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The Mayaguez Incident of May 1975 stands as a somber coda to the American experience in
Vietnam, characterized by a profound disconnect between political objectives and tactical
reality. Fought to rescue a crew that had already been released, the Battle of Koh Tang resulted
in significant American casualties and the tragic abandonment of three Marines. Today, as
tensions in the Persian Gulf escalate toward a potential seizure of Kharg Island in 2026, the
parallels are increasingly difficult to ignore. This paper examines the "Mayaguez Shadow"—the
tendency of leadership to utilize military force as a tool for projecting domestic and
international strength while operating under flawed intelligence and underestimated resistance.
By comparing the 1975 assault on Koh Tang with the proposed 2026 invasion of Kharg Island,
this study analyzes the structural risks inherent in island-based amphibious operations. We
explore how geography, asymmetric defensive capabilities, and the "dead switch" of critical
infrastructure create tactical traps that can lead to high-attrition stalemates. Ultimately, this
work argues that without a fundamental reassessment of the lessons learned on the beaches of
Cambodia, a modern campaign for Kharg risks repeating the same tragic patterns of intelligence
failure and strategic overreach.
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1. Introduction: The Persistent Ghost of the Mayaguez

The history of American military intervention is often viewed through the lens of its largest and
most decisive engagements, yet it is frequently the smaller, more chaotic "incidents" that
provide the most enduring lessons for future commanders. The Mayaguez Incident of May
1975, occurring in the immediate, painful wake of the fall of Saigon, represents a seminal
moment in the study of amphibious overreach. It was a battle born of a perceived need to
demonstrate national resolve at a moment of perceived weakness, a motivation that frequently
clouds the clear-eyed assessment of tactical risk. As the United States military finds itself in
2026 contemplating a high-stakes seizure of Kharg Island in the Persian Gulf under the auspices
of Operation Epic Fury, the echoes of the Cambodian coastline have never been louder.

The Psychology of the Island Assault

Island assaults occupy a unique and treacherous position in the hierarchy of military operations.
Unlike continental warfare, where maneuver and retreat are facilitated by depth of terrain, an
island is a finite tactical box. Once troops are committed to the shore, the complexity of the
operation increases exponentially with every minute that the initial plan fails to meet reality. In
1975, the "fog of war" was literal and figurative, as Marines descended into a killing zone on Koh
Tang that intelligence had suggested would be lightly defended. The ghost of this failure is not
merely found in the casualty lists, but in the recurring institutional tendency to underestimate
the "home field advantage" of a dug-in, ideologically motivated defender. On Kharg Island today,
we see a modern mirror of this psychological trap, where the desire to "open the spigot" of the
global economy through a show of force may be overlooking the asymmetric lethality of a
defender with nowhere else to go.

Defining the Mayaguez Shadow

The "Mayaguez Shadow" refers to the specific phenomenon wherein political leaders utilize
specialized amphibious forces as a tool for rapid crisis resolution without fully accounting for
intelligence gaps or the environmental constraints of the target. It is characterized by three
primary failings: the overestimation of air superiority's ability to suppress ground fire, the
reliance on outdated or optimistic intelligence regarding enemy strength, and the prioritization
of "speed of action" over the safety of the extraction phase. In the context of 2026, this shadow
looms over the planning for Kharg Island. While the technology of 1975—the CH-53 helicopters
and primitive radio communications—has been replaced by V-22 Ospreys, stealth platforms,
and real-time data links, the fundamental geometry of the island trap remains unchanged. A
defender on a fortified island needs only to survive the initial bombardment to turn a "surgical
strike" into a prolonged and bloody siege.



The Relevance of 2026 Geopolitics

The current standoff in the Persian Gulf is not merely a regional dispute but a global economic
crisis. With the Strait of Hormuz effectively neutralized by Iranian "smart" mines and drone
swarms, the pressure on the White House to "do something" has reached a fever pitch. Kharg
Island, as the primary conduit for Iranian petroleum exports, sits as the most tempting target for
a decapitation strike intended to force Tehran to the negotiating table. However, the move
toward Kharg is being driven by the same "credibility doctrine" that pushed the Ford
administration to launch the assault on Koh Tang. By examining these two events in parallel, this
paper seeks to identify the structural risks of island-based amphibious operations and provide a
framework for understanding why these missions so frequently deviate from their intended
outcomes. The goal is to move beyond the simplistic binary of "success or failure" and instead
analyze the cost-to-benefit ratio of projecting power onto isolated, heavily defended geographic
points.

A Comparative Framework for Analysis

To understand the risks of 2026, we must meticulously deconstruct the failures of 1975. This
paper will utilize a comparative framework that looks at four key pillars: intelligence accuracy,
the lethality of the landing zone, the impact of mainland proximity on reinforcement, and the
political fallout of "left behind" personnel. By applying the hard-won data from the Koh Tang
disaster to the current tactical projections for Kharg, we can begin to see a pattern of risk that
transcends decades and technology. This introductory section establishes the premise that
while the weapons have evolved, the human and geographic factors that led to the tragedy in
the Gulf of Thailand are currently being replicated in the waters of the Persian Gulf.

2. Historical Foundation: The Seizure of the SS Mayaguez and the Political Climate of 1975

The seizure of the SS Mayaguez on May 12, 1975, did not occur in a geopolitical vacuum; rather,
it was the spark that landed in a powder keg of American foreign policy frustration. To
understand the gravity of the decision to launch an assault on Koh Tang, one must first
understand the psychological state of the United States government and its military leadership
in the spring of 1975. Only weeks prior, the world had watched the harrowing images of
helicopters evacuating the final American personnel from the roof of the U.S. Embassy in
Saigon. The "fall" of South Vietnam and Cambodia to communist forces represented a definitive
end to a decades-long struggle, leaving the American public weary and the Ford administration
concerned about a perceived collapse of U.S. credibility on the world stage.



