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during the Eisenhower years. He does rely heavi‐
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ly, almost exclusively, on US sources in his very
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Cambodia to oppose Norodom Sihanouk’s policy
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ly is. Clearly, Eisenhower used obfuscation, misdi‐

attempted coups meant to remove Sihanouk from
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fairs. This makes it very difficult to accept his pub‐

Rust is certainly well qualified to be writing
about the history of Cambodia and Southeast Asia
in the 1950s. Previously, he published Before the
Quagmire:

American

Intervention

in

Laos,

1954-1961 (2012) and So Much to Lose: John F.
Kennedy and American Policy in Laos (2014). Rust

lic and even private statements, memos, and writ‐
ings at face value. Actions, however, speak much
louder than words and more research in foreign
archives in Great Britain and France could have
diminished some of the mysteries with regard to
Eisenhower’s policies in Cambodia.
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ideology in international relations while paying
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ments in great detail how Sihanouk’s policy of

of individual countries, in particular those in
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overthrow him in 1959. The author writes, “At al‐
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plot from the Chinese, Soviet, and French em‐

Rust states, “The conclusion of the Geneva confer‐
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ence was the high point of US approval of Si‐

Chhuon led a coup attempt and was killed in

hanouk and his government. Dulles admired the

March 1959. A bomb detonated in the Royal

‘spunk’ of the Cambodians ‘in holding out for full

Palace in Phnom Penh on August 31, 1959, killing

freedom of action’” (p. 47). However, the Geneva

three people. All of these events resulted in Si‐

agreements led to serious differences in the inter‐

hanouk distrusting the leaders of the United

pretation of the agreements by the Cambodians,

States, South Vietnam, and Thailand. He became

the French, and the Americans, particularly with

far friendlier with the Chinese. Rust also indicates

respect to military assistance. By 1955, “Prince Si‐

how these fiascoes by the conspirators and the

hanouk publicly confirmed that Cambodia had

CIA mirrored comparable events in Laos in 1958

joined ‘the community of neutral nations’” (p. 68).

and 1960, and South Vietnam in 1963. Eisenhow‐

Sihanouk’s radical move to “neutrality” further

er’s reply to all of the plots can be summed up in

endangered Cambodia's already rocky relation‐

one quotation to Sihanouk: “I wish to assure you

ship with the United States. After the Bandung

most emphatically that the Government of the

Conference, John Foster Dulles stepped up his at‐

United States is in no way supporting any efforts

tacks against the neutralism favored by both

to overthrow the Monarchy or the duly constitut‐

Jawaharlal Nehru and Sihanouk. By 1956, Si‐

ed Government of Cambodia. Any claims to the

hanouk began to criticize US foreign policy pub‐

contrary, whatever the source, are without the
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Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai. Ngo Dinh Diem of

Rust tells a fascinating story filled with politi‐

South Vietnam and Sarit Thanarat of Thailand

cal and military intrigue and covert action. Al‐
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though Eisenhower’s name is in the title, this book
is really about Prince Sihanouk, who appears as a
Cambodian nationalist without scruples and with‐
out ideology and a man whose ultimate loyalty is
to hanging on to power by any means necessary.
It is not surprising that the American ambas‐
sadors at the time found him objectionable, un‐
reasonable, and probably a little bit crazy. Rust
does an incredible job of re-creating the interac‐
tions of the Americans with the Cambodians. Still,
what is really required is more analysis of
whether all of the machinations by both the
Americans and the Cambodians were really nec‐
essary. The British believed the Americans to be
totally misguided about Southeast Asia. They
thought Cambodia was never worth defending in
the Cold War because Eisenhower’s Domino Theo‐
ry made absolutely no sense. Everything the Unit‐
ed States did in Cambodia in the 1950s appears in
retrospect, as a waste of time, effort, and money,
while only complicating matters more for Ameri‐
cans in Vietnam in the 1960s.
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