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Collaborator’s Preface

A newly arrived case officer in the Vientiane Station in December 1960, I was going down
the stairs one morning when I met Chief of Station (COS) Gordon Jorgensen headed up,
escorting a bespectacled man I did not recognize. He looked at first glance like a desk-bound
administrative type, almost the stereotype of an accountant. It was a couple of days before we
were introduced and I discovered that he was Bill Lair, the CIA’s chief adviser—and de facto
co-commander—of the Police Aerial Reinforcement Unit (PARU) of the Royal Thai Border
Police.

The Vientiane Station and Washington had already made the decision to explore the
prospects of launching a program of irregular warfare in hopes of adding some backbone to
the Laotian defense against communist incursions. Eager to be a part of it, I had talked Jorgy
(as he was known throughout the station) into moving me from the intelligence collection
branch to the nascent paramilitary effort, aimed at the communist Pathet Lao and the North
Vietnamese troops supporting it.

The transfer put me in almost daily contact with Bill, but it was months before I realized
that his quiet, unassertive manner, though obviously a genuine feature of his personality, was
also the key to his success with PARU and with Thai counterparts in general. He was totally
free of the proclivity of so many American advisers in Third World countries to substitute
instruction for consultation and orders for suggestions, and his egalitarian style had earned
him the respect and affection of both officers and noncoms.

I served an apprenticeship of several months, first with Bill and PARU in Vientiane,
learning mainly paramilitary management procedures, and then with Hmong leader Vang Pao
and paramilitary officer Jack Shirley in the mountains south of the Plain of Jars, learning how
to represent the American side of a tripartite operation. In mid-1961, I was sent to Thakhek,
in the Laotian Panhandle, to organize a much smaller effort, using ethnic Lao rather than
Hmong volunteers. I then went on to Vietnam and other assignments, and after Laos did not
see Bill again until we had both retired and I was writing the CIA’ history of its involvement
in the war in Laos. He mentioned his interest in doing a memoir and his trepidations about
attempting a book-length account; I volunteered to help. This is the result, encompassing
interviews and correspondence from 1998 to 2000.

A word about the shape of this memoir. When Bill’s health began to fail, we had not
completed my debriefings on his last year or two in Udon Thani (or Udorn, as it was known
during his time there), the Headquarters tour, and his later years in Bangkok. We suspended
work on the project, and he passed away in 2014 without our having taken it further. I did not
return to it until spring 2020. Reviewing the manuscript then, it appeared to me that we had
covered enough of the events of his career to illustrate an extraordinary life with the material
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in hand. The result is a somewhat uneven structure, with later years getting progressively less
attention. Regrettable as this is, I think it is offset by the crucial importance of the earlier peri-
ods—World War II service, creation of PARU, establishment and management of the Laotian
irregulars, liaison with the Royal Thai Government—both to Bill himself and to the record of
his achievements. I hope the reader will share this sentiment

When I met Bill, he had already served eight years in Thailand. Although he had con-
sciously avoided the affectations that accompany “going native,” he had also, from the start,
comported himself as a participant in a collective project, accepting the inconveniences of
living with the troops, participating in jungle training exercises and in general enduring what-
ever they had to face. It was this basic respect for his counterparts, I think, that allowed him to
form the unique relationships so vital to his success.

His was a truly unique career, almost certain never to be replicated, even in its broad
outlines. Over 20 years working with the same foreign government, accepting a commission
in that country’s national police force, sharing command of an elite Thai security unit, mean-
while serving just one Headquarters tour in the course of his entire career: It all makes for a
fascinating episode in US efforts to resist communist incursions into Southeast Asia during
the Cold War.

But it is a great deal more than a war story. One can also see Bill’s career as a model for
the conduct of an officer charged with creating and managing the US portion of a joint effort
against a common adversary. Of the many enviable features of Bill’'s dealings with both Thai
and American colleagues, perhaps the most conspicuous was his transparent and unfailing
honesty—in Thailand, he was known as “the man who never lies”—expressed in a self-effacing
style that elicited willing cooperation even from people whose goodwill was not to be taken
for granted. Other features, perhaps less crucial when looked at individually, combine to fill
out the picture: adaptability, patience, affability, persistence, and the total absence of bureau-
cratic ambition.

Not all these virtues are to be expected as a default setting in even the best operations
officers” approaches to their work. Bill’s selfless commitment to a single institution—the Thai
security unit that he founded—is not the kind of thing that can or would be expected from
everyone, even in a demanding trade whose practitioners think of themselves as members of a
professional elite. But his career certainly is an example of professional practice at an extraor-
dinarily high level of integrity and competence, and viewed from this perspective has a great
deal to teach the rest of us. Shakespeare could have been anticipating Bill Lair when he wrote,
“In thy face I see the map of honour, truth and loyalty” *

An CIA old-timer who reads this description might be tempted to see in it the glorifica-
tion of “rapport” with an operational contact that ruled DO recruitment doctrine for decades
(how many is hard to say, as it only gradually faded, and may not be defunct, even now).
Rapport, meaning simply a cordial personal relationship, would seem to be a prerequisite for
the success of any recruitment pitch or liaison relationship, but in those days it had an unmis-
takably condescending tone, born of the Agency’s adoption—surely unconscious—of the

a. Henry VI, Part 2, Act 3, Scene 1.
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“American century” pretensions of the era. Factors such as common interests, shared political
convictions, and personal vulnerabilities scarcely entered into this calculation; goodwill and
a little cash should suffice to close a deal. This is what accounts for the qualitative difference
between rapport, as we then pursued it, and the bond between people that arises from the
recognition of shared interests.

In Bill Lair’s case, community of interest was key to the entire venture; that and his per-
sonal style encouraged his Thai counterparts to cooperate in a way that conferred an enor-
mous multiplication of benefits at a very modest price.

