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 The Indonesian invasion of East Timor in December 1975 is an oft forgotten episode of 

the Cold War although it warrants greater scholarship. The abrogation of the East Timorese's 

right to self-determination was not only an embarrassment to the international community, as it 

stood idly by while Indonesian forces murdered thousands of people, but the United States' 

complicity in the occupation was also emblematic of the Americans' dealings with its allies in the 

seventies. While President Ford and his predecessors condemned Communism and its 

proprietors, they supported some of the worst crimes against humanity in the latter half of the 

twentieth century. 

 

 A surprising aspect of the crisis in East Timor is that the Ford Administration escaped the 

whole ordeal without a blemish. Despite the fact the Americans had illegally given Indonesia 

military assistance prior to the invasion of the former Portuguese colony, the federal government 

never investigated the Ford Administration's crimes. In this essay I provide a historical account 

of the United States' involvement in the invasion of East Timor, beginning in late 1974 and 

continuing to the incorporation of the former Portuguese colony into Indonesia in August 1976. 

The skillful maneuvering of Secretary of State  Henry Kissinger appears to have been the saving 

grace of the Ford Administration during this uncertain period. Had it not been for the Secretary's 

careful handling of the fallout following the invasion of East Timor on December 7
th

, the 

President may have entered into similar legal straits that his predecessor had experienced himself 

only a few years prior. 

 

 The United States knew of Indonesia's nefarious intentions to take over East Timor nearly 

a year before the invasion. The State Department's official line on the issue of East Timor from 

the very beginning was that the United States had no national interests on the island and 
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therefore only hoped for a peaceful outcome to the whole ordeal.
1
 What was most important to 

the U.S. was that relations with Indonesia continued to be amicable. American assessments of its 

relationship with Indonesia led many to worry that a significant faction had formed within the 

federal government against Indonesia following OPEC's Embargo of 1973-74.
2
 As an albeit 

friendly OPEC country, Indonesia was now facing significant cuts to economic and military 

assistance from the United States.
3
 This startled the Ford Administration. The State Department 

had feared for several months that President Suharto would interpret a reduction in U.S. aid as an 

indication of declining American support for his government.
4
 If the United States lost the 

respect of Indonesia, it would lose a key ally in Southeast Asia, particularly as military 

engagements wound down in Vietnam.  

 

 On March 4
th

, 1975, W. R. Smyser sent a memo to Secretary Kissinger on Indonesia's 

interests in East Timor. According to U.S. intelligence the Portuguese were preparing to abandon 

their colony in Southeast Asia. Portugal appeared to be indifferent to the outcome of its 

departure. In Jakarta, President Suharto's administration ostensibly feared that Portugal's speedy 

withdrawal would leave East Timor exposed to leftist influences. The only alternative to this, 

according to the Government of Indonesia (GOI), was an Indonesian takeover of the eastern part 

of Timor. While Indonesia publicly denied that it would willingly take East Timor by force, it 

did suggest that such an action would be necessary in the case of "self-defense or humanitarian 

action."
5
 

 

 The Australians and Portuguese seemed ambivalent to a possible invasion of East Timor. 

The U.S. Ambassador to Indonesian David Newsom took a similar position, advocating for "a 

general policy of silence."
6
 Smyser surmised that an invasion would only exacerbate ill feelings 

in Congress toward Indonesia and lead to a complete shut-off of military assistance, which had 

happened to Turkey after its invasion of Cyprus the year prior.
7
 He urged the United States 

government to express "hope that any change in Portuguese Timor should be carried out 

peacefully." Kissinger agreed.
8
 

 

 In the intervening months between the initial report on Indonesia's plans to takeover East 

Timor and the eventual invasion in December 1975, several delegations of Indonesian officials 

visited the United States. In July President Suharto met with President Ford, Kissinger, and 

General Scowcroft at Camp David where he promised to respect the right of the East Timorese to 

self-determination.
9
 Several months later General Scowcroft spoke with General Ali Moertopo 

