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Preface

This book is based primarily on the official transcripts and documents of an extended military investigation into the cover-up of My Lai 4. I also added additional information from a variety of other sources and made judgments about some critical points of dispute based on my own personal investigations.

Although it would be impossible not to draw some conclusions—good or bad—about the individuals described herein who were connected with the My Lai 4 investigations, the real focus of this book is elsewhere: in the Army as an institution, which, I believe, made so much of My Lai 4 inevitable.

Most of the officers and enlisted men mentioned are identified by their rank and position at the time of My Lai 4 or the subsequent investigations of it. Since then, of course, many have received promotions or left the service.

I wish to thank Philip M. Stern and James Boyd of the Fund for Investigative Journalism for their support of my initial research into the tragedy. The New Yorker magazine also generously aided my work, and its editor, William Shawn, was especially generous in his understanding, from the beginning, of my purpose in writing this book. Robert Loomis, my editor at Random House, provided his usual invaluable guidance and advice; as did Bertha Krantz, also of Random House. I received professional help and cooperation from the officers assigned to the information offices at the Department of Defense and the Army.

Finally, I am greatly indebted to those officers and civilians who aided me anonymously, in the hope that this book would help force some desperately needed changes.

Seymour M. Hersh
Washington, D.C. 

December 17, 1971
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Three Hundred
Forty-Seven

Early on March 16, 1968, a company of Americal Division soldiers was dropped in by helicopter for an assault against a hamlet known as My Lai 4, located in the bitterly contested province of Quang Ngai, on the northeastern coast of South Vietnam. The one hundred GIs and officers stormed the hamlet in military-textbook style, advancing by platoons; the men expected to engage the 48th Viet Cong Battalion there, one of the enemy’s most successful units, but instead, found women, children, and old men—many of them still cooking their breakfast rice over outdoor fires. During the next few hours the civilians were ruthlessly murdered. Many were rounded up in small groups and shot; others were flung into a drainage ditch at one edge of the hamlet and shot; and many more were shot at random in and about their homes. Some of the younger women and girls were raped, and then murdered. After the shootings the GIs systematically burned each home, destroyed livestock and food, and fouled the area’s drinking supplies.

None of this was officially told by the company—Charlie Company—to its task force headquarters; instead, a claim that 128 Viet Cong were killed and three weapons were captured eventually emerged and worked its way up to the highest American headquarters in Saigon, where it was released to the world’s press as a significant victory.

The GIs kept what they had done largely to themselves, but there were other witnesses to the atrocity. The first investigations which followed erroneously concluded that twenty civilians had inadvertently been killed by artillery and heavy crossfire between American and Viet Cong units during the battle. The investigation involved all the immediate elements of the chain of command: the company was attached to Task Force Barker, which in turn reported to the 11th Light Infantry Brigade, which was one of three such units making up the Americal Division.

Task Force Barker’s victory remained just another statistic until April, 1969, when an ex-GI named Ronald L. Ridenhour wrote letters to the Pentagon, the White House, other government offices, and twenty-four Congressmen describing the murders at My Lai 4. Ridenhour had not participated in the attack on the hamlet but he had discussed the operation with a few of the GIs who did. Within four months many details of the atrocity had been uncovered by Army investigators, and in September, 1969, a young lieutenant named William L. Calley, Jr., was charged with the murder of 109 Vietnamese civilians. No significant facts about the Calley investigation were made public at the time; instead, the Army released an inaccurate and misleading statement that gave no hint of the number of murders involved in the case. But the facts gradually did emerge, and in mid-November a series of newspaper stories was published partially revealing the extent of the massacre. Subsequent stories told enough about My Lai 4 to create a world-wide outcry. A few weeks after the first newspaper accounts, the Army announced that it had set up a panel to determine what had kept the initial investigations in the spring of 1968 from learning of the atrocity. The panel was officially called “The Department of the Army Review of the Preliminary Investigations into the My Lai Incident,” unofficially known as the Peers Inquiry, after its director, Lieutenant General William R. Peers. The three-star general, then fifty-six, had spent more than thirty months as a troop commander in Vietnam.

Peers and his team of assistants, which included two New York lawyers, quickly determined that they could not adequately explore the cover-up of the atrocity without finding out more about what had, in fact, happened on the day the troops were at My Lai 4. On December 2, 1969, the investigating team began interrogating officers and enlisted men of the units involved—Charlie Company, Task Force Barker, the 11th Brigade, and the Americal Division. Four hundred and one witnesses were interrogated—about fifty in South Vietnam, and the rest in a special operations room in the basement of the Pentagon before Peers himself and a panel of military officers and civilians that varied in size between three and eight men. The interrogations inevitably produced much self-serving testimony. To get at the truth, the Peers Panel recalled many witnesses for subsequent interviews and confronted them with conflicting testimony. Only six witnesses before the Panel refused to testify, although all legally could have remained silent; few career military men can appear to be hiding something before a three-star general.

