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American F-4E 
Phantom II fighter-
bombers of the 388th 
Tactical Fighter Wing 
are parked at Korat 
Royal Thai Air Force 
Base in November 
1970. During the 
Vietnam War, 
Thailand gave the 
U.S. Air Force access 
to its bases, sent Thai 
troops to South 
Vietnam to help fight 
the Viet Cong and 
worked with the CIA 
to counter communist 
guerrillas in Laos.
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AN ALLY 
WITH A LOT 

TO LOSE
By Dana Benner

Fearful of communist encroachment that 
threatened its survival, Thailand provided crucial aid 

to the U.S. fight in neighboring Indochina

uring the Vietnam War, Thailand 
was one of the places where GIs on 

leave went for a much-welcome break 

-

bombing and reconnaissance missions throughout the 

Thai military personnel had served in Viet-

and covert operations conducted primarily in 

-

each threatened by communist insurgencies, put the 
kingdom in a dangerous position that endangered its 

-

-

northern and eastern Laos, where the communist 
Pathet Lao insurgency was emerging, a direct threat 

rule of Indochina, the Thai government pushed for 

D

President John F. Kennedy, with Foreign Minister 
Thanat Khoman on Oct. 3, 1961, hoped to make 

Thailand a bulwark against communism.A
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Unlike other countries in the region
-
-

-

-
-
-

-
-

-

-

-

-

Queen Sirikit of Thailand talks with U.S. Ambassador to 
Thailand Kenneth Young Jr. and U.S. Army Col. William 

McKean, commander of the 27th Infantry Regiment near 
Korat, Thailand, in June 1962. U.S. instructors and advisers 

were sent to Thailand to bolster the country’s military.



Vietnam. If Laos fell, the door was wide open 
-

50,000 ethnic Vietnamese, many of them 
sympathetic to North Vietnamese leader Ho 

CIA estimated that some 3,200 known com-
munist guerrillas, mostly ethnic Chinese and 

forces with the United States.

linked with the communists in North Viet-
nam and China, were gaining more and more 
control of territory in Laos, which was strug-

-
munist paramilitary force in Laos and 

-

direction of the CIA. 

An Air America Dornier Do-28, used on CIA missions, is 
being refueled with buckets at an airfield in northern Laos 

in 1963. The CIA used the Udorn air base in Thailand  
to fly supplies to anti-communist forces in Laos.

An F-105F Thunderchief fighter-
bomber arrives at Thailand’s 
Korat air base, the launch site for 
bomb runs over North Vietnam.

TO
P

: U
.S

. A
IR

 F
O

R
C

E
; B

O
T

TO
M

: C
O

U
R

T
E

S
Y 

E
.C

. E
C

K
=

=
H

O
LD

T

45



46 V I E T N A M

U
.S

. A
IR

 F
O

R
C

E

communists in Laos without the direct action of American troops. 
However, by 1959 U.S. Army Special Forces, the Green Berets, had 

the Pathet Lao.

Thailand’s situation worsened in 1961 as North Vietnam, with 
assistance from the Soviet Union and China, provided support to 
communist operations in South Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos and parts 
of Thailand. The Communist Party of Thailand led an armed revolt 
in the northeastern provinces of the country. In response, Thailand 
deployed 30,000 troops, wresting an uneasy control of the area, 
which lasted throughout the war.

The United States gave both economic and military aid to Thai-
land, and in return Thailand provided both air and ground bases 
for the Americans. Between 1961 and 1965 seven Thailand bases 
saw the arrival of American warplanes. Eventually, they housed 
more than 400 aircraft and 25,000 military personnel. 

Although technically Thailand-owned bases for the Royal Thai 
naval and air forces, the installations served as headquarters for 
U.S. Air Force units that used them for operations throughout Indo-
china. Some 80 percent of the American airstrikes launched 
against North Vietnam and its guerrilla camps in the region came 
from those air bases. 

CIA operatives, under the guise of “mili-
tary advisers,” began training Lao troops 
and pilots in Thailand, while Thai special 
forces continued their covert missions into 
Laos. Specially trained Thai operators “vol-
unteered” to join the Royal Laotian Army 
and complemented the facade with Laotian 
uniforms and ID cards. By early 1962, about 
60 Thais had “enlisted” in Lao units; all on 
the CIA payroll.

The CIA also began training Hmong 
tribesmen from the mountains of Laos and 

authorization that Eisenhower signed in De-
cember 1960. The training camps were in 
Thailand. With much of the training and lo-
gistics coming from the CIA, the new forces 
were prepared to battle the enemy through 
covert action.

The American aid did not go unnoticed 
by the communist side. Tensions ramped 
up when the Pathet Lao attacked in spring 
1962 and took control of the Nam Tha river 

B-52 bombers and other American 
aircraft operate from the Thai navy 
airfield at U-Tapao in September 1972 
during the Operation Linebacker I 
bombing campaign targeting enemy 
supply routes in North Vietnam.