(sic.) in Washington. Since early 1975 Moertopo had headed Operasi Komodo, a secret operation 

to drive East Timor into joining Indonesia.
10

 Thomas Barnes recommended to Scowcroft that if 

East Timor became a topic of conversation with General Moertopo it was advised that  
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Scowcroft stress that Congress may cut military assistance to Indonesia if Indonesian troops used 

American weapons in the invasion.
11

 Barnes also noted that the U.S. intended to double military 

aid to the GOI pending Congressional approval for the following fiscal year. This included 

increasing material support from 13.1 to 30 million USD, training from 2.8 to 3.1 million USD, 

and foreign military sales (FMS) credit from 5.0 to 12.5 million USD.
12

 Although Moertopo 

never raised the issue of East Timor, Scowcroft did promise "a substantial increase in aid" at 

their meeting.
13

 

 

 President Ford and several key members of his administration including Secretary 

Kissinger, made a good faith trip to East Asia in early December 1975. Their trip included a brief 

visit to Jakarta from December 5
th

 to the 6
th

. Prior to the President's arrival in Indonesia, Kenneth 

Quinn informed Brent Scowcroft that the United States had been following recent developments 

in East Timor. On November 24
th

, Indonesian forces had established a blockade of the island.
14

 

Four days later leftist troops, collectively known as "Fretilin", declared independence from 

Portugal in the capital of Dili. The following day the four parties that favored integration into 

Indonesia (Apodeti, UDT, Kota, and Trabalista) announced that they intended to carry out their 

own plan of action. The situation in East Timor was quickly deteriorating. 

 

 The UN called for a peaceful resolution in East Timor on December 3
rd

, which included 

East Timorese self-determination. Australia, Fiji, Japan, Indonesia, the ASEAN countries, and 

the U.S. State Department all supported this resolution.
15

 This was the state of regional affairs 

before President Ford departed from Peking to Jakarta for the next leg of his trans-Asian journey. 

In Indonesia the President and Kissinger met with Suharto, who asked for the Americans' 

opinion on the situation in East Timor.
16

 Both Ford and Kissinger expressed no objection to an 

Indonesian takeover of the infant island nation. They did, however, highlight the repercussions of 

an invasion in Congress. Moreover, Kissinger requested that Suharto hold off on his plans until 

the President had returned home. The Indonesian President seemed to have no qualms with these 

concerns. He anticipated that there would be some isolated guerilla warfare in East Timor, but 

otherwise the military exercise would be fairly simple.
17

 

 

 On December 6
th

, 1975, President Ford, the First Lady, Secretary Kissinger, and their 

staff departed from Jakarta for Manila. The Philippines was the President's last stop of his trip 

across East Asia. The American delegation had only been in the Philippines' capital for less than 

a day before Indonesian forces launched their attack on East Timor.  

 

 Immediately the world took notice. Newspapers in Europe and the United States ran 

articles on December 7
th

 documenting the carnage that was taking place in the Indonesian 
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Archipelago.
18

 Lingering among these dramatic accounts of war and bloodshed were 

conspiratorial whisperings of American complicity in the invasion.
19

 The mere hours that 

separated Ford’s departure from Jakarta and the beginning of the onslaught had warranted 

suspicion much to Ford’s dismay.  

