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A Nine-Month Nightmare

By LISE BANG-JENSEN
After montha of solitary confinement

Mr. Mathers, a 4l.year-old Vietnam
War veteran, remémbered his mhnners. He
lidn't mention the $10,000 “fine” his fam.
v in New York paid to win his release.
~or did he ask why Vietnam confiscated
he & Fong, his 80-foot sailboat Nar did
e xawweward about the men from Hanm
vho had tned to recrune him as a spy Mr
Mathers simply stood up turned 1o hes
wsts and said. "T'd like 10 say this 158 a
whightful lunch Thank you vers mach -

Two hours ldter, on Apnl 4, he boarded

el bound for Bangkok and {reedom

Barren Conscience
Although the saga of Mr Mathers and
1= French and Australian crew mayv rate
niy a footnote n history. the incident
flers a ghimpse 1nto the barren conscience
{ Vietnamese lesders. [t shows how thewr
wlation has bred zenophobia. especiallv
oward Americans. [t shows their disdain
sath for the rule of law and for the diplo-
natic conventions that civilized nations
wve by. And it raises the question of
vhether the U.S. and the countries of the
\ssociation of Southeast Asian Nations
an_ever rely on Vietnam's statements of
zood intentions.
Except for briel press conferences in
iangkok sand New York immediately after

1is releane, Mr. Mathers has refused scores

f requests for interviews. He granted an
nterview for this story at his parents’
oroe in New York, because, he aaid, "I
vant to get & message back to the Yietna-
nese that they can't behave this way if
hey want to be part of the world commu-
aty.”

Easygoing, with thinning blond hair and
- thick beard grown during his captivity,
vir. Mathers describes himsell as “¥xtypi-
al American businessman living overseas
~ho was just sailing his boat from Singa-
ore to Hong Kong.”

PackingUp
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it could be used when diving for munken

ips. Among the expeditions he had par-
ticipated in was a dive for a Dutch subma-
rine that the Japansse sk off the coast of
-Madaysia 1 1941. A Dotch maritime mu-

Vistnumese cap-

que Capron and An-
nick I Pallard: and
Mrs  Pallard's wons.
Curil, 1A, and Colino.
G

On July 21, the =50
Fong was salling
about 40 mules nff the

southwest  coast  of
Vietnam  CAll of a
sudden he saw g

strange fishing boat,
heavily armed with
guns,” Mr. Mathers
said.
they had no flags. no uniforms, no papers.”

Mr Mathers said the Vietnamese took
their passports. and seemed especially in-
tereated in his U.S. passport. They tied

him to a post aboard the fishing boat for - ! ) ' ;
gun - wed. “OnJdam. 31, I"had my first meeting  v;0inam's third demand: the details of mil-

three houry, - e wdd, 1 machine
pointed directly st him. The So Fong and
its crew were then taken to a small fishing

“I suspected they were militia, but

Unknown to Mr. Mathers, U.S. State
Department officiala, who had beeagwork-
ing behind the scenea for his releasd were
joined in their effort by United Nationa
Secretary General Javier Perex de Cuellar;
Australian, French, Dutch and Indonesian
diplomaty; U.S. congrasemen and the Viet-
nam Veterans of America. When ' visiting
Hanwi in late Jarmary, Mr. Perez de Cuel-

lar inquired about Mr. Mathers. A few

returted there with a CBS. News
also pressed for Mr. Mathers's”

The ths
dragyged l'or?nonMr.
3 Mathers, who had
J been moved back
aboard the So Fong.
He was well fed by
local standards and
never phvsirallv tor-
tured. But he was
lonelv.  bored and
emotanmally  drained.
His offer w use hia
engineering skilla w0
replace a dilapidated
harbor pier was re.
jected. His diary en-
tnes reflected his de-
spondent mood. The
message of several
_ L davs were marked by
a gingle word, "Nothing.”

“This was my worst penod. | thought 1
was going to go crazy.” Mr. Mathers said.

Referring to the diary he smuggled out
of Vietnam inside a cookbook, he contin-

with an officer aince [ had been told on
Nov. 21 that 1 would be freed before

T want to get a

e back to the Vietna- ~

mese that they can’t behave this way if they
want to be part of the world community,” the

freed businessman said.

e
village and later up the_ Mekong River to

miles from Ho Chi Minh City.-

Except for two brief chance encountera,
Mr. Mathers didn't see his crew again. The
interrogations began immediatety. “They
wanted to know the details of my family,
my marriage, my edmcation, my naval serv-
ice, my commercial work. They aaked
sbout my sex life,” Mr. Mathers said.

ite the -of- the

wars_detained. “They implied

Christmas. They told me there was no
nerwrn from Hanoi. They said my family, my

e e

company and my government had mace no
attempt to contact me.”