By mid-March the Peers Panel had compiled enough evidence to recommend that charges be placed against fifteen officers; a high-level review subsequently concluded that fourteen of them should be charged, including Major General Samuel W. Koster, who was commanding general of the Americal Division at the time of My Lai 4. By 1970 Koster was superintendent of West Point, the military academy, and the filing of cover-up charges against him stunned the Army. One other general was charged, along with two colonels, two lieutenant colonels, four majors, two captains, and two first lieutenants.

Army officials told newsmen that the Peers Panel accumulated more than twenty thousand pages of testimony and five hundred documents during its fifteen weeks of operation. The resource material alone, it was said, included thirty-two books of direct testimony, six books of supplemental documents and affidavits, plus volumes of maps, charts, exhibits, and internal documents. It was carefully explained that none of this material could be released to the public, to avoid damaging pre-trial publicity, until the legal proceedings against the accused men were completed; a process, officials acknowledged, that might take years. In addition, it was explained that upon release, the materials would have to be carefully censored to ensure that no material damaging to America’s foreign policies or national security was made available. In May, 1971, fourteen months after the initial report, officials were still quoted as saying that “It might be years” before the investigation was made public. By then, charges against thirteen of the fourteen initial defendants had been dismissed without a court-martial.

Early in the spring of 1971 I was provided with a complete set of more than thirty volumes of the testimony, documents, and other materials of the Peers Panel. What follows is based largely on those papers, although I supplemented them with documents from different sources, including the Army’s Criminal Investigation Division (C.I.D.), which had the main responsibility for conducting the initial investigations into both the My Lai 4 massacre and its cover-up. I further interviewed scores of military and civilian officials, including men who had been witnesses before the Peers Panel, and some who should have been but were not called to testify or refused to do so. I also discussed some of my findings with former members of the Army who were directly connected with the Panel.

There is no question that a serious concern for the rights of possible court-martial defendants does exist at all levels of the Army, but a careful examination of the accumulated testimony and documents makes equally clear the fact that it is the Army itself that is most adversely affected by the material. Many documents indicate that military officials have deliberately withheld from the public important, but embarrassing, factual information about My Lai 4. For example, the Army has steadfastly refused to reveal how many civilians were, in fact, killed by Charlie Company on March 16, a decision that no longer has anything to do with pre-trial publicity. Its spokesmen have told many newsmen that the information is not available. Yet in February, 1970, a census of civilian casualties in My Lai 4 was secretly undertaken at the request of the Peers Panel by the Criminal Investigation Division. After an analysis of existing data, the C.I.D. concluded in a memorandum to General Peers that Charlie Company had slain 347 Vietnamese men, women, and children in My Lai 4 on March 16, 1968, a total twice as great as had been publicly acknowledged. In addition, the Peers Panel subsequently learned that Lieutenant Calley’s first platoon, one of three which made the attack upon My Lai 4, was responsible for ninety to one hundred and thirty murders during the operation—roughly one-third of the casualties. The second platoon was determined to have murdered as many as a hundred civilians, with the rest of the deaths attributed to the third platoon and the helicopter gunships.

Even more striking, however, than the detailed evidence of widespread murder and cover-up in connection with My Lai 4, was the revelation during the hearings that all of the Army’s command and control and reporting systems were inadequate, at least in the Americal Division as of 1968. The officers at the top were shown to have little understanding of the problems and activities of men in the platoons and companies below. Atrocities could be committed almost at will throughout the operating area of the Americal Division, with no means for even detecting them at higher headquarters.

Thus, the Peers Panel discovered that the attack on My Lai 4 was not the only massacre by American troops in Quang Ngai Province that morning. Three infantry companies, the Army investigators learned, had been committed to the “Pinkville” operation by Task Force Barker headquarters. Alpha Company had moved into a blocking position above My Lai 4, where it theoretically would be able to trap the Viet Cong as they fled from the American assault. Bravo Company, the third unit in the task force, was ordered to attack a possible Viet Cong headquarters area at My Lai 1, about one and a half miles east of My Lai 4. Its men, too, were told to prepare for a major battle with an experienced Viet Cong unit. But there were no Viet Cong at My Lai 1.
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The Other Massacre