Fate deprived Bill of a chance to furnish a lessons-learned kind of coda to his story, and
I therefore take the liberty of pointing out here some things that I think his career has to
teach members of our profession. To be sure, the locales, cultures, and politics of more recent
paramilitary efforts are vastly different from those that shaped his activities. And the weapons
and communications technologies have been simply revolutionized. But what this story has
to teach has to do more with human nature and how a representative of one culture works his
will on members of another. These things transcend nationality and ethnicity as they deter-
mine the success or failure of efforts to join disparate cultures in a common cause. Here is
where Bill Lair’s enduring legacy is to be found.

* ok ok

Obvious as it may seem, the necessity to behave as a partner when dealing with partners,
especially when these dealings take place in third-world countries, has not always been recog-
nized by American advisers, whether civilian or military. Bill Lair’s approach, greatly facili-
tated by the happy accident of an ideally suited personality, demonstrated how the emphasis
on collaboration succeeds not only in building cordial working relationships but in exploiting
those relationships covertly, if necessary, to advance specific US policy or operational goals.
The Lair story has numerous such episodes, one of them the clandestine use of a Thai Border
Police airstrip, without the knowledge of the government in Bangkok, to supply Indonesian
rebels in the US-supported 1957 uprising there.

More important than the occasional undeclared use of project assets was Bill's emphasis
on creating a security force capable of functioning without its advisers’ guidance. The PARU
modus operandi, dictated by the need to cover hundreds of miles of mountainous border with
a unit no bigger than a light battalion, called for the deployment of small teams capable of
dealing with diverse targets. On Thai territory, these were mainly Burmese smugglers and Thai
communist insurgents. In Laos, its operations more directly served American interests, and
the PARU teams there, sometimes accompanied by CIA paramilitary officers and sometimes
not, were charged with the training, support, and guidance of thousands of Hmong irregulars.

Not every manager of CIA’s contribution to the shaping of an allied security force will be
able to participate in choosing the leadership of that force, and in this respect Bill was cer-
tainly fortunate in working with the Thai. Being free of a history of Western colonial domina-
tion, they were more amenable to a collegial style of dealing with foreigners than was the case
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elsewhere, and if it served their interests were entirely willing to share command authority
over Thai personnel, as Bill discovered, even before PARU was created.

This is far from saying that Bill's experience is irrelevant to joint activity with people more
sensitive to perceived Western imperiousness. He taught me, for one, that exerting influence
on an ally can be a most delicate business, as it became clear when my service in Laos was fol-
lowed by a tour in Vietnam, where the memory of French domination, and attendant sensitiv-
ities, were still fresh when I arrived in 1963. I am far from the only beneficiary of association
with Bill Lair; perhaps the story of his life and career will also enrich the professional lives of
readers who never had the good fortune to meet him.

—Thomas L. Ahern, Jr.

* 3k ok
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Chapter 1

Prologue: “I was on my own.”

“Most OSS veterans with experience in partisan warfare had either
left OSS after the war or, like future CIA Director Bill Colby, were now
managing the new CIA. The bulk of the field work in Thailand would

have to be done by new hands.”
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Saneh Sittiphan and Bill Lair led the creation and initial development of the Police
Aerial Reinforcement Unit (PARU).




Prologue: “I was on my own.”

General Phao must have relished the dramatic contrast between his office in
Paruskawan Palace and the uninspired architecture of the Western-style government
buildings that surrounded it. As Saneh and I drove through the bougainvillea-draped gate that
day in early 1953, I saw first a steeply pitched tile roof of traditional Thai design. It covered a
long, one-story edifice of weathered, reddish-brown hardwood elevated on pilings driven deep
into Bangkok’s brackish soil.

Two external stairways, one at each end, rose to a veranda whose overhanging roof
projected toward us, shading the offices that ran the length of the building at the rear. Saneh—
Capt. Saneh Sittiphan of the Thai National Police—and I climbed up and crossed the bril-
liantly polished teak floor to announce ourselves to General Phao’ aide.

We were there at my initiative. Our immediate superiors—mine in the Southeast Asia
Supply Company and his in the police—had not been invited. Having agreed to serve as my
escort from our camp at Lop Buri, north of Bangkok, Saneh had done as much as he could. He
was unwilling to antagonize his seniors by going over their heads and would remain outside
during the meeting with General Phao. I was on my own.

It would have done no good to argue with Saneh, but I was nervously aware that, as far
as protocol was concerned, the disparity loomed larger in my case than in his. I was 28 years
old, had been in Thailand for less than two years, and was earning about as much as a second
lieutenant in the US army. The man I had come to see, General Phao Sriyanond, was director
general of the National Police and the second-most powerful man in Thailand.

The aide, aware of Saneh’s limited role, showed him to a chair in the open-air anteroom on
the veranda, then ushered me into Phao’s office. There I saw more lustrous teak floor, all the
more conspicuous for the room’s spare furnishings. A simple, businesslike desk, a few chairs,
perhaps a file cabinet, and a row of official portraits on one wall. But no General Phao. With a
smile but no explanation, the aide left me to wait.

It might have been only 10 minutes, but my nervousness and uncertainty made it seem
like an hour before Phao emerged from an adjoining room. I had met him once at a meet-
ing of the new SEA Supply contingent, and I was therefore familiar with his shock of thick,
perfectly white hair and his spotless white uniform. In a jacket with gold shoulder boards and
shorts with heavy, knee-length socks, in the British fashion, he cut a very striking figure.

It was not merely striking. It was unique. I had seen no other Thai official who dressed in
the British style. His other conspicuous idiosyncrasy was his white hair. When Thai men turn
gray, they usually do so late in life and then often restore the original black with dye. In typi-
cally contrarian fashion, Phao had chosen to color his hair white when it began prematurely to
gray. His appearance reinforced his reputation for quirky individualism.
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The general apologized for keeping me waiting, adding that he had been taking a little
catnap, a practice that kept him alert during his long work day. It also, he confessed, helped
promote his image as someone able to work twice around the clock. Already familiar with
his renowned capacity for work, I found myself admiring his candor as he volunteered to me,
almost a stranger, that he cultivated this perception as part of his leadership style.

We quickly finished with pleasantries, for Phao was nothing if not businesslike. “What is it
you want from me?” he asked.