The Post-Vietham Vacuum and the Rise of the Khmer Rouge

In Cambodia, the Khmer Rouge had seized Phnom Penh in April 1975, initiating a radical and
violent restructuring of society. This new regime was xenophobic, aggressive, and determined to
assert sovereignty over its territorial waters. When the SS Mayaguez, a commercial container
ship owned by Sea-Land Service, moved through the Gulf of Thailand en route from Hong Kong
to Thailand, it passed near Poulo Wai island. The Khmer Rouge, claiming the ship was within
their twelve-mile territorial limit and engaged in espionage, intercepted the vessel using swift
patrol boats. The crew was forced at gunpoint to anchor near Koh Tang, a small, jungle-covered
island.

For the United States, this was not merely a maritime dispute; it was a direct challenge. The
memory of the USS Pueblo incident in 1968 —where a U.S. intelligence ship and its crew were
captured by North Korea and held for eleven months—loomed large over the White House.
President Gerald Ford, having assumed the presidency following the resignation of Richard
Nixon, was acutely aware of his status as an unelected leader. He felt a profound pressure to
prove that the United States remained a superpower capable of protecting its interests and
citizens, despite the humiliating withdrawal from Indochina.

The Credibility Doctrine and the Decision for Force

The National Security Council (NSC) meetings during the crisis reveal a leadership less
concerned with the technicalities of the ship's location and more concerned with the global
perception of American "will." Henry Kissinger, serving as both Secretary of State and National
Security Advisor, argued that a failure to respond forcefully would embolden adversaries in the
region and signal to allies that the U.S. security umbrella had folded. The diplomatic track was
viewed with skepticism; the Khmer Rouge were seen as unpredictable and potentially
unreachable through traditional channels.

Consequently, the military option was prioritized almost immediately. The objective was two-
fold: recover the ship and rescue the forty-man crew. However, a third, unstated objective was
equally important: to strike a blow against the Khmer Rouge as a demonstration of American
military reach. This desire for a "clear-cut victory" led to a compressed planning cycle. The
military was ordered to prepare for an amphibious assault on Koh Tang, where it was believed
the crew was being held, while simultaneously preparing to retake the ship itself.

The Logistics of an Accidental Battle

The forces available for the mission were primarily drawn from the 3rd Marine Division based in
Okinawa and Thailand, supported by Air Force helicopters and Navy surface vessels like the USS
Holt and the carrier USS Coral Sea. The logistical hurdles were immense. The U.S. had just

finished dismantling its massive infrastructure in Southeast Asia, and the remaining assets were
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scattered. Furthermore, the political sensitivity of using Thai airbases for combat operations
against a neighboring country created a rift with the Thai government, which officially forbade
the mission.

Despite these complications, the order was given. The political climate demanded speed, which
in turn sacrificed the time necessary for thorough reconnaissance. The assumption within the
Ford administration was that the "rag-tag" Khmer Rouge would melt away in the face of
American airpower and Marine Corps discipline. This fundamental misunderstanding of the
adversary’s resolve and preparation would prove to be the most critical error of the campaign.
The Mayaguez incident was thus framed from the start not as a tactical operation, but as a
performance of national power, a theme that resonates directly with the 2026 rhetoric
surrounding the "reclamation" of the Persian Gulf through the seizure of Kharg Island.

3. The Tactical Crucible: Anatomy of the Battle of Koh Tang

The tactical execution of the Koh Tang assault began in the pre-dawn hours of May 15, 1975,
under a plan that was as ambitious as it was flawed. The mission was designed as a dual-
pronged operation: one element would board the SS Mayaguez via the USS Harold E. Holt, while
the main force of roughly 180 Marines from Battalion Landing Team 2/9 would secure Koh Tang.
The island, a two-mile-long jungle-clad rock, was divided into two primary landing zones
designated as East Beach and West Beach. The operational intent was for the Marines to land
simultaneously on both shores, sweep inland to locate the crew, and link up in the center of the
northern peninsula. However, this plan relied on the critical assumption that the defenders
were a disorganized group of perhaps twenty to thirty local militiamen who would be easily
overwhelmed by a modern airmobile assault.

The Descent into the Killing Zone

As the first wave of eight Air Force helicopters—a mix of CH-53 Knife and HH-53 Jolly Green
platforms—approached the beaches at approximately 06:00, the reality of the Khmer Rouge
presence became immediately and violently apparent. Rather than a scattered militia, the
Marines encountered a reinforced battalion of nearly 200 disciplined soldiers entrenched in a
sophisticated network of log-and-earth bunkers, spider holes, and trenches. On the East Beach,
Knife 23 and Knife 31 were met with a wall of fire from heavy machine guns and rocket-
propelled grenades. Knife 31 was struck in the tail pylon and crashed into the surf, killing
thirteen of the twenty-six men on board. On the West Beach, Knife 21 was hit so severely that it
managed to offload its Marines before ditching into the sea, while Knife 22 was riddled with
over 100 bullet holes and forced to limp back to the mainland.



By the end of the first hour, the assault force was in a state of tactical crisis. Only fifty-four
Marines were on the ground, divided into two isolated pockets and pinned down by intense
crossfire. The Khmer Rouge used the dense jungle canopy to mask their positions, rendering
traditional aerial reconnaissance nearly useless. The Marines on the beaches were forced to
fight a survival action, utilizing whatever cover the sand berms and downed helicopter hulks
provided, while the command-and-control aircraft overhead struggled to coordinate fire
support in the face of persistent ground-to-air threats.