 

 In Washington, the CIA immediately responded to the attacks by investigating the use of 

American-provisioned weapons in the invasion. On Monday, December 8
th

 Director Colby 

published in the National Intelligence Daily that Indonesian forces had used two 

decommissioned destroyers, which had been given to the GOI in December 1974, as well as 

other U.S. equipment in East Timor.
20

 Colby’s article caught the attention of the Departments of 

Defense and State, the two departments which had overseen the sale of the destroyers. On 

December 9
th

 Thomas Barnes sent an urgent memo to General Scowcroft urging the United 

States to “adopt the public line that the U.S. has little information about Timor and no national 

interest in it.”
21

 Barnes had also received word that Indonesian Foreign Affairs Minister Adam 

Malik had informed the Dutch Ambassador to Indonesia that President Ford voiced no 

opposition to the Indonesian takeover of East Timor during his visit. Barnes feared that if word 

got around to other ambassadors, the rest of the world might begin to suspect the United States 

had offered its unfettered support to the GOI.
22

 Kissinger drew the President’s attention to 

Colby’s article during a meeting in the Oval Office that same day. The President shrugged it off, 

and Scowcroft, who was also in attendance, remained silent on the matter although he later 

approved discussing the issue privately with Kissinger to urge that the U.S. should remain aloof 

on the issue of East Timor.
23

  

 

 Congress first took notice of America’s hand in the East Timorese conflict in mid-

December after the press reported that invading Indonesian forces had used U.S. equipment. 

Senator Gary Hart (D-CO), a freshman Senator on the Senate Intelligence Committee, wrote to 

Secretary Rumsfeld on December 16
th

 to inquire about the use of two decommissioned naval 

destroyers, aircraft, and other arms which had been used in the invasion.
24

 He went on to ask if 

the Chief of the Military Assistance Advisory Group or the Defense Attaché had known about 

Indonesia’s plans to invade East Timor prior to the sale of the ships.
25

 Although Senator Hart did 

not expound on the reasons for his letter, his motives were clear: Congress was ready to seriously 

reconsider military assistance to bellicose Indonesia. 

 

 It is unclear whether the United States knew about the GOI’s plans to take East Timor by 

force prior to the sale of the ex-USS Claude Jones DE 1033 and the ex-USS McMorris DE 1036 

on December 14
th

, 1974. The first suggestion of an Indonesian invasion did not appear in any 
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(de)classified government documents until the very end of December 1974.
26

 Newsprint 

publications had commented on the political transition of East Timor from a Portuguese colony 

to an autonomous state throughout 1974, but generally they reported that Indonesian officials 

would respect East Timorese self-determination.  

 

 Despite Indonesia's assurances of its own peacefulness, the GOI pursued a massive 

overhaul of its armed forces throughout 1974. Early in the year the GOI approached the U.S. 

government about purchasing a fleet of Lockheed C-130B transport aircraft for its lackluster Air 

Force.
27

 In a memo to Henry Kissinger, William R. Smyser noted that at that point in time the 

Indonesian Air Force (IAF) only possessed eight transport aircraft. Of these only half were 

operational.
28

 The U.S. Embassy in Jakarta "strongly support[ed]" transferring five C-130Bs 

from the United States' arsenal to the IAF so the Indonesian military could better ensure security 

across the archipelago.
29

 Smyser wagered the aircraft would curry more support from Suharto's 

government than if the Indonesian President had to approach President Ford directly in order to 

request military assistance. The NSC staff member also insisted that looming cuts to military and 

economic assistance to Indonesia could be remedied by the planes.
30

  

 

 While the U.S. Air Force contended that it could not part with any of its C-130Bs, the 

sale of weapons continued to be an important issue throughout 1974 and 1975.
31

 Following their 

meeting with President Suharto at Camp David in July 1975, Kissinger, Scowcroft, and President 

Ford discussed the possibility of selling other aircraft to the Indonesians. Indonesian purchases of 

Soviet-made military equipment concerned high-ranking officials in the Departments of State 

and Defense. Kissinger feared the United States had "taken things for granted" with the GOI.
32

 

Perhaps the United States' relations with Indonesia were not as certain as previously believed. To 

reassure President Suharto of the American commitment to the Indonesian government, 

President Ford wanted to offer the GOI a package of recovered military equipment that summer. 