Bravo Company was told about the planned assault on My Lai 1 at a briefing the night before. The tense men of Task Force Barker were called together on March 15 by their officers and told, as one GI recalled, “This is what you’ve been waiting for, search and destroy, and you got it.” Moments earlier, Captain Earl R. Michles, the company commander, had carefully outlined the mission and its objective to his platoon leaders and sergeants. The key target was My Lai 1, a small, often-attacked hamlet that was considered to be the headquarters and hospital area of the 48th Viet Cong Battalion. Most of the Americans serving with the task force believed that the citizens in the target area—Quang Ngai Province—were either Viet Cong or Viet Cong sympathizers. Army maps showed that My Lai 1 and the neighboring hamlets of My Lai 2, My Lai 3, and My Lai 4, were part of the village of Son My, a heavily populated geographical area, embracing dozens of hamlets, that was known to the GIs as “Pinkville.” The name derived from the fact that Son My’s high population density caused it to appear in red on Army maps, but to the men who operated in the area, “Pinkville” meant Viet Cong guerrillas and booby traps. More than ninety percent of the Americal Division’s combat injuries and deaths early in 1968 resulted from booby traps and land mines that were put in place by a frustrating and unseen enemy. Bravo Company would be helicopted into the area, engage the Viet Cong at My Lai 1, and then move to the south into other “Viet Cong” hamlets along the South China Sea. Precisely what information Michles gave his men is impossible to determine, but his briefing, as did a similar briefing by Captain Ernest L. Medina at another Task Force Barker fire base a few miles away, left the soldiers with the impression that everyone they would see on March 16 was a Viet Cong cadre or sympathizer.

Michles’ radio operator, Lawrence L. Congleton of Evansville, Indiana, recalled that after the briefing, “There was a general conception that we were going to destroy everything.” Donald R. Hooton of Jackson, Michigan, an infantryman, remembered that Michles “didn’t say to level that village; he more or less told us that we’d have a real good fight.” But Hooton said the message was clear: “We all knew what he meant.” Lieutenant Kenneth W. Boatman was assigned to Bravo Company as a forward artillery observer; he would coordinate any artillery attacks the next day. “We were informed to go down there and clean the damn place out,” Boatman told the Panel. “He said that we were going to take care of them, get rid of them … I think everybody was enthusiastic about going down there in that respect. We were going to get rid of it—clean the place out …”

Only a few of more than forty former B Company GIs interviewed by me or questioned by members of the Peers Panel recalled hearing a specific order to kill civilians.* Larry G. Holmes of Peru, Indiana, summed up many GIs’ recollections when he testified: “… We had three hamlets that we had to search and destroy. They told us they … had dropped leaflets and stuff and everybody was supposed to be gone. Nobody was supposed to be there. If anybody is there, shoot them.” There were no specific instructions given about civilians and prisoners, the men reported. “We were to leave nothing standing because we were pretty sure that this was a confirmed VC village,” recalled Homer C. Hall of Jonesboro, Georgia. Mario Fernandez of Miami, Florida, when asked what instructions Michles gave them for handling civilians, said, “I’m not sure, but I think they said to kill them, you know? And that’s what they did, but I’m not sure about it.” One ex-GI, Barry P. Marshall of Rochester, New York, told the Panel of overhearing a conversation between Lieutenant Colonel Frank A. Barker, Jr., the commander of the task force, and Michles. “I don’t want to give the idea that Colonel Barker wanted us to kill every blankety-blank person in there,” Marshall said. “They were just talking … Colonel Barker was just saying that he wished that he could get in here and get rid of the VC … I know Captain Michles’ own personal feeling was that he wanted to take every civilian out of there and move them out of the area to a secure place, and then go in and fight the VC. It’s so hard when you’ve got all these people milling around in there to really conduct an operation of any significance.”

Nine troop transport helicopters and two gunships from the 174th Aviation Company and the 71st Aviation Company, combat units attached to the Americal Division, flew from 11th Brigade headquarters at Duc Pho fifteen miles north and began ferrying the men of Charlie Company from their assembly point at Landing Zone Dotti, the task force headquarters, to their target area just outside My Lai 4. The helicopters completed that task by 7:47 in the morning, according to the official task force journal for that day, and then flew a few miles north to Bravo Company’s landing zone to begin shuttling those men for the second stage of the assault. It’s not clear why Charlie Company’s assault took place first. Large numbers of Viet Cong were expected to be at both locations and, according to the official rationale for the mission, surprise was a key factor. As it was, the first elements of Bravo Company did not reach their target area until 8:15, and it took an additional twelve minutes for the full company to assemble. The men, of course, were apprehensive, and nothing at their landing zone near My Lai 1 soothed them. As they jumped off the aircraft, rifles at the ready, they heard gunfire in the distance.

The shots were coming from My Lai 4 one and a half miles to the west, where, by this time, Charlie Company was in the midst of massacre. A third platoon machine gunner, Ronald J. Esterling of Barbarton, Ohio, testified that “when we landed we had to take cover … because we thought we were getting shot at. We found out later, well, about fifteen minutes or so, it was Charlie Company from over in the other direction. Some of their bullets were coming in our direction unintentionally …” Although the sounds were frightening, there was no immediate threat to Bravo Company. The landing zone was “cold”; no enemy shots were fired at the GIs during the vulnerable moment as they deplaned from the helicopters. The men milled around a few moments, and then began to move out.