Escalation and the Reinforcement Wave

Despite the mounting losses, the decision was made to push ahead with reinforcements. As the
morning progressed, the "fog of war" deepened. While the Marines on Koh Tang were bleeding
for a beachhead, the crew of the Mayaguez was actually being released miles away on a Thai
fishing boat. The disconnect between the tactical situation on the island and the strategic reality
of the crew’s release meant that for several hours, men were being sent into a "meat grinder"
for a objective that no longer existed. A second wave of roughly 100 Marines was eventually
landed to bolster the perimeter, but they were unable to break out of the beachheads. The
battle became a test of endurance, with the U.S. side relying on massive applications of
firepower from AC-130 Spectre gunships and A-7 Corsair Il strike aircraft to prevent the
perimeters from being overrun.

The Withdrawal and the 15,000-Pound "Daisy Cutter"

By late afternoon, the mission shifted from a rescue to a desperate extraction. To suppress the
Khmer Rouge long enough for the remaining helicopters to retrieve the survivors, an Air Force
C-130 dropped a BLU-82 bomb—the largest conventional bomb in the U.S. arsenal at the time—
on the neck of the island between the two beaches. The concussion from the 15,000-pound
blast momentarily silenced the enemy guns, but it also highlighted the extreme measures
required to extricate a force from an island trap. The final evacuation took place in near-total
darkness, under a continuous hail of tracer fire. The helicopters, some flying on a single engine
or with shattered cockpit glass, shuttled the exhausted Marines to the waiting decks of the USS
Coral Sea and USS Henry B. Wilson. The "crucible" of Koh Tang ended not with the triumphant
recovery of hostages, but with a narrow escape from total annihilation, leaving behind a legacy
of tactical lessons regarding the limits of airmobile power against a fortified island defense.

4. The Intelligence-Reality Gap: Miscalculating Adversary Strength and Intent

The most critical failure of the Mayaguez Incident was not found on the beaches of Koh Tang,
but in the briefing rooms where the operation was conceived. The intelligence-reality gap—the
distance between the perceived capabilities of the enemy and their actual tactical readiness—



remains the primary driver of catastrophic military outcomes in island-based operations. In May
1975, this gap was a product of institutional arrogance, a lack of ground-level reconnaissance,
and a desperate political need for a rapid victory. As we look toward the potential invasion of
Kharg Island in 2026, the technological tools for intelligence gathering have advanced
exponentially, yet the structural vulnerabilities of the intelligence cycle remain remarkably
similar.

The Failure of Signal and Human Intelligence in 1975

In the days leading up to the assault on Koh Tang, the United States military relied heavily on
high-altitude aerial photography and limited signal intelligence (SIGINT). These sources
suggested that the island was occupied by a small, poorly equipped maritime militia of perhaps
twenty to thirty individuals. This assessment was fundamentally flawed. The Khmer Rouge had
turned Koh Tang into a fortified outpost, not merely to hold the Mayaguez crew, but as a
defensive node against potential Viethamese incursions. The defenders were seasoned veterans
of the Cambodian Civil War, equipped with 75mm recoilless rifles, heavy machine guns, and a
vast supply of rocket-propelled grenades. Because there was no "human intelligence" (HUMINT)
on the ground to verify the presence of bunkers masked by the jungle canopy, the Marines were
sent into an environment that their commanders believed was a vacuum, but which was
actually a hornet's nest.

Mirror Imaging and the Underestimation of the Asymmetric Defender

A recurring theme in the Mayaguez shadow is "mirror imaging"—the tendency of military
planners to assume that an adversary will react according to the planners' own logic and
doctrines. In 1975, the National Security Council assumed that once the United States
demonstrated its intent to use force, the Khmer Rouge would recognize the futility of resistance
and withdraw. They failed to account for the ideological zeal of the Khmer Rouge or their
specific tactical environment. For the defenders on Koh Tang, there was no retreat; they were
defending Cambodian soil against what they perceived as a colonialist invasion. This
miscalculation of intent is often more dangerous than the miscalculation of strength. It led to a
plan that lacked contingency for a prolonged engagement, as planners simply did not believe
the Khmer Rouge would "choose" to fight a superpower.

Modern Parallels: The Digital Fog of 2026

In the current planning for Operation Epic Fury and the seizure of Kharg Island, the intelligence
community boasts of "total battlefield transparency" through the use of synthetic aperture
radar, hyperspectral imaging, and persistent drone surveillance. However, Kharg Island presents
an intelligence challenge that mirrors Koh Tang's jungle. The island is a labyrinth of industrial oil
infrastructure, deep-sea terminals, and reinforced concrete bunkers buried beneath layers of



geological salt and rock. The IRGC has spent decades hardening these positions specifically to
withstand the types of precision strikes that the U.S. currently employs.

The intelligence-reality gap in 2026 is further complicated by the "digital fog" of cyber warfare
and electronic deception. Iran’s ability to spoof GPS signals and create "ghost" signatures of
troop movements can mislead planners into striking decoys while leaving the primary defensive
nodes intact. Just as the 1975 planners ignored the possibility of a reinforced battalion on Koh
Tang, today's planners risk ignoring the possibility that Iran’s "obliterated" coastal defenses are
merely dormant, waiting for the first wave of landing craft to enter the "kill box." The persistent
ghost of the Mayaguez teaches us that the more a political objective demands a "clean"
operation, the more likely the intelligence process is to filter out the "noisy" data that suggests a
messy reality.

The Cognitive Trap of the "Surgical Strike"

The desire for a "surgical strike" creates a cognitive trap where any evidence of high-intensity
resistance is dismissed as an anomaly. In 1975, when a pilot reported heavy fire during a pre-
assault flyover, the information was not integrated into the final landing plan because it
contradicted the established narrative of a light defense. In 2026, the narrative of Kharg Island
as a "decaying infrastructure" ripe for the taking serves a similar political purpose. When
intelligence is used to justify a predetermined course of action rather than to inform a flexible
strategy, the gap between the map and the territory becomes a graveyard for the personnel
tasked with bridging it.