I began by reminding him of the extraordinary quality of the 100-man instructor cadre,
expert in guerrilla and counterguerrilla warfare, that he had allowed me to help construct
over the past two years. This group, all volunteers from the National Police and most from
the noncommissioned ranks, had now trained almost 2,500 men—half from the National
Police, 1,000 from the army, and smaller contingents of Air Force, Navy, and civilian Interior
Ministry personnel. The civilians were mostly officials from the offices of provincial governors
and district chiefs. Along with their more numerous military colleagues, they now represented
the core of a potentially vital resistance to the Communist Chinese invasion we all feared. The
instructor cadre itself would be dispersed, however, unless it acquired some kind of institu-
tional status that would replace the present ad hoc arrangement between the National Police
and SEA Supply.

Phao nodded and gestured for me to continue. I quickly listed the areas into which
the SEA Supply advisory and support program was beginning to expand. My colleagues in
Bangkok were working with the Water Police and had just begun to train the newly created
Border Police. Every Thai element involved had its own institutional identity. Only the Lop
Buri irregular warfare cadre existed on a provisional basis, its personnel all on loan from other
units.

The general knew better than I what had led to this expansion of the SEA Supply office in
Thailand. In the early 1950s, Thailand faced two immediate threats to its border areas. One
came from its giant northern neighbor, China, and involved the remote, mountainous, and
very porous frontiers with Laos and Burma. The other came from French Indochina, across
the Mekong River. There, the French Expeditionary Force was already engaged in its fateful
struggle with Ho Chi Minh’s Viet Minh guerrillas. A Franco-Thai treaty prevented the Thai
army from deploying closer than 25 kilometers from the border, and this had already facili-
tated Viet Minh occupation of a Cambodian town on the Thai border. The prospect of French
defeat heralded a growing threat from a Vietnamese-sponsored insurgency in and through the
Vietnamese settlements in Northeast Thailand.

With some trepidation—Phao’s demeanor was courteous but entirely noncommittal—I
went on to tell him that I thought the current preparations to resist such subversion should
include the creation of a mobile police reserve. What he needed, I argued, was the capability
to conduct police intelligence and combat operations anywhere in the country’s immensely
diverse geography. Such a unit could parachute reinforcements at threatened points and
enforce the rule of law against either communist subversives or the bandits and smugglers
who exploited the government’s feeble hold on remote areas.
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As my host remained attentive, I pointed out the advantages of vesting such a capabil-
ity in the police rather than in the army. First, the police had the power of arrest and could
legitimately perform an internal security function. Second, the constraints of the Franco-Thai
military treaty would not apply to it, meaning that its forces could be deployed as close to the
Mekong River as Phao might wish. As for staffing, Phao need look no farther than Lop Buri,
where a 50-man cadre awaited instructions.

I feared the general might find my suggestion more than a little presumptuous, coming as
it did from an unseasoned foreigner some 25 years his junior. He heard me out with no inter-
ruption, however, and, when I finished, questioned me about staffing and logistics.

Saneh and I had anticipated that, if Phao didn’t reject the notion out of hand, he would at
least want time to consider it. He had another question for me, however: “Will you participate
in the unit’s creation?” I assured him that, if he wanted me, I would be honored to accept. To
my delighted surprise, he then announced in his formal, slightly stilted, English, “You have an
excellent idea.”

We had a deal: the police would furnish personnel and facilities, while SEA Supply would
contribute ordnance, communications, and air transport. Phao asked for my recommendation
for a site, and—having anticipated this question—I proposed using the police barracks at Hua
Hin, on the Gulf of Thailand south of Bangkok.

Phao told me that his only concern was my own status. If I were to become a member of
the new unit, my status as an adviser would no longer suffice. “You must become an officer in
our police”

This demand evoked in me the image of an incredulous SEA Supply office wondering if I'd
forgotten whom I worked for. I could hardly say this to Phao, so I temporized with a mumbled
apology about the anomaly of a foreigner enjoying membership in an official Thai service.

By way of reply, Phao led me to the line of portraits I had noticed when I entered. Each, he
said, pictured one of his predecessors as director general of the National Police. I had guessed
something of the sort but had entirely missed what Phao now pointed out to me. The first
uniformed figure was clearly a European.

Phao explained that, during his campaign to introduce Western economic and admin-
istrative practices in the late 19th century, the great modernizing King Chulalongkorn had
come to admire different countries for different achievements. The Danish police had seemed
to him particularly effective, and he accordingly hired a Dane to head Thailand’s new police
force. Given this precedent, my appointment to the National Police should pose no difficulty.
The new unit would be attached to the armored regiment known as the Royal Guard, and I
would be one of its officers.

Phao said nothing about my precise duties or degree of authority, and I saw no reason
to ask. I had spent almost two years among his subordinates with no formal definition of my
role, working out solutions to problems without any explicit division of responsibility. I had no
doubt that this arrangement would carry over to my role in the new unit, and Phao’s silence
on the matter suggested that he shared this view. Indeed, throughout our association, which
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lasted until his ouster from government in 1957, we seemed always to be of one mind both on
the direction of the project and on my part in it. This as much as anything else, I think, is what
allowed our rather exotic undertaking to prosper.

It helped that I was content to work on an entirely collegial basis, always acting as adviser,
not commander—even after becoming an officer in the National Police. In any case, the Thai
officials I most needed to influence were situated higher in the chain of command, and I had
no option but to get my way by gentle persuasion. The operative word here is “gentle,” for, very
early in my experience with the Thai, I found that they seldom changed their minds. “No”
remained “no.”

I had always preferred to build a consensus rather than impose my own views, however,
and I never forgot that, however much my hosts might desire American advisory and mate-
rial support, I lived and worked in their country. I therefore learned very quickly to back off
before forcing Phao or any other Thai into what would then be a negative decision. Instead
of pressing the issue, I would await the opportunity to raise it again, perhaps with a new line
of argumentation. I would repeat this, almost like a regime of medication, until, usually, I
got what I wanted. I imagine that I won some of these discussions simply by endurance: they
may sometimes have given in just to get rid of me. Nevertheless, I always thought that influ-
encing the outcome of a practical issue was more important than trying to project an aura of
authority.