The first platoon, headed by Lieutenant Thomas K. Willingham of Allenhurst, New Jersey, marched a few hundred yards south. Its mission was to cross a narrow bridge to a small peninsula—really just a spit of land with the small hamlet of My Khe 4 on it—on the South China Sea. The second platoon, headed by First Lieutenant Roy B. Cochran, was to search My Lai 1 and destroy it. But My Lai 1 was screened by a thick hedge and heavily guarded by booby traps. Within minutes one of the mines hidden in the hedge line was tripped and the men of Bravo Company heard screams. Lieutenant Cochran was killed and four GIs seriously injured in the explosion. Helicopters were called in to evacuate the men; the second platoon was hastily reorganized with a sergeant in command and ordered to continue its mission. Another booby trap was tripped; once more there were screams and smoke. This time three second platoon GIs were injured and the unit was in disarray. The surviving GIs insisted they were not going to continue the mission, and said as much to Captain Michles. Colonel Barker flew in himself to see to the evacuation of the wounded, and then made an amazing decision: rather than call on the first or third platoon to complete the mission, he simply canceled Bravo Company’s order to search and destroy My Lai 1. “He told them not even [to] try to go in there,” Larry Congleton recalled. “Just sort of forget about that part of the operation.” The order was relayed to Captain Michles via radio; Barker did not get off his helicopter. The second platoon, relieved at not having to enter My Lai 1, began a rather aimless and half-hearted movement through huts and hamlets to the south, across the water from My Khe 4 and the first platoon.

The booby traps, perhaps, served as a literal trigger for the by now thoroughly frightened men of the first platoon. “When Cochran got killed, I sort of giggled,” Terry Reid of Milwaukee, Wisconsin, recalled, “but other guys started to cry. This was just before we crossed a bridge [to My Khe 4]. Then the word came that we’re going to go down and wipe them out.”

My Khe 4 was a scraggly, much-harassed collection of straw and mud houses. Its population was perhaps a hundred women, children, and old men. After carefully crossing the bridge, some of the GIs could see the unsuspecting villagers through the heavy brush and trees. “They might have been doing some washing or something, just their household chores,” one GI recalled. Willingham, according to many witnesses, ordered two machine gunners in his platoon to set up their weapons outside the hamlet. And then, inexplicably, they began to systematically spray bullets into My Khe, shooting at the people and their homes.

A few GIs later testified that a hand grenade had been thrown at them; others said that some sniper shots had been fired. But no one was shot and none of the GIs said they ever actually saw the grenade; they only “heard about it.” Homer Hall tried to explain to the Peers Panel why it happened: “They said one [grenade] was thrown. That was good enough … The movements that were going on in the village, we just perceived that it was a VC village. There seemed to be different types of tracks. Like I said, when you’re over there awhile you feel like you develop an ability to read a VC footprint or something like that. They always seemed to wear a type of tennis shoe or something. It just looked like a VC village to us … the way that we could see it.” By now it was about 9:30, and the men in the rear of the first platoon were ordered to pass forward extra belts of machine-gun ammunition and hand grenades.

The platoon, led by four point-men (GIs who serve as advance scouts), walked into the hamlet when the machine guns stopped, and began firing directly at Vietnamese civilians and into Vietnamese homes. One of the machine gunners moved forward, firing his weapon from the hip, cowboy-movie style. A Peers panelist had this later exchange with a participant:

Q. “Tell us what happened …?”

A. “We started shooting.”

Q. “Everybody in the platoon?”

A. “I’d say everybody. Everybody was shooting, and [Vietnamese] people were on top of this hill and running around like crazy people.”

Another GI who participated in the shooting told what happened to those Vietnamese who ran: “… The village wasn’t so big, but there were trees, shrubbery, hootches. Maybe if one would run to another or something like that, you couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman. And, of course, we engaged upon them whenever they would run like that.”

One of the participants later told me details that, he said, he didn’t provide the Panel during his testimony. “We were out there … having a good time,” the ex-GI said. “It was sort of like being in a shooting gallery.” He told of a machine gunner who with a blaze of bullets methodically tore one woman in half at the waist. And he told of a tiny infant, barely of crawling age, who became the object of a marksmanship contest. A rifleman had taken careful aim at the infant with a .45-caliber pistol. “I remember that the baby was about from here to the tape recorder [a distance of about ten feet in the ex-GI’s living room], and he fired at it with a .45. He missed. We all laughed. He got up three or four feet closer and missed again. We laughed. Then he got up right on top of him and plugged him.” Retelling the story prompted the ex-soldier to begin laughing again. I waited. “I don’t know what it was and what possessed him to do it,” the youth said after a short pause, “but it really doesn’t matter. It really wasn’t funny at all—I mean he was just going to shoot the baby—until he began missing.” By this point, the ex-soldier said, “the word was out. You know, like you more or less can do anything you like. The Vietnamese were running around. Most of them squatted on down. That really made a tough target. Some of them came out [as the troops raced into the village after the machine-gun barrage] and just sort of stood around.” The GI kept on talking. “Captain Michles—he’d tell us about treating the people right. ‘Now remember they’re human,’ he’d say—and then he’d sort of snicker.”