The initial package included four C-123K transport aircraft, which were to be given to Indonesia 

through the State Department's Military Assistance Program (MAP).
33

 Although the DOD and 

Secretary Kissinger eventually reconsidered this offer (because they believe the aircraft were too 

technologically advanced for the Indonesians), the executive branch continued to approve aiding 

the IAF.
34

 

 

 CIA Director Colby's report on the use of American weapons in the invasion of East 

Timor noted that the IAF had used five C-47 and eight C-130 Hercules transport aircraft, which 

the U.S. had provided to the Indonesian military through either the MAP or foreign military sales 

(FMS).
35

 While the U.S. could not have known it was unintentionally giving the Indonesian 

military these aircraft for the purpose of invading East Timor, the IAF had notified the 
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Americans as early as November 1973 that it planned to use the planes to evacuate its citizens in 

emergencies and to "resupply...forward deployed forces."
36

 The aircraft served this latter task 

well in East Timor. 

 

 The deep involvement of the U.S. in the East Timor crisis did not bode well for either the 

executive branch's reputation or future military assistance to the GOI. Word of Senator Hart’s 

letter reached the Department of State and the National Security Council by the end of 

December. Both State and Defense had approved a response to Senator Hart’s inquiries by 

December 30
th

. In it his letter Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld acknowledged the use of American 

equipment in East Timor but claimed the United States had not learned about the invasion until 

immediately before its commencement (my emphasis). This concerned Thomas Barnes at the 

National Security Council, who urged General Scowcroft to cancel Rumsfeld's letter or modify 

its contents. The Department of Defense originally had argued that the surfeit of evidence which 

implicated the United States in the invasion required Rumsfeld to acknowledge the use of U.S. 

equipment.
37

 Barnes feared that a direct admission would lead to a Congressional cutoff of 

military aid to the GOI, souring U.S.-Indonesian relations which had reached a high following 

the President’s recent visit to Jakarta. Scowcroft did not approve of classifying Rumsfeld’s 

response to Hart, nor did he wish to prevent the Secretary from sending his letter.
38

 Ultimately, 

the National Security Advisor opted to add equivocal language to the response. Rather than offer 

explicit acknowledgment of the weapons, Scowcroft advised Rumsfeld to suggest that “the 

Indonesians [had] probably used U.S. equipment” in their invasion (again, my emphasis).
39

 

Which draft of the letter ultimately reached the Senator Hart is not known. 

 

 The uncertainty of the crisis in East Timor continued into the new year. Indonesia had not 

achieved the quick victory in Timor that it had hoped for, which only attracted more criticism 

from abroad. While the UN Security Council and General Assembly debated the future of the 

small island nation, the Ford Administration kept a very low profile. For its part, the Indonesian 

government kept its distance from the Americans even though it still was expecting military 

equipment from the United States that fiscal year.
40

  

 

 Sometime in January Secretary Kissinger secretly stopped certifying the Defense 

Department to deliver further military assistance to the GOI.
41

 Yet he had no intention of ending 

U.S. assistance indefinitely.
42

 The perennial fear that Congress would cut FMS assistance to 

Indonesia motivated Ambassador Newsom to suggest that both the State and Defense 

Departments should conduct a "discreet survey" to identify other avenues of equipping the 

Indonesians in case Congress dropped the hammer.
43

 Among these alternatives was financing the 

transfer of military equipment through a third country or offering Indonesia munitions via 
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straight commercial sale.
44

  General Scowcroft rejected Newsom's suggestion although he 

"hope[d] some thought [was] being given to the question."
45

   

 

 While the Departments of State and Defense debated their next move, some 

Congressional leaders were beginning to doubt the utility of Indonesia. In a meeting with 

President Ford in late February, Rep. Otto Passman (D-LA), whose antipathy for Indonesia as 

well as foreign aid long preceded the episode in East Timor, made no doubt of his position. He 

argued that if he could have it his way "[the Indonesians] wouldn't get a dime."
46

 Ford responded 

by contending that "[the Indonesians] were important and had been very good."
47

 Rep. Passman 

reluctantly relented and assured the President that he wouldn't cut assistance to the GOI when the 

issue came before the House Foreign Aid Appropriations Subcommittee, which he chaired.
48

 

  

 For a time the issue of American weapons in East Timor seemed to be a thing of the past. 