5. Geopolitical Context of 2026: Operation Epic Fury and the Blockade of Hormuz

The geopolitical landscape of March 2026 is defined by a level of volatility not seen in the
Persian Gulf since the "Tanker War" of the 1980s, yet the current crisis is fueled by a much more
volatile mixture of regime instability and global economic desperation. The catalyst for the
current conflict was the death of Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei in late February 2026,
which triggered a violent internal power struggle within the Iranian security apparatus. In the
ensuing chaos, a series of preemptive U.S. and Israeli strikes—codenamed Operation Epic
Fury—targeted Iran's nuclear facilities and ballistic missile sites. While these strikes were
tactically successful in degrading Iran's high-end conventional capabilities, they triggered a
predictable asymmetric response: the total blockade of the Strait of Hormuz.

The Economic Asphyxiation of the Global West

Unlike previous "shadow wars," the 2026 blockade is not a series of deniable harassments but a
declared exclusion zone. The IRGC has utilized its remaining "smart" mine inventory and drone



swarms to effectively halt all commercial traffic through the world's most vital energy artery.
With over 20% of the world’s daily oil supply and significant volumes of liquefied natural gas
(LNG) trapped behind the chokepoint, global energy prices have surged past $150 per barrel,
threatening to trigger a global depression. The Biden-era strategic reserves have been largely
depleted, leaving the current Trump administration with few options other than direct military
intervention to "break the siege."

Kharg Island as the Strategic Center of Gravity

In this context, Kharg Island has emerged as the primary "center of gravity" for both sides. For
Tehran, Kharg is the lifeblood of the state, handling approximately 90% of the country’s oil
exports. For the United States, it represents the ultimate lever of "coercive diplomacy." The
logic currently circulating in Washington—echoed by proponents like Senator Lindsey Graham—
is that by seizing Kharg Island, the U.S. can essentially hold the Iranian economy hostage, forcing
the fragmented IRGC leadership to reopen the Strait in exchange for the island's return. This
"seize and swap" strategy is the modern iteration of the "credibility doctrine" seen in 1975; it is
a high-risk gamble intended to project overwhelming strength to resolve a complex political
stalemate.

Operation Epic Fury and the Pressure to Escalate

The initial phases of Operation Epic Fury have focused on "preparation of the environment,"
involving massive precision strikes on Kharg’s air defenses and radar installations. However,
airpower alone has proven insufficient to reopen the Strait. The Iranian defenders have
retreated into hardened subterranean facilities, and their ability to launch shore-to-ship missiles
from mobile batteries remains a persistent threat. This has created a "mission creep" dynamic
similar to the Mayaguez Incident. What began as a campaign of targeted strikes is rapidly
evolving into a requirement for "boots on the ground." The deployment of the 31st Marine
Expeditionary Unit and the USS Tripoli toward the northern Gulf signifies that the transition
from a standoff conflict to an amphibious invasion is no longer a theoretical exercise but an
imminent operational reality.

The Echo of 1975 in 2026 Diplomacy

The most striking parallel between the geopolitical climate of 1975 and 2026 is the sense of an
administration "backed into a corner." In 1975, the Ford administration felt it had to act to prove
America was not a "pitiful, helpless giant" after Vietnam. In 2026, the administration feels it
must act to prevent a domestic economic collapse and to assert dominance in a post-Khamenei
Iran. In both cases, the political necessity for a "victory" has begun to outpace the military’s
ability to guarantee a safe or predictable outcome. The blockade of Hormuz has turned the
Persian Gulf into a tactical cage, and Kharg Island is the lock that planners believe can be picked
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with a Marine assault. However, as the history of Koh Tang demonstrates, entering the cage is
far easier than exiting it with the objective intact.

6. Strategic Asset Analysis: The Economic and Military Vitality of Kharg Island

In the strategic calculus of the 2026 Persian Gulf crisis, Kharg Island is not merely a piece of
territory; it is the physical manifestation of Iran’s national survival. Located approximately 15
miles off the Iranian coast in the northern Gulf, this coral outcrop serves as the primary gateway
for the country's petroleum wealth. To understand why Kharg is the centerpiece of Operation
Epic Fury, one must view it as both an economic "heart" and a military "dead switch."

The Economic Heart: Pipelines and Supertankers

Kharg Island is the backbone of the Iranian fiscal state, handling between 90% and 95% of the
nation’s total crude oil exports. In 2025, this translated to roughly 1.5 to 1.7 million barrels per
day, generating approximately 78 billion dollars in annual revenue. The island’s significance is
rooted in its unique geography; unlike much of the shallow Iranian coastline, the waters
surrounding Kharg are naturally deep, allowing Very Large Crude Carriers (VLCCs) to berth
directly at its T-jetty and Sea Island terminals.

The infrastructure is massive: over 50 storage tanks with a combined capacity of approximately
34 million barrels provide a strategic buffer, allowing Iran to maintain export flows even when
mainland production is disrupted. For the United States and its allies, seizing this asset is seen
as the ultimate form of "coercive diplomacy." The logic holds that by controlling the loading
arms and the manifold rooms on Kharg, the U.S. can effectively dictate the terms of Iran’s
reintegration into the global economy, or conversely, cause the immediate collapse of the
regime’s funding for the IRGC and its regional proxies.

The Military "Dead Switch" and the Forbidden Island

Beyond its industrial role, Kharg is a heavily fortified military bastion, often referred to by locals
as the "Forbidden Island." The IRGC has spent decades transforming the island’s interior into a
labyrinth of hardened defenses. Intelligence reports from early 2026 indicate the presence of
"underground cities"—subterranean missile bases and command centers carved into the
island’s limestone foundation. These facilities house advanced air defense systems, such as the
Sayyad-3, and mobile shore-to-ship missile batteries capable of targeting any vessel within a
150-mile radius.