The gunfire was intense. Terry Reid recalled that he was standing a few hundred feet below the hamlet when it began. He knew civilians were being shot. “As soon as they started opening up, it hit me that it was insanity. I walked to the rear. Pandemonium broke loose. It sounded insane—machine guns, grenades. One of the guys walked back, and I remember him saying, ‘We got sixty women, kids, and some old men.’ ” At one point during the shooting, Lieutenant Willingham apparently moved closer to My Khe 4, enabling the men with him to see what was taking place. One of his radio operators told a Peers panelist what happened when he asked the lieutenant’s permission to move into the hamlet: “He told me to shut up and stay where I was at. I wanted to go up and help a little bit, you know.” The panelist asked, “Were there women and children up there that might need some help?” “It wasn’t that kind of help,” the ex-soldier replied.

A few of the GIs from the first platoon stayed back by the bridge they had just crossed. They began firing, too, after hearing the commotion in the hamlet. Their targets, they later testified, were a cluster of ducks in the water below. They were careful, they said, to avoid hitting the birds, but instead tried to aim a few inches away to make them fly.

After the shootings in My Khe 4, a few of the first platoon GIs began systematically blowing up every bunker and tunnel. A helicopter loaded with extra supplies of dynamite and other explosives was flown to the men, apparently at Willingham’s request. At some point that morning, according to some members of the first platoon, word was passed to stop the killing, and many of the surviving members of the village were allowed to flee to the nearby beach. They would live to tell about the massacre. Others remained huddled in the family shelters inside their homes. They were not spared.

Larry Holmes described it best: “A chopper brought in TNT, a hundred sticks of it … and it was thrown in bunkers and stuff, and blowing everything up and burning.” Homer Hall recalled that “we just flattened that village, and that was it.” Some Vietnamese attempted to flee the bunkers before the explosives were thrown in. They were shot. “Try to shoot them as they come out,” one member of the first platoon was instructed. Another ex-GI told me what happened to those who stayed in the bunkers: “You didn’t know for sure there were people in them until you threw in the TN—and then you’d hear scurrying around in there.” The youth laughed nervously, and added, “There wasn’t much place for them to go.” Others told me and the Panel about making a game with the explosives: “We were more or less having a contest to see which one could get the shortest fuse on the TNT.” About twenty to thirty houses were blown up, one ex-GI said, utilizing more than one hundred and fifty pounds of TNT. The operation lasted through lunch.

Mrs. Nguyen Dhi Bay, one of the survivors of the massacre, told C.I.D. investigators that the American soldiers slaughtered ninety of the one hundred residents of My Khe 4. Mrs. Bay said she and three other women, along with four children, had fled in terror into a bunker when the GIs began shooting. A few minutes later, she said, she left the bunker and watched the Americans blow up homes and kill women, children, and old men. Mrs. Bay’s official C.I.D. statement, transcribed on December 17, 1969, in South Vietnam, told what happened next: “After that, two other colored soldiers entered the hootch … started to take off their pants, and instructed the women to lay on the floor so they could have sexual intercourse with them … The women refused, and one of the colored soldiers struck the women with the butt of his rifle … At this time they did not bother the women any more. A short while later the women related to the soldiers that the children needed some food. One of the soldiers took two rounds of ammunition and told them that this was food for the children. The same soldier hit the women a few more times with the butt of his rifle. After this the two soldiers raped Bay. She does not remember how many times, but she was told by the other women she was raped by both of the soldiers.” Later the women and children were taken to another home near the South China Sea. Mrs. Bay said that she was two months pregnant at the time of the incident; she lost her baby the next day.

Precisely how many residents of My Khe 4 were murdered will never be known. The Army later charged Lieutenant Willingham with involvement in the death of twenty civilians, but the charges were never pressed. Some survivors told military investigators in early 1970 that at least ninety to a hundred women, children, and old men were slain. One ex-GI who kept a count said he knew of 155 deaths; other estimates ranged from sixty to ninety.

There was some immediate concern over the shootings, at least among the commanders of Bravo Company. Donald Hooton recalled that at one point “somebody flew over in a helicopter and undoubtedly saw all kinds of bodies. He must have said something because Michles said he didn’t want any more killing.” Later, the ex-GI told me, “Lieutenant Willingham came around and said, ‘We’d better do something about the bodies.’ We threw some straw on them, but didn’t really cover them up.”