No member of Congress made a big deal of the presumably illegal actions of the United States in 

the press. The Ford Administration appeared to have narrowly avoided an embarrassing 

situation, one which would have been particularly damaging during the upcoming presidential 

election.    

 

 The issue returned, however, in early May when the Subcommittee on Foreign Assistance 

of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee was considering aid to Indonesia for the coming 

fiscal year. Chairman Hubert H. Humphrey (D-MN) and Senator Clifford P. Case (R-NJ) called 

on Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs Philip Habib to testify before 

the Subcommittee on the use of American munitions by Indonesian forces in East Timor. Just 

weeks prior Secretary Kissinger had reinstated certification of DOD military assistance to 

Indonesia, but now the Subcommittee was formally requesting it to cease until after the 

conclusion of its investigation. Assistant Secretary Habib obliged on both counts and prevented 

the resumption of arms transfers. He testified before the Subcommittee in late May.
49

 

 

 The issue at hand was whether the federal government had contravened U.S. law by 

knowingly giving military assistance to a foreign belligerent. By Secretary Kissinger's own 

admission immediately prior to the invasion of East Timor, it had.
50

 What the Ford 

Administration needed now was the explicit approval of Congress to continue provisioning 

weapons to and training for the Indonesian military into the next fiscal year. The hope was that 

the new International Security Assistance Act would allocate funds to Indonesia by the spring. 

While the bill passed both chambers of Congress in February and March, President Ford 

ultimately vetoed the bill--much to the State Department's disappointment--on the grounds that 

the legislation would restrict the powers of his office.
51

 This placed the United States in an 

awkward position with regard to Indonesia. The Americans had contracted a Sikorsky helicopter 
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to the Indonesian military through FMS, but the Defense Legal Department had held up this 

purchase until Congress consented to ongoing support for the GOI. A new class of military 

training for Indonesian forces also was set to begin on June 4
th

. According to Undersecretary of 

State for International Security Affairs Carlyle E. Maw, the training program could proceed even 

in this legal penumbra.  

 

 A letter of assurance from the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations could have 

guaranteed the continuation of these programs prior to the passage of a new foreign military 

assistance bill. Yet no Senator on the Committee seemed willing to stick his neck out for the 

Administration (in case military assistance to Indonesia did end and additional aid became 

illegal). While both Undersecretary Maw and Habib pressed for patience in this time of 

uncertainty, Kissinger was more adamant. He told his inferiors explicitly that he was "willing to 

run risks for the sake of national interest" before lamenting that he could "not say that what we 

wanted [in East Timor] had been done." 

 

 The issues Kissinger and his staff faced at the beginning of June had resolved themselves 

by the end of the month. With the passage of the International Security Assistance and Arms 

Export Control Act (AECA), Congress had allocated 15 million USD to Indonesia, a fifteen 

percent increase from the previous fiscal year.
52

 Military aid to Indonesia subsequently resumed 

and relations had normalized. Kissinger rejoiced. In his words the United States had 

accomplished its goals "illegally and beautifully."
53

 

 

 Nothing ever came of the potential embarrassment for the Ford Administration posed by 

the invasion of East Timor. Kissinger skillfully swept illegal military assistance to the GOI prior 

to the invasion and immediately afterward under the rug. His mop up job was an outright 

success. In June the Indonesians claimed they had thwarted Fretilin and other rebel forces in the 

eastern half of Timor. By August Suharto had approved the incorporation of East Timor into his 

country. In the two decades of military occupation that followed, nearly 100,000 East Timorese 

perished.  The United States has yet to issue an apology for its role in 1975. 
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