed the incident in some
detail.

A €Cambodian commumque
issued after the Mayaguez ac-
tion also failed to name the

. vessel but identified it as “a

merchant ship flying the Pan-
amanian flag,” carrying a
crew of Thais, Taiwanese, Fili-
pinos and Americans.

The available evidence sug--
gests strongly that there wasv
such a ship. The incident was|
reported, not gonly by the
American government, but by
the infant Cambodian govern-|
ment. The Cambodian com-
munique also failed to name
the vessel, but identified it as

“a merchant ship flying the
Panamaman flag,” carrying a
c¢rew of Thais, Taiwanese,
Filipinos and Amerxcans

The ship, accordlmT to the4

Cambodian | statement, “m-|
truded deeply into Cambodian !
territorial waters” on May 7, |
close 'to the same coastal is-|
lands where the Mayaguez got}
.into trouble five days later. |

The Cambodians did not
claim that it was an American |
ship, yet they accused it of
being part of “the U.S. im-
perialists’ espionage activities
in our territorial waters.”

“It was evident that this
ship, having intentionally : |
violated Cambodian terrlto—[
rial waters, had only two oS- |
sible goals: either to conductr
espionage or to provoke inci-
(dents,” the Cambodian govern- [
‘ment claimed. The U.S.|
government has denied that|
it was doing anything in that
vicinity to spy on the Cam-|
bodians. -

The uynidentified ship, aci‘
cording to the Cambodi ians,
was held until May 9 V\h11e|
the coast guard checked with !
the government in Phnoms
FPenh.  “The [government] |
decided to allow this ship tOJ
continue its route out of

3

May i~ Cambodia’s territorial waters,”

: the Phnom Penh government.
. later reported. “This is clear|
proof of our good will.” |‘
The approximate details of[
this- incident ‘were known to;
at least one unidéntified U.S
intelligence service — pre- f
sumably the Central Intelli- !
gence Agency — by the aff\er-‘
noon of Frlday May 9. It is
not known how this informa- |
tion was obtained, but the
Navy’s statement - suggests|:

that ship radio communica-|.
S

tions were being monitored.

On May 5, the CIA had re-
ported in its daily publication
of foreign broadcasts that a
South Korean freighter, -the
Masan-ho, had been fireqd on
and hit ofice off the Cam-
‘bodian coast, though this in-
fforrnatwn apparently did not

‘plovoke any spemal alert
ferther

Early on Monday morning,
May 12, the Mayaguez, an
‘Amencan ship with American
registry was seized and held.
f Several White House offi-
cials said they cotld not recall
whether the President was
informed then that an Ameri-
can-owned ship had been:
seized five days earlier. One
source” familiar with White
House intelligence data re-
ported no recollection of Esso
ship at all. ‘Another source
said he remembered hearing
|the name, but couldn’t recall
{whether it was on May 12 or!
'[later, or whether it was re-

w

W

ithe Mayaguez episode that a

|ported as rumor or fact. !

The government did not is-|
sue a maritime warning to|
U.S. shipping on the trouble in;
the Gulf of Siam until after;

i the Mayaguez was seized. It is:
cinot known why these eartier)
*lincidents, which the goveml

ment inteliigence knew about, |
did not produce an alert. »

The- President issued ai

strong statement of protest!
tat midday on May 12, calling

the seizure an “act of piracy”
and hinting that the United
States might use force to free
the ship. That afternoon,
White House press secretary
Ron Nessen mentioned in a
briefing that a “Panamanian
ship” had been seized and
held temporarily in the same
vicinity on May 7, but he did
not provide a name for the
ship or indicate that'the name
was known to the White
House. ‘ ,

It was several weeks after:

'
reliable source within the gov-

ernment said that the Pana-

'manian-registered ship seized

on May 7 had been identified
as American-owned. |

When the Pentagon was
asked, about this report, a
spokesman at first responded
that the ship was the “SS
Unid.” A check of ship regis-
tries did not turn up any ship
by that name. The Pentavon

some embarrassment that he
had discovered that “Unid”
apparently stood for “uniden-
tified.” . B

When Exxon was asked
about the Esso Regulus, a
spokesman in New York ve-
hemently denied that any of
Exxon’s ships was involved in
any kind of difficulty with the
{Cambodians.

The Exxon spokesman said,
however, that the RBEHIUS'
went from Singapore to a port!
in Thailand, unloaded and re-
turned drrectly to Singapore,
arriving there, May 9 ‘without
any 1n:terference 3

The crew, he said, included
Filipinos, Smgaponans and
several Italians—but no Amer
icans.

The mtelhdence error, he:
suggested, may have started
with a mlsunderstandmg about
ithe ship’s location. It was in
‘the Thai port of Phuket, he
said, which may have been,
mrstaken for a port called
Phuguoc on the Cambodran--
Vietnam “border, leaving the|
1mpre<sron that the ship was |
in Cambodian hands. .

The »Per}tago‘n could not ex~2




plain further how the intellj-|
gence system identified the!
wrong ship in the incident or
shed any light on the correct |
identity. |
Experts in the maritime in-;
dustry found it curious that!
no one has heard anything re-|
liable about the seized ship’s
correct identity, but ‘they said
it is possible that the ship be-
longs to one of those marginal
Overseas companies which op-
erate under foreign flags and
'prefer to keep their business
{operations as secret as POossi-
‘hle.
i The “mystery ship” was not |

'the only one to run into trou- |
ble from the Cambodians in!
the Gulf of Siam during !
mid-May. A number of small |
Thai fishing boats were seized '
that same week and accused
of landing U.S. spies to infilt-
rate ‘Cambodia. i

One imponderable from allj
of this is whether the White |
House response to the Maya-§
guez might have been condi- |
tioned in any way by the lackf
of information or by the ap-|
parently inaccurate report onf
the Regulus. |

If U.S. officials thought that
another American-owned ship
had been seized and then re-
leased a week earlier, it might
have stiffened their reselve to
make an issue of what they
regarded as intolerable inter-
ference with international
shipping. -

On the other hand, the Cam-
bodian behavior in the earlier
incident, regardless of .the
ship’s identity, might be used
to argue that the Communist
government was not looking'
for another Pueblo incident, |
as 1J.S. officials feared. ’