The few wounded survivors of My Khe 4 received scant medical attention. One of the company medics had explained to a number of his fellow GIs that “I won’t patch them gooks up.” Marvin G. B. Jones of Detroit, Michigan, told the Peers Panel about one little boy whose arm had been shot off at the shoulder during the morning assault. The medic “put a pad on him,” Jones related, “but he didn’t wrap it, talking about ‘I don’t have enough for you all. I haven’t got enough.’ He put a gauze or something on it, but he didn’t wrap it.” The child, not crying, silently took the gauze in the hand he had left and pressed it to his shoulder socket.

The official Task Force Barker log for March 16 shows that Bravo Company claimed an enemy kill of thirty-eight in three separate messages to the task force during the day. At 9:55 A.M. it reported killing twelve Viet Cong; at 10:25 it claimed another eighteen; and eight more were claimed at 2:20 in the afternoon, more than two hours after the massacre. At 3:55 P.M. it reported further that none of its victims were women or children.

The 11th Infantry Brigade had established an SOP (Standard Operating Procedure) for determining body counts in early 1968, requiring an on-site identification of a dead enemy soldier before it could be reported. All of the Task Force Barker officers interviewed by the Panel indicated an awareness of this regulation and claimed that it was adhered to in the task force.

Yet an ex-GI, one of the four point-men who entered My Khe 4 first, gave me this version of how the totals of twelve and eighteen were arrived at: “I had this little notebook that I used to mark down the kills of the point-men in. This day—well, this was a red-letter day. Seems like for about fifteen or twenty minutes there, all I was doing was recording kills. Willingham got on the radio [by then he had moved to the rear] asking how many kills we got. Old Jug [the nickname for one of the point-men who was later killed in Vietnam] said he got twelve and we called in what we had. He [Willingham] checked with us a couple times in the early part of the day.”

Another ex-GI testified that some of his fellow soldiers counted thirty-nine bodies in parts of the village and then told Willingham that “the biggest part of them was women and children.”

Willingham’s reports were relayed by Michles without challenge to the task force headquarters, although Congleton, his radioman, told me: “When they [the first platoon] started turning in kill counts, I figured they were destroying everything over there. At the time I didn’t think that it was anything exceptional—maybe just a little more killing than usual.” Michles had stationed his command post across the water from the My Khe 4 peninsula.

Asked by a panelist if it was “common practice to report a body count if there was, in fact, not a body count,” Congleton replied, “Maybe not common, but it was done … You can’t really take too much stock in what was put on the log or something like that, because it seemed like sometimes the commanding officers were like trying to write a movie script and make it read a little more juicy for the people that were going to read it.” (At the end of the day, when an official after-action report had to be filed by Bravo Company to task force headquarters, Congleton said Captain Michles “told me to make it look good.” The GI thus radioed that the company had discovered twenty booby traps, three enemy hand grenades, “and stuff like that.”)

Another member that morning of the command post, Richard F. Silva of Ludlow, Massachusetts, later told the Peers Panel that it never mattered to him what was reported over the radios: “They could say two thousand were dead, you know. I could care less … as long as none of my men were hurt. They can say whatever they want over their radios and everything else because from past experiences I knew it was a bunch of bull anyway.”

The first platoon spent the night in the field near My Khe 4, but the rest of Bravo Company rendezvoused with Charlie Company to set up a joint defense near a cemetery along the South China Sea. A few men from the companies exchanged war stories. In the morning Bravo Company reunited and spent the next twelve hours marching south along the coast to the Tra Khuc River, burning every hamlet along the way. Again there was an element of revenge. A popular member of the first platoon had lost a foot early in the morning while probing for a mine along the bridge leading from the My Khe 4 peninsula to the mainland.

The Peers Panel subsequently determined that the platoon had failed to post guards on the bridge overnight, although it provided the only access to the peninsula. A few men testified that the wounded GI was, in fact, recklessly attempting to defuse the booby trap with his bayonet when it went off, wounding him. But most of the GIs saw it as another example of treacherous enemy tactics, which renewed their anger at anyone Vietnamese. As the men marched south, the destruction was complete. By then Task Force Barker had provided a special team of demolition experts who blew up bunkers and other remains after the hamlets were set ablaze. Clouds of smoke from the operation could be seen for miles.

The hamlets destroyed were identified on American maps as Co Lay 1, Co Lay 2, and Co Lay 3. One of the GIs involved remembered the area as “the prettiest place I’ve seen since I’ve been over there. There were a lot of sailboats on the water, different colors, real pretty …” Another ex-GI said that there “was not a lot of excitement” on the second day of the operation: “We did burn more hootches that day, and they were bigger and more nicer-type villages than the ones we just left out of [My Khe 4] … These people done fishing and stuff like that.”

The techniques used in destroying the houses along the coast apparently amazed the panelists. One GI testified that it was not his responsibility as a demolition man, but that of the infantry, to make sure no civilians were inside any of the bunkers he destroyed. He would generally drop two or three pounds of TNT into each bunker, he said, without checking for inhabitants. Another demolition “expert” told how he used as much as thirty pounds of dynamite to destroy each bunker, also without inspecting inside: “The bunkers were searched before I ever got to them, sir. That was the infantry’s job.”