In one sense, the creation of the new border security unit was highly contingent on and
reflected the converging interests and perceptions of two individuals. SEA Supply had readily
accepted the idea, which I had submitted before I solicited the session with General Phao,
but none of my superiors would have taken the initiative if I had not. In addition, the activity
would never have progressed beyond wishful thinking without the clear-headed and decisive
General Phao.

In another sense, I can now see the meeting in Phao’s office as a natural outgrowth of
events of the preceding decade. First came the Japanese conquest of Southeast Asia, beginning
in 1940, and the role of the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) in forming and executing US
policy toward Thailand during World War II. This was followed, after the victory over the Axis
powers, by the collapse of the wartime Western alliance with the Soviet Union and the subse-
quent triumph of Mao Zedong’s communists over the Chinese Nationalists.

The Japanese army invaded the northernmost part of Vietnam in September 1940 and
completed the occupation of all French Indochina—including Laos and Cambodia—in the
summer of 1941. With a secure base in French Indochina, the Japanese were free to pursue
their larger objectives. These included the invasion of Burma and Malaya, then British posses-
sions. Only Thailand stood in the way.

The Thai saw their dilemma and had earlier asked the United Kingdom for military aid.
The hard-pressed British had no resources to spare, however. The United States was still
formally neutral and did not then represent a source of help. The Thai therefore had to rely on
their own meager resources as they tried to avoid being absorbed into Japan’s so-called Greater
East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere.
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With Japanese divisions just across the Mekong, the Thai faced military defeat if they
resisted and the humiliation of occupation even if they did not. This dilemma was personi-
fied in the two Paris-educated leaders who had overthrown the absolute monarchy in 1932.
Although united in that effort, they nevertheless represented antithetical political views. Prime
Minister Pibul Songkram was a conservative nationalist and a colonel in the Royal Thai army;
some called him a fascist. Pridi Banomyong, Pibul’s finance minister, promoted the views on
social and economic justice for the masses that he had acquired as a student; some called him
a communist.

Despite their differences, both Pibul and Pridi recognized their country’s plight. The tiny
Thai army stood no chance of defeating a Japanese invasion. Nevertheless, when the expected
Japanese ultimatum arrived, on the very day of the attack on Pearl Harbor, Pridi, acting in
Pibul’s absence, issued orders to fight. My subsequent friend and colleague, Pranet Ritruechai,
was then a cadet at the National Military Academy, and he told me how he was called out with
the rest of the student body to be issued weapons and ammunition. Japanese marines at first
encountered vigorous resistance from the Thai army, but, on returning to Bangkok the follow-
ing day, Pibul ordered a ceasefire. Pranet never forgot the emotional scene in which he and
other cadets wept as the Japanese marched in without further opposition.

As in France and Italy under the Nazis, the political left led the resistance in Thailand,
while the right wing produced the most dedicated collaborators. Some of those who collab-
orated did so out of despair at the apparent lack of alternatives, there being nowhere to turn
for help in late 1941. Indeed, Thai friends of mine who participated in the resistance think
that Pridi and Pibul had made a tacit bargain about what to do in those agonizing days. Pibul
would continue in office, accommodating the Japanese as much as necessary while holding
them to their agreement to respect the government’s continued sovereignty over Thai citizens.
Pridi, meanwhile, would organize an intelligence and resistance network that would try to
keep the Allies informed of Japanese military activity in and through Thailand. That network
would later rescue the crews of Allied aircraft that went down in Thailand.

My Thai friends also believe that Pibul and Pridi had a second tacit understanding, this
one regarding the consequences of an Allied victory. In that event, they thought, Pibul would
have to accept at least nominal punishment for his qualified collaboration, and Pridi would
take over the government. Only in that way would the resistance be able to assert its legiti-
macy as a liberation government.

Some foreign observers think that Pibul’s cooperation with the Japanese was essentially
unconditional, and it is true that he chose Japan as a refuge when the military coup of 1957
forced him into exile. Nevertheless, his reputation among the Thai is that of a man who did his
best in impossible circumstances to mitigate the effects of the Japanese occupation.

Similar ambiguities surround Pridi’s career. He was labeled a communist by some, especially
after his sojourn in China following his brief postwar stint as prime minister. He had no known
links to the Thai Communist Party, however, and his choice of refuge in Beijing, at a time of
intensifying Cold War tensions, probably reflected his limited options rather than ideological
affiliation. By this time, the West had already demonstrated its preference for his archrival—the
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militantly anti-communist, if arch-conservative, Pibul—and I doubt that Pridi got many invita-
tions to safehaven. To be sure, both harbored political ambitions, but I think that in their differ-
ent—sometimes contradictory—ways, both wanted above all to preserve Thai independence.

In early 1942, however, independence was no more than a dream. After occupying
Thailand, Japanese forces swallowed up Burma and Malaya. Other Japanese divisions attacked
the American-owned Philippine Islands. The occupation of Indonesia, still a Dutch colony,
completed the takeover of Southeast Asia.

Even before Pear] Harbor, the Thai dilemma had come to the attention of Col. William
J. Donovan, President Franklin Roosevelt’s Coordinator of Information and future creator of
the legendary Office of Strategic Services, OSS. When Pibul’s government declared war on the
United States in January 1942, Donovan urged Roosevelt not to reciprocate but to treat the
declaration as if it had been issued under Japanese duress. In that way, he argued, the United
States could more easily work with anti-Japanese Thai both in Thailand and in the United
States. Roosevelt accepted Donovan’s argument, and Washington made the unprecedented
gesture of remaining at peace with a self-declared enemy.

Donovan’s leadership set the stage for the preeminent role of the OSS in American deal-
ings with Thailand during World War II. Subsequent OSS support to the anti-Japanese move-
ment called the Free Thai created relationships that survived the dissolution of OSS. These, in
turn, assured that CIA, as successor to the OSS, enjoyed pride of place among US agencies in
postwar Thailand.

The first practical effect of US neutrality toward Thailand came with the decision of
the Thai ambassador, Seni Pramoj, to defy orders from Bangkok to return home. From the
embassy in Washington, the Oxford-educated lawyer and member of Thai nobility quickly
became the central figure in the construction of an underground organization in Thailand.