Phyxically, the American was weak He
had deliberately lost about 30 pounda.

*1 dacided they would put me on trial”
he maid. “By not eating, [ knew [ was
putting myself in a condition that I'd neett
urgent medical care.-I knew I was courting
death. But I didn't want them to be able to

me around the streeta and stage a

- bW trial " — *

Bétter Spirits
Mr. Mathers qnapped out of his depres-

in Vietnam

ter Mochtar Kusumastmadjs, who asked
about Mr, Mathers at the request of the
US govemnment. A few dayn luter, Viet
nam anpounced that the American sailor
would be released no later than April 11.
With their timing, tha Vietnamese may
“have hoped to send a message to ASEAN
that they can negotiste with Mr. Mochtar
or to avert s potemtil public relations

— weeka liter,” US. Congressman dJohn disasttr. Mr. Mathers's detention might
MeCain, an Arizona Republican who had
been & prisoner of war in Vietnam for six
_yearn,
crew. He

have distracted hundreds of foreign jour-
nalists whio were converging on Vietnam t
cover the 10th anniversary of tha fall of
Saigon. It also. might have undermined
Vietnam's claims that.it isn't holding any
American prisoners of war.
Recruitment Effort

Back in Can Tho, Mr. Mathers was told
nothing of his imminent release. His inter
rogators told him he would be released 1
he agreed to become a spv. “They wante:’
me to get them information about offshor.
exptorationa by {75 aill companies in Vier
nam dunng the war vears,” he says

Mr. Mathers saye he was alan asked (.
mfiltrate refugee campse n Singapors
Thailand and Malaysia to uncover plots 1
“deatabilize” the Vielnamese governmen'
“Thex clatmed the Orderly Departure Pro
gram was a program of the U'.3. govern
ment to destahilize Vietnam by encourag
ing technical people to emigrate.” The
ODP, approved hy the Hanol government
1 designed to allow orderly immigration t
prevent another flood of boat people

As a former naval officer, Mr. Mather
was told his contacts would help him meet

itary maneuvers by the U.S. and its allies
in Southeast Asia.

“] told them 1 wasnt going to spy for
anyone,” Mr. Mathers aaid.

“On_March 26, they told me ] was on an
intslligence gathering missgion. ‘You will be
punished by the laws of Vietnam You will
be imprisoned. This investigation is over.’
A few days later, Mr. Mathers was directed
to write a letter to Prime Minister Dong
requesting *'clemency and aminesty.”

‘Forbidden Zone’

In the letter, Mr. Mathers acknow-
ledged he had violated the maritime laws
of Vietnam by entering a ''forbidden zone. |
also understand that the obaervance of

~ the coastal area and the taking of four

" photographs-by my crew, as well o the
naturs of So Fong’s equipment 15 evidence

of sspionage.” ~

_ At a bearing before provincial authori-

tiea March 31, Mr. Mathers was told his
-amnesty ples had been granted. He would
be fined $10,000. Hin boat would be confis-
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tion sometime in February. He rmsumed cated He would be freed April 4, Shortly
eating, One of the things that helped him  after Mr. Mathers's relsase, a Vietnamese
_waa a popular psychology book he found Embessy officer in Bangkok denied his
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sboard the boat, “T'nr O3 You're O.XK "

slow. Foreign negotiators had to tolerate
confused Vietnamese messages about Mr.
Mathers'’s plight. In December, for exam-
pls, a8 US. congressman visiting Vietnam

. ,said Prime Ministar Pham Van Dong told

himm he bad mgned Mr. Mathérs's release
papers, sabject t& the approval of provin-
cia]l suthorities. In March, Forvign Minis-
ter Nguyen Co Thach told Mr. Perex de

other diplomata that Mr. Mathers would

country tried to réériit him as a spy. “We

- have never had such = policy. He wan

treated well as he stated, and it is unima-
ginable that anyone would try to do thin”
“Am [ angry? No, not at all,” Mr.
Muathers said flatly, adding "I feel sorry
for the Viethamese people. I mw how
afraid the local people were of the govern-
ment security spparatus. .- .
. - "1 cnly had to he thers sight-andi-a-half
montha,” be sid. “They have to be there

_Cosllar and American, Indonesisn snd - the rest of their kves without any hopé of

getting out”
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