The "dead switch" refers to a scorched-earth defensive doctrine. Military analysts warn that the
IRGC has likely pre-positioned demolition charges on critical manifold headers and subsea
pipelines. If a U.S. landing force appears poised to take the island, the defenders could trigger a
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catastrophic series of explosions. This would not only deny the U.S. a functional prize but would

create an ecological disaster of unprecedented proportions, fouling the desalination plants that

provide drinking water for millions across the Gulf. This reality complicates the "Mayaguez" style
of quick intervention; while the 1975 mission was a simple "seek and rescue," a 2026 assault on

Kharg involves seizing an asset that the defender is prepared to destroy rather than surrender.

Geopolitical Leverage and the China Connection

The strategic vitality of Kharg also extends to its role in the "Axis of Resistance" and its
partnership with China. As the anchor buyer of Iranian crude, China views any attempt to seize
Kharg as a direct threat to its own energy security. This adds a layer of global risk that was
absent in 1975. While the Khmer Rouge were isolated, the IRGC on Kharg operates with the
tacit diplomatic, and potentially technical, support of a rival superpower. Consequently, the
"asset value" of the island is not just measured in barrels of oil, but in its ability to serve as a
tripwire for a broader global conflict. This makes the island a "honey trap" for American
planners: an asset too valuable to ignore, yet too dangerous to touch without risking a total
regional or global conflagration.

7. Comparative Doctrine: Evolution of Amphibious Assault from 1975 to 2026

The shift in amphibious warfare from the mid-1970s to the present day represents one of the
most significant architectural changes in military history. In 1975, the assault on Koh Tang was a
classic, albeit poorly executed, example of vertical envelopment. This doctrine, refined during
the Vietnam War, relied on the speed and flexibility of helicopters to bypass beach defenses and
deposit troops directly into the heart of an objective. However, the Mayaguez incident exposed
the fragility of this "all-in" approach when faced with integrated ground fire. By 2026, the
doctrine has evolved into a multi-domain, distributed model known as Expeditionary Advanced
Base Operations (EABO), which seeks to avoid the very "massed target" vulnerability that led to
the heavy losses on the Koh Tang beaches.

The 1970s: The Helicopter as the Single Point of Failure

In 1975, the U.S. Marine Corps and Air Force were limited by the technical constraints of their
era. The primary means of insertion were the CH-53 Sea Stallion and the HH-53 Jolly Green
Giant. These aircraft were large, relatively slow, and highly vulnerable to small arms fire and
rocket-propelled grenades during the critical moments of landing and takeoff. At Koh Tang, the
doctrine of vertical envelopment failed because it lacked "distributed lethality." Once a
helicopter was downed or turned back, the entire tactical plan for that wave disintegrated.
There was no redundancy; if the helicopter didn't land, the Marines didn't fight.
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Furthermore, the "ship-to-shore" movement of 1975 was a linear process. Command and
control were centralized in a way that made it difficult for small units on the ground to adapt
when their radios failed or their officers were killed. The fire support from the USS Coral Sea
and AC-130s was powerful but often "blind," as the jungle canopy and the proximity of friend
and foe made precision targeting nearly impossible. The doctrine was essentially a
"sledgehammer" approach: use airpower to suppress the enemy, land the helicopters, and hope
the sheer momentum of the Marine assault would carry the day.

2026: The Rise of the Stand-In Force and EABO

Contrast this with the 2026 "Force Design" currently being implemented in the Persian Gulf.
Under the Expeditionary Advanced Base Operations (EABO) framework, the 31st Marine
Expeditionary Unit does not seek to land a massive, vulnerable wave of helicopters directly onto
Kharg Island’s beaches. Instead, the modern doctrine emphasizes "Stand-In Forces"—small,
highly mobile, and lethal units that operate within the adversary’s weapons engagement zone
(WEZ).

In an assault on Kharg, the movement would be non-linear and multi-domain. Unmanned
Surface Vehicles (USVs) and Undersea Vehicles (UUVs) would likely precede any human landing,
identifying minefields and spoofing IRGC radar. The insertion of personnel would utilize the V-22
Osprey, which offers significantly higher speed and range than its 1975 predecessors, allowing
for "over-the-horizon" launches that keep the primary fleet (like the USS Tripoli) safe from
shore-to-ship missiles. Crucially, the doctrine now integrates cyber and electronic warfare as a
primary "landing" element. Before a single Marine touches the sand of Kharg, the IRGC’s
communication networks and drone command links would be targeted by "non-kinetic" strikes
designed to blind the defender in a way that was technically impossible during the Mayaguez
crisis.

The Persistence of the "Last Yard" Vulnerability

Despite these technological leaps, the "comparative doctrine" reveals a sobering truth: the "last
yard" of an amphibious assault remains essentially the same. Whether in 1975 or 2026, a
Marine must eventually exit a craft and occupy ground. While the 2026 Marine has integrated
night vision, personal data links, and precision-guided mortars, they are still attacking a fixed,
fortified position from the sea.

The IRGC’s counter-doctrine has evolved in parallel. They recognize that they cannot win a
"symphony of sensors" battle against the U.S. Navy. Instead, they have adopted a "fortress
island" strategy that mirrors the Khmer Rouge’s tactics: digging deep, staying quiet during the
initial bombardment, and waiting for the U.S. forces to enter the "clinch" where high-tech
advantages are neutralized by smoke, debris, and close-quarters combat. The evolution of
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doctrine has made the approach to the island safer, but it has not necessarily made the fight on
the island any less brutal. The Mayaguez shadow suggests that no matter how sophisticated the
"distributed" model is, the concentrated resistance of a defender with their back to the sea
remains the ultimate tactical wildcard.

8. Asymmetric Defenses: From Khmer Rouge Bunkers to IRGC Missile Swarms

The tactical challenge of seizing an island is defined by the asymmetry between a mobile, high-
tech attacker and a static, deeply entrenched defender. In 1975, the Khmer Rouge utilized low-
tech but highly effective "denial" tactics that neutralized the American advantage in air mobility.
In 2026, the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) on Kharg Island employs a modernized
version of this same philosophy, replacing the jungle canopy with subterranean concrete and
the rocket-propelled grenade with the autonomous drone swarm.