One of Ambassador Seni’s first moves, in early 1942, was to encourage Pridi to accept the
leadership of the Thai underground. Just how they communicated, I do not know, but con-
tinued Thai administration of the kingdom’s territory presumably allowed the discreet use of
postal facilities and perhaps even coded messages via commercial telegraph.

Once in contact with the indigenous leadership, Ambassador Seni began recruiting Thai
students still in the United States into the Free Thai movement. About 25 went under OSS
auspices to Fort Benning, Georgia, where they were trained in intelligence collection and
guerrilla warfare. They were then infiltrated into Thailand by boat or parachute. OSS person-
nel accompanied some of them as instructors and advisers. In this way, the OSS became a vital
American presence in Thailand during the war. Its officers personified the US commitment to
the eventual expulsion of the Japanese. At the same time, they built relationships of trust with
many who would become members of Thailand’s postwar elite.”

a. During his brief service as US ambassador to Thailand, Donovan several times visited the training camp I helped build and
supervise at Lop Buri. At one of these sessions, he described his intervention with Roosevelt on behalf of the Thai.

b. Among these were Pong Sarasin, former deputy prime minister and later chairman of Coca Cola Co., Thailand; Piya Chakapak,
former director general of the National Intelligence Agency; and Air Marshal Sitthi Savetsila, who would serve as director of the
National Security Council, minister of foreign affairs, and a member of the King’s Council.
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Prologue: “I was on my own.”

The experience of a Free Thai mission that parachuted into the country in May 1944 illus-
trates the atmosphere in occupied Thailand. The team—whose members included my future
brother-in-law and foreign minister, Sitthi Savetsila—landed by mischance near Bangkok
on a military installation being used by the Japanese. The terms of the agreement with Japan
specified that internal order would be maintained by the Royal Thai Government when any
Thai nationals were involved, and the installation was therefore patrolled by Thai police. It was
such a patrol that captured Sitthi and his team, which had fallen victim to navigational error
but had landed with personnel uninjured and the radio unharmed.

As it happened, the team’s confinement amounted to protective custody, for the prison
authorities actually promoted the achievement of its mission. Sitthi and his men had been
instructed to establish contact with Pridi and the Free Thai leadership and then set up a
radio link with the headquarters of the Allied commander for Southeast Asia, Lord Louis
Mountbatten. This they did, installing their radio in a prison cell and using couriers to
exchange messages with Pridi. Prime Minister Pibul was either left in the dark about all of this
or, if he learned of it, chose to ignore it.

Sitthi’s team was just one of several sending intelligence reports by radio; others had been
dropped in by parachute or infiltrated by submarine, landing on remote beaches. As the war
progressed, the Allies bombed Japanese installations in Bangkok and elsewhere in Thailand,
and the Free Thai rescued a number of air crews shot down during these raids. When the
atomic bomb ended Japanese resistance in August 1945, the US Navy was still smuggling
weapons to the Free Thai in preparation for armed resistance to divert Japanese forces that
might otherwise be withdrawn to defend the homeland.

The heroics of the Free Thai did not expunge their government’s record of wartime com-
plicity with the Japanese, and, at the end of the war, the British tried to maneuver the United
States into letting them annex a strip of Thai territory adjoining Malaya. General Donovan
again came to the rescue—at least by his own account—persuading President Harry Truman,
newly in office after the death of President Roosevelt, to veto the proposal. Donovan’s reputa-
tion for defending Thailand’s territorial integrity made him a national hero.

Donovan’s sympathy for the plight of the Thai in World War II and the OSS role in creat-
ing and supporting the Free Thai made CIA a natural point of appeal in 1950, when the Thai
began looking for help against a communist expansion believed to be sponsored or conducted
by the Chinese.

The North Korean invasion of the South in June 1950 and the Chinese entry into the war
later that year raised the specter of a concerted Chinese drive to establish communist hege-
mony in Asia. Having just experienced Japanese military aggression, the Thai saw every reason
to fear that Chinese Communists would use the same means to impose their militant version
of Marxism. Native Thai also worried that the very substantial ethnic Chinese population in
Thailand would see Mao Zedong as an anti-colonial hero and that their loyalty to the king—
never taken for granted—would be transferred to the new regime in Beijing.

The government accordingly approached Ambassador Edwin E. Stanton, who promised
to forward the Thai request for military aid. The Thai—especially Pibul—saw Stanton as a
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partisan of the exiled Pridi and worried that, for that reason, he might not proceed with the
dispatch they thought their predicament required. Should he temporize, their plea might
languish in Washington when they needed immediate, tangible assistance in signaling to the
Chinese a serious US commitment.

Accordingly, the so-called Erawan Committee—the Erawan is the flying three-headed
elephant of Thai mythology and the national symbol of Laos—used its World War II contacts
to get in touch with old friends from the OSS. An informal group of military officers, mostly
veterans of the Free Thai movement, the committee included Prime Minister Pibul, First army
Commander Sarit Thanarat, and the commander of the Royal Thai Air Force. One of their
connections was Willis H. Bird, who had used the OSS base in Kunming in southwest China
to drop weapons to both the Free Thai and Ho Chi Minh’s Viet Minh. Bird had gone into busi-
ness in Bangkok after the war and had gravitated toward the well-connected former Free Thai.

The Thai approached Bird with their problem, and he responded by getting in touch with
his old friend and former boss in Kunming, Paul Halliwell. Halliwell, in turn, agreed to visit
Bangkok on the way to a scheduled visit to Saigon.

Halliwell found a receptive audience on returning to Washington in the summer of 1950.
Southeast Asia was already getting more US attention because Mao’s troops had reached the
border with Vietnam in 1949, giving the communist-led Viet Minh a new logistical base and
safe haven. In response, the United States had undertaken massive support to the French
forces opposing independence for Indochina. Viet Minh strength continued to grow, however,
and Thailand’s proximity to both French Indochina and China put it in immediate danger. An
effort to bolster Thai independence seemed imperative.