47A P R I L  2 0 2 0

C
O

U
R

T
E

S
Y 

R
A

N
D

Y 
K

IM
; M

A
P

 J
O

N
 B

O
C

K
=

=

valley in northwestern Thailand. Fearing 
an all-out attack, Thailand sent thousands 
of troops to repel the attackers.

In May 1962, Kennedy deployed 6,500 
Marines to bolster the Thai forces (al-
though he decided in July to withdraw 
them because of concerns about establish-
ing a long-term commitment). Thai opera-
tives, trained by the CIA and U.S. Special 
Forces, entered Laos and engaged Pathet 
Lao units, driving them back and securing 
the northern part of the country against 
further encroachments.

In the meantime, American technicians 
and engineers worked on improvements  
at Thai air bases. Air America, a U.S. gov-
ernment-owned airline secretly supporting 

Laos and Vietnam, delivering supplies to  
covert groups working with anti-commu-
nist forces. 

-
ports coming out of Laos were not good. The 
North Vietnamese were using a network of 
routes that ran through the country, collec-
tively known as the Ho Chi Minh Trail, to 

-
nam. Intelligence estimates indicated 7,000 
to 9,000 North Vietnamese Army troops 
were in Laos.

In March 1964 American planes
of Thai bases started bombing Viet Cong 
camps and supply routes in Laos. Those 

The Udorn base’s Air America 
compound, shown around 1965, is 

crowded with T-28 Trojan aircraft likely 
destined for a CIA covert operation.
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Thai Bases, American Planes
The U.S. Air Force flew from six Royal Thai Air Force bases 
and one Royal Thai Navy Airfield during the Vietnam War.
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bombers were not allowed to strike North Vietnam directly. That 
changed after the Gulf of Tonkin incident in August 1964, when 
North Vietnamese torpedo boats attacked an American destroyer, 
and President Lyndon B. Johnson ordered retaliatory airstrikes 
on North Vietnam. 

Meanwhile, Royal Thai air force planes and Royal Laotian planes 

by the Pathet Lao in both Laos and Thailand. On the ground, Thai 
and Laotian special forces units, ferried by Air America from Thai-
land to Laos, attacked Pathet Lao positions.

In early 1966, Thailand openly pledged to send combat troops 
to Vietnam (in addition to the Thai soldiers already placed into 

more than 12,000 ground troops, including the Queen’s Cobras 
-

unteer Force.  
By 1971, 15 percent of the Thai army was in South Vietnam, 

guerrilla forces taking refuge in Laos. The U.S. Air Force’s 606th 
Air Commando Squadron trained Thai forces in counterinsurgency 
operations. And the Thai air force was deployed to support the 
ground forces. 

Three Thai special forces units joined 
with the U.S. 1st Special Forces Group, and 
by early May 1966 the joint forces began 
conducting 30-day missions into remote, 
undisclosed locations not just inside Laos, 
but throughout Indochina.

 in their 
missions, and thus Thailand became the 

In 1967, guerrillas killed 138 people, includ-

Udorn Royal Thai Air Base was hit by a 
-

personnel were injured. Four of the intrud-
ers were killed, among them a North Viet-

After the attacks on the air base, Thai 
-

creased. In July 1968 three groups of Thai 
special forces were sent into Laos to con-
duct long-range reconnaissance missions. 
An estimated 21,000 Thais were operating 

Thai army soldiers in the Queen’s Cobras unit 
look at Viet Cong killed during a December 

1967 battle east of Saigon. Thailand sent 
thousands of troops into South Vietnam to 

assist in the fight against communist forces.
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in Laos by 1973. They often dressed like and lived with the ethnic 
Lao and Hmong populations.

-
ists and even Indonesian communists. All of those groups were a 

through terrorist-style attacks or direct confrontation along the 
border. The rather large Vietnamese population also was still a 
great concern. 

The CIA reported that “all conditions for rapid development of a 
subversive mechanism were present in Thailand.” CIA intelligence 
pointed out that the Chinese were actively working with the Pathet 

-

Despite the valuable assistance the Thai government had pro-

-
-

es from Thailand. 
While the request did have merit and the forces were removed 

Gen. William Wesmoreland, the top 
U.S. commander in South Vietnam, 

awards a Thai soldier in 1968.

act of political showmanship than anything 

-

Despite the departure of the American 
-

nist control like its neighbors to the east 

region’s strongest and most stable econo-
mies. American troop withdrawal did not 

may be one of the reasons Thailand was able 
to hold on when others could not. V

Dana Benner holds a bachelor’s degree in 

and a master of education degree in 

political science and sociology on the 
university level. Benner served more than 