The 1975 Model: The Jungle and the RPG

At Koh Tang, the Khmer Rouge defense was built on the principle of concealment and massed
fire at the point of impact. Their primary weapons—the B-40 and B-41 rocket-propelled
grenades (RPGs)—were used not against tanks, but as anti-aircraft artillery. By waiting until the
U.S. helicopters were in their most vulnerable state—the hover and offload phase—the
defenders were able to achieve a kill ratio that stunned American planners. The Khmer Rouge
also utilized 12.7mm heavy machine guns and 75mm recoilless rifles, positioned in a "U" shape
around the landing zones to create interlocking fields of fire.

The most effective "technology" the Khmer Rouge possessed was the island’s topography. The
dense jungle provided a natural shield against the AC-130 gunships and A-7 strike aircraft.
American pilots reported that while they could see the muzzle flashes of enemy guns, the actual
bunkers were invisible from the air. This forced the Marines into a "clinch" fight, where the
superior range of American weaponry was negated by the fact that the enemy was only twenty
to thirty yards away, often sharing the same tree lines.

The 2026 Model: Layered Denial and the Drone Swarm

On Kharg Island, the IRGC has evolved this asymmetric approach into a sophisticated, multi-
layered "Anti-Access/Area Denial" (A2/AD) system. The first layer is the "smart" minefield,
consisting of bottom-moored acoustic and magnetic mines that can distinguish between a
commercial tanker and a military landing craft. The second layer consists of "swarm" tactics
involving Zolfaghar-class fast-attack boats. These vessels are equipped with short-range missiles
and are designed to overwhelm a destroyer’s Aegis combat system through sheer numbers,
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much like the Khmer Rouge patrol boats attempted to do in the Gulf of Thailand, albeit with far
greater lethality.

The third and most dangerous layer is the integration of one-way attack drones, such as the
Shahed-136, and shore-to-ship cruise missiles like the Noor or Gader. Unlike the static bunkers
of Koh Tang, these assets are stored in "underground cities"—hardened tunnels carved
hundreds of feet into the island’s limestone. These facilities are designed to survive the impact
of 5,000-pound GBU-72 bunker-busters. The IRGC’s doctrine assumes the loss of the island’s
surface; they intend to fight from the "basement," utilizing hidden elevators to bring launchers
to the surface for rapid-fire "shoot and scoot" missions before retreating back into the earth.

The Concept of the "Economic Dead Switch"

While the Khmer Rouge fought to defend a physical territory, the IRGC defends a global
economic lever. The most potent asymmetric "weapon" on Kharg Island today is the
infrastructure itself. Intelligence suggests that the terminal's manifold headers are rigged with
"scorched earth" charges. If a U.S. landing force succeeds in establishing a beachhead, the
defenders can trigger a sequence that destroys the loading arms and ruptures the subsea
pipelines. This creates an immediate "lose-lose" scenario: the U.S. gains control of a shattered,
burning rock, while the resulting oil spill creates a multi-decade ecological disaster that halts all
shipping in the northern Gulf. This "infrastructure as a weapon" represents a level of
asymmetric leverage that the 1975 planners never had to contemplate, yet it stems from the
same defensive logic of making the cost of victory higher than the value of the prize.

9. The Infrastructure Weapon: Ecological and Economic Sabotage as a Defensive Tier

In the 1975 Mayaguez incident, the physical infrastructure of Koh Tang was secondary to the
human element. The island was a means to an end—a place to hold captives. While the SS
Mayaguez itself was a valuable commercial asset, its destruction would have been a financial
loss, not a global catastrophe. In 2026, the paradigm has shifted entirely. On Kharg Island, the
infrastructure is the battlefield. The massive network of pipelines, storage tanks, and loading
terminals represents a "defensive tier" that is as lethal as any minefield or missile battery.

The Scorched Earth Doctrine: The Economic Dead Switch

The Iranian defensive strategy for Kharg Island is built around the concept of "denial of utility."
The IRGC understands that the primary U.S. objective is to secure the island’s export capability
to stabilize global markets. Consequently, the most effective counter-measure is the pre-
positioned destruction of that very capability. Intelligence gathered in early 2026 suggests that
"demolition cells" within the IRGC's 402nd Intelligence Brigade have rigged the island’s primary
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manifold headers—the central nervous system of the oil flow—with thermite and high-
explosive charges.

If U.S. Marines successfully breach the "outer crust” of the island’s defenses, the defenders are
prepared to trigger a sequence that would take years, if not a decade, to repair. This is the
"Mayaguez Shadow" in its most cynical form: a rescue mission where the "hostage" is the global
economy, and the kidnapper is willing to kill the hostage to deny the rescuer a victory. Unlike
1975, where the "prize" was a ship that could be towed away, the prize in 2026 is bolted to the
seafloor and wired to explode.

Ecological Warfare: The Oil Slick as a Tactical Barrier

A secondary but equally devastating component of the infrastructure weapon is the use of
"ecological denial." By rupturing the subsea pipelines that connect Kharg to the Ganyaveh
mainland terminal, Iran can release millions of barrels of crude oil into the northern Persian
Gulf. Tactically, this creates a nightmare for amphibious forces. High-viscosity oil fouls the water-
intake systems of littoral combat ships and landing craft, leading to engine failure and
mechanical stranding.

Furthermore, the prevailing currents in the Gulf would push a massive slick southward, toward
the desalination plants of Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates. In a region where
over 90 percent of the drinking water is derived from processed seawater, an oil spill of this
magnitude is not just an environmental disaster; it is a weapon of mass dehydration. This forces
U.S. planners into a "hesitation trap." Any kinetic strike on the island that accidentally triggers a
spill carries a geopolitical cost that may outweigh the benefits of seizing the territory.