Washington also desperately wanted Asian partners for the multinational expeditionary
force in Korea. It saw the kind of program requested by the Erawan Committee as an incen-
tive to Thai participation in the struggle to repel the North Korean invasion. All of this took
place against the background of the Soviet absorption of Eastern Europe in the late 1940s and
Western fears of an invasion by the Red army and its Eastern European satraps.

With a regular program of military assistance still in the planning stage, Washington
found an interim solution in the form of the Southeast Asia Supply Company, which set up
shop in Bangkok in 1950 as a private contractor to the Royal Thai Government. Arriving a
year before the first military aid, it began training Thai military and police personnel in intelli-
gence collection and irregular warfare techniques. At the same time, Thailand became the first
nation to support US and South Korean forces when it sent four C-47 cargo aircraft to trans-
port wounded soldiers from the front in Korea to hospitals in Japan.

Meanwhile, SEA Supply was struggling to find people to man its office in Bangkok. A few
old OSS hands were available, and I worked with several of them in my early years in Thailand.
Most OSS veterans with experience in partisan warfare had either left OSS after the war or,
like future CIA Director Bill Colby, were now managing the new CIA. The bulk of the field
work in Thailand would have to be done by new hands.
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Chapter 2

“l was hoping you would get a real job.”

“In the single most important lesson of my entire army service, I learned
that motivation is everything. Anyone, no matter how apparently ill-suited to
combat, can be made into an effective soldier if he is fighting for a cause he

believes in.”
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Phillips refinery and workers” houses. Borger, Texas. Hutchinson County United States Texas Borger,
1942. Nov. Vachon, John, photographer. Photograph. https://www.loc.gov/item/2017840340/.
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“I was hoping you would get a real job.”

’\ ’othing in my formal credentials suggested that I would be a suitable candidate for
an assignment like the one I began in Thailand in 1951. When I arrived in Bangkok,
I had no foreign language beyond a little college Spanish—certainly no Thai. Nor did my aca-
demic background contain anything relevant to unconventional warfare and the clandestine
operations that assignment entailed. As a combat veteran of World War II, I knew something
about weapons and conventional tactics, but I had no experience with guerrilla or jungle
warfare.

Nevertheless, some aspects of my upbringing and experience helped me adapt very
quickly to the demands of a new environment. One of the main lessons of my childhood was
adaptability, a lesson I learned from a combination of family instability and chronic poverty.

Oklahoma, where I was born on the 4th of July 1924, was at the time a hard place for even
the most disciplined and persistent working man, and my father was not the most reliable of
breadwinners. Handsome and charming, he shrank from responsibility of any kind. The result
was chronic unemployment for him and hardship for his family.

My mother’s sister came to our rescue in 1927 with an invitation for us to come to the
Texas panhandle town of Borger. Oil deposits had created a boom town there, and jobs were
plentiful, if not always well paid. Much of the town consisted of workers’ tents, the better of
which had wooden floors. My aunt and her family had lived in one of these tents for a couple
of years but had finally managed to build a house. The tent was ours—if we wanted it.

At that point, my mother welcomed the prospect of any dwelling we could call our own.
The only issue was getting there. About the only thing my family owned at the time was a
decrepit Model-T Ford. Whether it would manage the trip to Borger over primitive dirt roads
was open to question, but my father needed work, and there was no other transportation. So
we set out, my parents, two sisters, and I. Even with five passengers, the old car accommo-
dated the meager household goods my mother had managed to accumulate.

The car survived, but our money ran out. By the time we reached a campsite at McLean,
Texas, we were out of food and almost out of gasoline. Loathing the necessity to beg, my
mother appealed to the proprietor of the combined grocery and gas station there to lend us
enough money to get to Borger.

Hers can hardly have been the first such request to come his way, and he must have
acquired a justifiable skepticism about the prospect of repayment. I suspect it was not just my
mother’s simple honesty but also the aura of genuine moral authority she radiated through-
out her entire life that moved him to help us. Needless to say, she ensured that the Good
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Samaritan was repaid out of my father’s first paycheck. Years later, she still loved to recall the
stranger’s act of kindness and trust.

I recall something else. For all the hardships she endured, my mother retained a compas-
sion for those even less fortunate. I still remember, for example, her chronic outrage at the way
the federal government neglected the Indian tribes of our region. I like to think that her exam-
ple helped me accept as equals the many so-called “primitive” people I later came to work with
in the mountains of Thailand and Laos.

The move to Borger did nothing to improve my father’s attitude toward work, and my
mother realized that, as long as he had any control over the family finances, we would never
climb out of poverty. She desperately wanted an education for her children, and this gave her
the courage needed in those days and circumstances to start divorce proceedings. For my
father, divorce was easier than accepting responsibility. He left, and none of us ever saw him
again. He abandoned his parents as well, not even showing up at their funerals when they died
a number of years later.

The problem of a parasitical head of household had now disappeared, but it was replaced
by the Great Depression. Although divorce had freed my mother to start a career, the job mar-
ket collapsed. Unable both to look for work and to care for her children, she found relatives to
take us in. She had remained close to my father’s parents after the divorce, and they took my
older sister, Charlene, and me to stay at their ranch in the Texas panhandle near the town of
Claude. Meanwhile, my younger sister, Narcille, went to live with my mother’s parents.

My grandfather, William Harlan Lair, had started out working for Charles A. Goodnight,
one of the first settlers in the Texas panhandle. Well before I came to live with him and grand-
mother, he had bought his own ranch, and he was then also working in the oil business. Born
shortly after the Civil War, he was fiercely independent and abhorred seeking help from any
government entity, even from the local sherift if thieves made off with a steer.

Grandfather Lair was no one’s whipping boy, however, and he had no intention of allow-
ing his grandson to become one either. One day, while still in the second grade, I had to wear
a jacket and tie to school for some special occasion. On the way home on the school bus that
day, two much larger boys began teasing me about my attire. The teasing escalated into a real
mauling, as one of them held me while the other tightened my tie to the point of choking
me. During the struggle, I got a major bloody nose and a badly scratched face. When the bus
finally stopped and Charlene and I got off, my best clothing was torn and, I was pretty well
covered with blood.