Again, it is impossible to determine how many Vietnamese citizens were killed while huddling inside their bunkers during Bravo Company’s march to the south. The GIs burned and destroyed every home they came to, often using cigarette butts to touch off the fires. Terry Reid, already considered a malcontent because of his often-voiced criticism of Bravo Company’s killing tactics, recalled that he almost broke into tears during the march: “We’d go through these village areas and just burn. You’d see a good Vietnamese home—made with bricks or hard mud, and filled with six or seven grandmothers, four or five old men, and little kids—just burned. You’d see these old people watching their homes.” The Army’s concept of destroying bunkers and tunnels after burning the homes always left him in the dark anyway: “They call them bunkers and tunnels but you know what they are—basements. Just basements.”

On the second day of the operation Donald Hooton remembered seeing large volumes of smoke to the west, where Charlie Company was operating inland. “We had this big contest to see who had the biggest fire,” he told me. “We saw them across the river with a fire and said, ‘Goddamn, we got to get a bigger one.’ ” Then word was suddenly passed down from Captain Michles to stop the burning.

Morris G. Michener of Charleston, West Virginia, told the Panel that by this time “there was a rumor going around the entire company. They wondered why we suddenly stopped burning hootches and they said, ‘Somebody is all fired up about it and they are having some sort of an investigation or something.’ ” After that, Michener said, “Captain Michles was real careful. Up to the time that he got killed [in a helicopter crash June 13, 1968, along with Lieutenant Colonel Barker], we didn’t burn any more hootches unless he received orders from higher up himself.”

On March 18, the third day, Bravo Company’s mission suddenly changed. Task Force Barker called in medical evacuation units and the men were ordered to round up the citizens for baths, examinations, and, in some cases, interrogation by intelligence officials. Between five hundred and a thousand civilians were treated for diseases or given food and clothing by the GIs. According to Larry Congleton, “it seemed like we just changed our policy altogether that day. We went from a search and destroy to a pacification, because we went to this village and we washed all the kids. Maybe somebody had a guilty feeling or something like that.” Talking about it a year after his testimony, Congleton remarked that “we reversed the whole plan just like we were going to redeem ourselves.” Morris Michener thought “most of the people were a little ashamed of themselves—and I was very ashamed of even being a part of the group.” James L. Sweeney of Marietta, Ohio, also was upset about that day, but he wasn’t so sure that the Vietnamese themselves minded: “I don’t know, the villagers over there—death is just something everyday to them and they don’t pay as much attention to it as we would. I think our outfit was more upset than what the villagers were themselves, really.”

Not everyone experienced remorse, however. One of the point-men had appropriated, in effect, Mrs. Nguyen Dhi Bay, after the assault on My Khe 4, and forced her to serve as a human probe for booby traps. Such treatment of civilians was common among the frightened infantrymen in South Vietnam, but this GI went a step further. He tied a heavy rope around Mrs. Bay’s neck and drove her, as one would a horse, ahead of him for the next twelve hours.

On March 19 Bravo Company was lifted by helicopter from the peninsula and flew back to its regular landing zone. A few of the soldiers later heard about the excesses committed by Charlie Company and the impending investigations there, but somehow there was never any concern about the atrocities they had committed. Only one GI considered reporting the My Khe 4 massacre to his superiors, but as he later testified, he quickly dropped the idea. “I guess I just let it go when I shouldn’t have,” Ronald Esterling explained. “I thought the company commander knew these things were going on … It was all general knowledge through the whole company and I didn’t see any sense in talking it over with the company … I just didn’t tell anybody about it.”

By the time news of the Army’s mass murder charges against Lieutenant Calley became known in the United States, most of the men of Bravo Company were back in the United States, out of the Army. Only a few connected their activities with Bravo Company of March 16 to the operation Calley was alleged to have participated in. Terry Reid, for one, walked into a Wisconsin newspaper office a few days after the Calley story broke in November, 1969, and gave an interview about the atrocities he had observed while serving with the 11th Brigade in South Vietnam. He told of one operation in which, after some GIs had been wounded by a booby trap, his company responded by killing sixty women, children, and old men. He didn’t realize until months later, Reid told me in mid-1971, that what had happened to his outfit was directly connected to Task Force Barker’s mission: “I used to think my company was a badass one until I started seeing others. Sometimes you thought it was just my platoon, my company, that was committing atrocious acts, and what bad luck it was to get in it. But what we were doing was being done all over.”

The men of Bravo Company were silent about My Khe 4 until investigators from the Peers Panel and, later, from the Army’s Criminal Investigating Division began interviewing them in early 1970. And when the investigation was completed, it was the Army’s turn to forget.