The Humanitarian Dimension of Industrial Sabotage

The human cost of infrastructure sabotage on Kharg extends far beyond the combatants. In
1975, the tragedy was measured in the lives of 18 Marines and 23 Air Force personnel. In 2026,
the sabotage of Kharg could lead to a humanitarian crisis affecting millions of civilians across the
Arabian Peninsula. The "Mayaguez" lesson of 1975 was that tactical success is hollow if the
strategic objective is lost. If the 31st Marine Expeditionary Unit "takes" Kharg Island only to find
the terminals in ruins and the surrounding seas poisoned, the mission will be recorded as a
catastrophic failure of foresight. The infrastructure weapon effectively turns the island into a
"suicide vest" for the entire region, a variable that the 1975 commanders, for all their struggles,
never had to solve.
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10. Political Signaling vs. Military Feasibility: The Pressure to Act

The friction between political necessity and military reality is perhaps the most dangerous
variable in the Mayaguez shadow. In both 1975 and 2026, the decision to launch an amphibious
assault was not driven solely by a clear-eyed tactical assessment of the objective, but by the
urgent need to send a message to both domestic and international audiences. When the
"signal" becomes more important than the "substance" of the mission, the lives of those on the
ground are often mortgaged to pay for a perceived restoration of national prestige. This section
explores how the "credibility doctrine" and domestic political pressures create an environment
where military feasibility is treated as a secondary concern.

The Credibility Trap and the "Do Something" Mandate

In May 1975, the Ford administration was operating in a state of strategic panic. The fall of
Saigon had occurred only weeks prior, and the image of the United States as a reliable
superpower was in tatters. Henry Kissinger and President Ford viewed the seizure of the SS
Mayaguez not as a localized maritime dispute, but as a test of American "will" in the post-
Vietnam era. There was a profound fear that if the U.S. did not respond with overwhelming
force, it would be seen as a "pitiful, helpless giant," encouraging further provocations from
North Korea or the Soviet Union. This led to a "do something" mandate that prioritized the
speed of the response over its accuracy.

The pressure to act quickly meant that the military was forced to bypass standard intelligence
verification. When the Marines were told they were going into Koh Tang, the mission was
framed as a high-visibility rescue that would prove American resolve. However, the political
need for a "win" resulted in a plan that assumed the best-case scenario. This is the hallmark of
the credibility trap: the objective is chosen because it is symbolic, but the tactical costs are
ignored because they are inconvenient to the narrative of strength.

Domestic Urgency and the 2026 Energy Crisis

Flash forward to the spring of 2026, and the administration faces a different but equally
coercive set of pressures. The blockade of the Strait of Hormuz has sent shockwaves through
the American economy, with gasoline prices reaching unprecedented levels and supply chains
for critical goods beginning to fracture. Unlike the 1975 crisis, which was primarily about
"prestige," the 2026 crisis is about "survival" for the sitting administration. With an election
cycle approaching and the public demanding relief from the economic strangulation, the "Epic
Fury" campaign has been marketed as the solution to the nation's woes.

In this environment, Kharg Island has become a political fetish. For many in Washington, seizing
the island is seen as a "silver bullet" that will magically reopen the Gulf and lower prices at the
pump. This domestic urgency creates a dangerous feedback loop. Commanders who express
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caution or point out the "dead switch" defenses on the island are often seen as "defeatist" or
"slow-rolling" a political priority. Just as Ford needed to prove he was not Nixon, the current
leadership feels it must prove it can manage a global crisis through decisive action. The result is
a compressed timeline that mirrors the 1975 failure, where the political "need" for the island to
be taken by a certain date overrides the military's "need" for sufficient reconnaissance and
suppression of enemy defenses.

The Disconnect Between Policy Goals and Tactical Reality

The ultimate tragedy of the Mayaguez shadow is the disconnect between the high-level policy
goals and the "grunt-level" tactical reality. In 1975, the policy goal was to "save the crew and
save face." The tactical reality was a meat-grinder on a beach against a superior force. In 2026,
the policy goal is to "seize the terminal and stabilize the market." The tactical reality is an
assault on a fortified industrial "suicide vest."

Military feasibility is a cold, mathematical calculation of mass, fire, and geography. Political
signaling is a warm, psychological exercise in perception and narrative. When the two are forced
together, the military is often asked to perform "theatrical" operations—missions that look good
on a news ticker but are fundamentally unsound from a tactical perspective. The 1975
evacuation from Koh Tang was a tactical retreat that was spun as a successful rescue. In 2026,
there is a grave risk that an invasion of Kharg Island will be launched not because it is the best
way to open the Strait, but because it is the most visible way to show the American public that
their government is "fighting" for them.

11. Crisis Mitigation: Lessons for Modern Commanders to Avoid the Island Trap

The "Island Trap" is a unique tactical phenomenon where the geographic constraints of the
objective amplify every minor intelligence failure into a major casualty event. To mitigate the
risks inherent in an operation like the seizure of Kharg Island, modern commanders must look
beyond the purely kinetic solutions that failed at Koh Tang. Crisis mitigation in 2026 requires a
fundamental shift from "massed assault" to "distributed persistence," and from "political
signaling" to "tactical pragmatism." The following lessons, derived from the shadow of 1975,
provide a framework for avoiding the catastrophic repetition of history.

Prioritizing Multi-Source Verification over Political Speed

The primary lesson of 1975 is that a compressed timeline is the enemy of accurate intelligence.
In the Mayaguez incident, the "need to act" overrode the "need to know." To avoid this in 2026,
commanders must implement a mandatory "verification pause" between the political order and
the tactical execution. This involves the use of "Red Teaming"—independent cells of analysts
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whose sole job is to argue against the prevailing assumptions of the landing plan. On Kharg, this
means assuming that every "destroyed" radar site is a decoy and every "silent" bunker is
occupied until proven otherwise by persistent, close-in drone surveillance (MASINT) rather than
just high-altitude imagery.