My account of the mélée enraged Grandfather Lair, who was not mollified when I told
him that a partition behind the driver’s seat had prevented him from seeing what was hap-
pening to me. The next morning, he walked Charlene and me to the bus stop. When the bus
arrived and the driver opened the door, grandfather raised a foot to the running board. His
coat fell open, revealing the revolver in his belt. He summarized what had happened to me the
day before and said, “T'll be back tomorrow. I want to see that partition gone and a mirror up
there so you can see what’s going on and protect the smaller children. Otherwise, you won't be
driving this bus anymore.”
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“I was hoping you would get a real job.”

Grandfather did come back the next day, and the desired changes were in place. I suppose
the episode was more or less typical of his approach to life, but it stayed with me as an object
lesson in taking care of one’s own. My surrogate father contributed to my education in more
conventional ways as well, making a horseman of me and teaching me the rudiments of cattle
ranching and farming.

Meanwhile, my mother struggled to support herself with menial jobs, working as a
waitress as she continued her training as a legal secretary. She then got parttime work with a
lawyer, which paid only a little more, and continued her schooling at night. She found relief
from this when she met Frank Swaffar, who worked at the Borger oil field. He fell in love with
her and, despite the encumbrance of her three children, proposed to make her his wife.

They were married in 1934, raising the question of where we would make our new home.
My mother cannot have enjoyed living in a tent, but what she really hated in Borger was its
lawlessness, and she begged her new husband to find us a more peaceful place to live. As it
happened, Frank’s employer, an independent oil operator named Rip Underwood—who also
owned the largest newspaper in the Texas panhandle, the Amarillo Globe—had an oil lease on
a ranch a few miles west of town. A number of small houses stood on the leased property, and
he rented them at nominal rates to workers with families. Frank obtained one of these, and we
moved into our new home.

At the same time, I began the educational experience of my life. The little community on
the ranch hosted a three-room school, named Petrolia Ward, in which three teachers taught
some 35 to 40 students. With two grades in each room, every student got the disciplined but
loving attention of the best teachers I ever knew. I credit their skill and attentiveness in the
most unpromising surroundings for my later success as a student. All three teachers would go
on to successful careers as district superintendents or even higher. Even then, somehow, they
managed to keep track of their former charges. When I graduated from Texas A&M many
years later, I got a letter of congratulation from one of them, Mr. James. It was typical of his
concern for his students but nevertheless the kind of gesture one does not forget.

By the time we left Borger, I was old enough to know that my mother’s dislike for it was
well founded. Among the incidents contributing to the frontier atmosphere was the death of
the town’s founder, “Ace” Borger. He was killed in a shootout with an associate who had lost
money when the bank of which Ace was president went bankrupt. The associate later spent 10
years in prison, not for killing Ace but for embezzling county funds. The two were, it seems,
birds of a feather.

Our new home insulated us for a while from the chronic violence of life in Borger, but it
was not to last. In 1937—I was not yet 13—Frank Swaffar and Grandfather Tompkins—my
mother’s father—were killed in separate oilfield accidents. My mother, widowed at the age of
32, was again on her own.

Grandmother Florence Tompkins still had the last two of her 13 children at home—a
boy, two years younger than I, and a girl one year older. We all moved in together, and my
grandmother became the homemaker and my mother the breadwinner. With the proceeds of
my stepfather’s life insurance, my mother completed her schooling as a legal secretary while

17



Chapter 2

working—still for minuscule pay—for a local lawyer. This led to an appointment as secretary
to the county judge in Panhandle, the county seat. We all moved to Panhandle and spent three
years there. I earned a modest supplement to the family’s income with an after-school job at
the local weekly newspaper.

In 1940, my mother found the secure employment she craved when she went to work for
the Veterans Administration at Waco. Once again, we moved. The following year, I graduated
from high school, two months before my 17th birthday.

In the fall of 1942, despite our chronically strained family finances, I enrolled at Texas
A&M, majoring in geology. I tried to concentrate on my studies, but no one was thinking
about anything but the war. I was still too young for the draft—I would not be called until
1943—and feared that the show would be over before I arrived, so I begged my mother to let
me enlist. She said that it was the hardest thing she had ever had to do but she knew that, in
my position, she would want the same thing. If I insisted on it, I could go.

The grizzled old recruiting sergeant told me I could choose my branch of service. I said I'd
take the infantry. He looked at me pityingly. “Son,” he said, “anybody can get in the infantry”
Maybe he had a quota to fill, because he went on to tell me that a bright young man like myself
should choose the Armored Corps. That branch was getting the cream of the crop, he said,
and Gen. George Patton was about to make it a separate service with its own uniform.

The old sergeant knew how to appeal to an innocent youth. Within a few weeks, I
had become a member of the 3rd Armored Division, then stationed at Indiantown Gap,
Pennsylvania. The mortar platoon of the 3rd Battalion, 32nd Armored Regiment, became my
home until the end of the war. The division sailed to England in August 1943, and we landed
on Omaha Beach in Normandy on June 13, 1944, one week after D-Day.

My three years with the 3rd Armored taught me some of the most fundamental lessons of
my professional life. In training at Indiantown Gap, I was initially appalled at the helplessness
of the city boys who constituted a considerable majority of the unit. They couldn’t operate
machinery, knew nothing of any kind of firearms, had never spent a night in the outdoors,
and were afraid of being alone in the dark. It seemed to me that they were most unpromising
material for a fighting force.

Growing up in a hybrid of ranch, farm, and frontier town living, I had experience of all
of these things. I had no trouble with marksmanship, for example, and I recognized how
darkness could serve as an ally against an enemy. I was wrong about the potential of my new
comrades-in-arms, however. In the single most important lesson of my entire army service, I
learned that motivation is everything. Anyone, no matter how apparently ill-suited to combat,
can be made into an effective soldier if he is fighting for a cause he believes in.

Well, almost anyone. A young Italian in my squad was the strongest man I had ever met
and a great man to have with us when it came time to dig in, but he was terrified of the dark.
On guard alone at night, he was simply incapacitated, hearing nothing but goose-stepping
German divisions advancing on our position. It seemed better for all concerned that he not be
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forced into perimeter security duties, so I would replace him whenever our squad had to send
a man.

This same man was also, as it happened, totally illiterate. In the many idle hours spent
waiting to engage the enemy I would read to him his letters from home, answer them for him,
and try to teach him to read and write. In return, he made me the beneficiary of his one skill,
tailoring. On the rare occasions when we got to go on R&R, I was the best-turned out soldier
in the division.

More typical was a growing self-confidence that permitted the common soldier to rec-
ognize and seize opportunities. Fairly early in the Normandy campaign, my battalion was
advancing down a road that ran through fields bordered by hedgerows, rather like dikes
covered with an almost impenetrable undergrowth of vines and brush. My squad leader and
two of us were ordered to provide flank security on the left by following a hedgerow running
parallel to the road some hundreds of yards away.

Out of sight, out of earshot, and lacking a radio, we were making our way along the hedge-
row when we heard muffled commands in German. My squad leader, Sergeant Hermann,
forced an opening in the vegetation large enough to see that two German soldiers had
crawled through the hedgerow running parallel to ours on the left and were moving toward
us. Hermann came from the predominantly German town of Sheboygan, Wisconsin, and
could speak the language. He waited until the two Wehrmacht soldiers had almost reached
our hedgerow, then shouted in German, “Hands up! Drop your weapons!” The two German
soldiers dropped their rifles and put their hands on their heads in the gesture of surrender.

Correctly assuming the two were not alone, Sergeant Hermann barked at them: “Get the
others out here! Leave all weapons behind!” He had not expected the number of Germans
who, one by one scrambled hands over their heads through their hedgerow. While Hermann
provided cover from a concealed position, the other two of us climbed down to search our
prisoners for concealed weapons. By the time they were assembled, we had a full platoon—37
men led by an officer whose sidearm is the only souvenir I still retain from World War II.

I suppose the Germans figured that only a vastly superior force would have passed up
the chance to open fire from what amounted to an ambush position and offer the chance to
surrender instead. At any rate, Sergeant Hermann’s impulse had won the day. Before my career
in combat was over, I had learned enough about the two armies’ respective styles of combat
to recognize that this kind of initiative was rare among German troops, who usually needed
an officer to prescribe every move. It was just one of the lessons from conventional warfare in
Europe that later shaped my approach to irregular jungle warfare.

When the war in Europe ended in May 1945, the 3rd Armored had reached the Elbe River
in Germany. Since our landing at Omaha Beach, not one day had passed without some ele-
ment of the division being engaged with the enemy. In the process, I had gone from the pessi-
mism of my early weeks in training to the feeling that I belonged to the finest combat force in
world. The ragtag bunch I had joined at Indiantown Gap now thought of itself as invincible,
and some of us—myself certainly included—believed we should continue the drive to the east
and take care of the Soviets while we were at it.
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I'm not sure why others saw the Russians as a future enemy, but a man who visited our
church in Waco in late 1941 or early 1942 had made a powerful impression on me. He had
been imprisoned and tortured by the Gestapo—presumably because he was Jewish—and,
after his release, escaped to the Soviet Union. There he fell into the hands of the Soviet secret
police, then known as the NKVD. He suffered worse torments at their hands than he had in
Germany, but that was not why he feared and hated communism even more than he loathed
Nazism. Hitler and his racism would never conquer the world, he said, but Soviet-controlled
international communism could very well do just that. Impressionable as I may have been at
that time, nothing in my postwar experience suggested that he was anything but right.

The wartime alliance still held together, however, and in the summer of 1945 the 3rd
Armored Division was to be shipped to the Far East to participate in the invasion of Japan. Many
of the older and married men went home to be mustered out, but the rest of us took turns going
on leave while we waited for orders to ship out.

When my chance came at the end of July, I had already picked my destination. I had
always wanted to see the Paris that I associated with expatriate writers such as Ernest
Hemingway. Money might have been a problem—the unit had not been paid in several
months, and we were all dead broke. If we lacked cash, however, we were practically afloat in
cigarettes. Thanks to a free carton per man per week, a number of nonsmokers in the unit, and
an armored vehicle in which to carry our surplus, we had enough tobacco to finance the R&R
of every man in the platoon.

I was to travel with a friend, Corporal Loudermilk. We put our ration—20 cartons each—
in a field pack and boarded a train run by the army. Once in Paris, we checked into a small
hotel, also free, that was run by the Red Cross. At this point in my life, I knew something
about shooting and being shot at but nothing about trafficking in contraband. I couldn’t ask
for lessons, however, so I went out alone on the street, lugging my field pack. I had hardly left
the hotel when a Frenchman sidled up and asked if I had cigarettes. Seeing my nod, he ges-
tured to follow him at a discreet distance.

We walked for a long way through progressively seedier neighborhoods, and I began to
have visions of losing not only my cigarettes but my life just when I was supposed to be having
fun. Finally, my guide turned into a decrepit neighborhood bar. I followed him into a back
room, where we sat down behind a table against the wall. He told me to put the cigarettes on
the bench between us, out of sight of casual observers. He counted them and offered me what
I had been told in Germany was the current market price.

I accepted, and the Frenchman ordered drinks to toast the transaction. I was just 21 and
had a small-town boy’s fantasies of big-city vice, so I looked at the clear brandy and shuddered
at the thought of being drugged and dumped in an alley. My host laughed at my hesitation—
he could certainly see what I was thinking—and reached for my glass when he had finished
his own. Grateful to have survived a bigger threat than combat against the Germans, I hastily
departed—but not before being paid. I left with enough money to finance my stay in Paris.

I was sitting with Corporal Loudermilk at one of the innumerable sidewalk cafés when a
newsboy cried out news of la bombe atomique that had just fallen on Hiroshima. I may have
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been less surprised at this than the average GI, for, in my one semester at A&M before enlisting,
I had heard a professor predict that nuclear physics would one day allow us to make “one hell of
a bomb” The news about Hiroshima proved that the professor had not overstated the case.

The Japanese surrendered before the end of our idyll in Pa