The Integration of Unmanned Systems as the First Wave

One of the most tragic aspects of Koh Tang was the loss of high-value transport helicopters and
the personnel within them during the initial approach. In 2026, the "first wave" of an island
assault should ideally contain no human life. Crisis mitigation involves the deployment of
"Expendable Stand-In Sensors" and autonomous combat craft. By using swarms of low-cost
Unmanned Surface Vehicles (USVs) and Loitering Munitions to draw fire and map the defender's
"active" positions, commanders can identify the "kill boxes" without sacrificing Marines. This
"Mosaic Warfare" approach breaks the "single point of failure" vulnerability of the 1975
helicopter waves; if a drone is downed, the mission continues, and the data it provided in its
final moments becomes a tactical asset.

Establishing Non-Kinetic "Off-Ramps"

The Mayaguez crew was released because the Khmer Rouge leadership feared a larger invasion,
not because of the battle on Koh Tang itself. This suggests that the "threat of force" is often
more effective than the "application of force." In 2026, mitigation requires a robust, secondary
diplomatic track—often referred to as "Track Il diplomacy"—that operates even as the fleet
approaches the island. By providing the adversary with a face-saving "off-ramp" that does not
require the total surrender of the island, the U.S. can achieve its strategic goals (reopening the
Strait) without entering the tactical meat-grinder. The goal is to avoid the "all or nothing" logic
that characterized the 1975 assault, where the only options were a bloody landing or a
perceived national humiliation.

The "Day After" Plan: Infrastructure Preservation as a Mission Metric

Finally, modern commanders must redefine "victory." In 1975, victory was the recovery of the
ship. In 2026, victory is the preservation of the Kharg Island infrastructure. If the island is seized
but the terminal is destroyed, the mission is a strategic defeat. Crisis mitigation, therefore,
involves specialized "Infrastructure Recovery Teams" (IRTs) being embedded with the first
human wave. These teams, equipped with advanced fire-suppression and pipeline-sealing
technology, must be prioritized as highly as the combat elements. Commanders must be willing
to abort a landing if the "dead switch" is triggered, recognizing that holding a burning,
ecologically devastated rock provides zero leverage in the global energy market. To avoid the
Mayaguez shadow, the military must ensure that the tactical "prize" remains viable, or the
blood spilled to take it will have been shed in vain.
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12. Conclusion: Reconciling Strength with Strategic Caution

The comparison between the 1975 assault on Koh Tang and the potential 2026 invasion of
Kharg Island serves as a stark reminder that while military technology undergoes a generational
revolution every few decades, the fundamental nature of the "island trap" remains immutable.
In both instances, we observe a superpower attempting to utilize a localized amphibious
operation to solve a much larger, more complex strategic crisis. The Mayaguez incident was a
tactical failure born of a political desire to prove national resolve in the shadow of the Vietnam
War. Today, Operation Epic Fury represents a similar attempt to use overwhelming force to
break a stalemate in the Persian Gulf, driven by the urgent necessity of reopening the Strait of
Hormuz.

The Persistence of the Tactical Mirage

The "mirage" of a quick and decisive island seizure is one of the most seductive illusions in
military planning. In 1975, the mirage was the belief that a handful of helicopters could deliver a
rescue force to an undefended beach and extract hostages before the enemy could react. In
2026, the mirage is the belief that precision-guided munitions can "obliterate" the defenses of a
hardened limestone fortress like Kharg Island, allowing for a bloodless occupation. However, as
this paper has demonstrated, the geography of an island acts as a natural force multiplier for
the defender. Whether it is the dense jungle of Cambodia or the subterranean "missile cities" of
the IRGC, the environment creates a persistent intelligence-reality gap that airpower alone
cannot bridge.

Strength vs. Sustainability in the 2026 Conflict

True strategic strength is not measured by the ability to seize a target, but by the ability to hold
it and achieve the desired political outcome. The lesson of Koh Tang is that tactical success is
meaningless if the objective has already shifted or if the cost of the operation exceeds its value.
If the United States seizes Kharg Island in 2026 only to find itself guarding a smoking ruin while
the global economy continues to suffer from an Iranian "dead switch" sabotage, the operation
will be viewed by history as a catastrophic miscalculation. The current administration must
recognize that the "credibility" sought through a show of force can be more easily lost through a
high-casualty stalemate than through a patient, multi-domain strategy that prioritizes the
preservation of infrastructure and the avoidance of an ecological disaster.

A Framework for Future Amphibious Decision-Making

To move beyond the Mayaguez shadow, military and political leaders must adopt a new calculus
for amphibious intervention. This involves treating island targets not as isolated objectives, but
as nodes in a wider system of global economic and regional security. The "probability of
success" must be calculated using realistic assumptions about the defender’s persistence and
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the potential for infrastructure sabotage. If the cost-benefit ratio (measured as C/ B > 1)
suggests that the risks to the global energy market and the lives of the landing force outweigh
the symbolic value of the territory, then the operation should be reconsidered in favor of non-
kinetic or stand-off solutions.

Final Reflections on the Island Trap

The ghosts of the three Marines left behind on Koh Tang in 1975 continue to haunt the halls of
the Pentagon, serving as a silent warning against the dangers of "mission speed" over
"personnel accountability." As the 31st Marine Expeditionary Unit approaches the northern
Persian Gulf, the stakes could not be higher. Reconciling American military strength with the
necessity of strategic caution requires an admission that some islands are designed to be traps.
By synthesizing the hard-won lessons of the past with the sophisticated tools of the present, the
United States has the opportunity to avoid the tragic cycle of 1975. The ultimate victory in 2026
will not be found in the raising of a flag over Kharg Island, but in the successful navigation of a
crisis without falling into the tactical abyss of a second Koh Tang.
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