The incident at My Khe 4 would perhaps be just another Vietnam atrocity story if it weren’t for four facts: its vital connection to the My Lai 4 tragedy; the total ignorance of the American public about it; the total and detailed knowledge of it by the Peers Panel, the Department of the Army, and higher Pentagon officials; and the failure of any of those agencies to prosecute fully those involved.


* All of the quoted testimony, unless otherwise identified, was given to the Peers Panel.
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A Division at War

On March 16, 1968, Major General Samuel W. Koster was near the peak of a brilliant Army career. At the age of forty-eight, he was a young two-star general whose next assignment, he thought correctly, would be as superintendent of the military academy at West Point. After that would come a third star, perhaps as a corps commander in Germany or even again in South Vietnam. Another promotion, to the rank of full general, would quickly follow along with an assignment possibly as commander of one of the overseas United States Armies. By the middle or late 1970s he would be among a group of ambitious, competent generals seeking Presidential appointment as Army Chief of Staff. Like most future candidates for the job of Chief of Staff, Koster had been earmarked as a “comer” by his fellow officers from his days at West Point. In 1949 he had served as a highly prestigious tactical officer at the Point, assigned to a cadet company as the man responsible for their training. By 1960 he had served in the sensitive operations office at both the Far East Command in Tokyo and at the Supreme Headquarters of the Allied Powers, Europe (SHAPE), in Paris. His career was patterned after that of his chief benefactor and supporter, General William C. Westmoreland, who by 1968 was the head of all military operations in South Vietnam. Westmoreland and Koster had served together in the Pentagon during the mid-1950s, both in key staff jobs. Westmoreland later became Superintendent of West Point.

Koster’s assignment in the fall of 1967 as commanding general of the Americal Division could be underestimated at first by outsiders: the Americal, a hastily thrown together conglomerate of independent infantry units, was far from an elite outfit. But the job was extremely important to the young two-star general, as the Peers investigation learned: he had been hand-picked by Westmoreland after a sharp debate inside military headquarters in Saigon. As initially set up, the Americal was composed of three separate 5,000-man infantry brigades, each with its own support units such as artillery and cavalry. The concept had been effectively utilized by General Douglas MacArthur in World War II. Lieutenant General Bruce Palmer, then deputy commander of the U. S. forces in Vietnam, explained it this way to the Peers Panel: “In the earlier days [in South Vietnam], where there were fewer troops, the separate brigade was quite useful because you could send it to a new area. It was self-sustaining, complete. You didn’t have to tear up a division to pull a brigade-sized force out of the division. General Westmoreland very much liked the idea of the independent brigades in the early days. Then when we had enough troops where they didn’t have to do this fire brigade business—some units were like a yo-yo, going up and down the coast of Vietnam, he conceived the idea of pulling three brigades together … The division headquarters and so-called division base was an ad hoc thing to start with.”

In later months the Americal would be restructured to make it more conventional and provide more centralized control, a factor that Palmer and others thought highly desirable. But when Koster took over, it was a new kind of fighting unit highly endorsed by Westmoreland; the pressure on the new commander was inevitable.

Adding to the pressure was the low caliber of officers initially assigned to the Americal by other units. Lieutenant Colonel Cecil E. Granger, Jr., who served briefly in the important operations office (known as G3 in the military) of the new division in late 1967, testified about his personnel problems: “In the G3 section, the quality of the personnel was not what one would ask in a division, to be perfectly honest. Among the field grade officers [major and above] there was only one major in the entire section who graduated from Leavenworth [the Army Command and Staff School in Kansas], and of all of them, there were only two who had not been passed over for promotion to lieutenant colonel. That would indicate that in some cases not the highest caliber of people were being provided …”

Koster responded to the staff problems by running a virtual one-man show. He trusted no one to make decisions on the operations and maneuvers of the division. Every military engagement or tactic had to be personally approved by him, including such details as the allotment of helicopters for combat assaults. He filled the two most important positions in his headquarters, chief of staff and head of G3 operations, with artillery officers, highly unusual positions for such men in a combat infantry division. Colonel Nels A. Parson, Jr., the chief of staff, was one of the two West Pointers in a key headquarters slot, but his inexperience in infantry tactics inhibited him: he spent much of his time, according to testimony, ensuring that fences were painted and grass was kept closely cropped. The other West Pointer, Lieutenant Colonel Jesmond D. Balmer, the operations officer, was more ambitious than Parson, but ended up more frustrated. He testified: “I was not a textbook G3, either as taught at Leavenworth or throughout the Army or practiced at any other divisions. The commanding general was in fact his own G3 … I was not operating that division. I was doing certain planning and trying to keep the TOC [tactical operations center] going … I can’t visualize that any staff officer there would visualize Balmer, even now, as being a key mover in that division. I was far from it.” Balmer thought, however, that Colonel Parson had even a worse relationship with the general: “It was very evident to all concerned that General Koster had no confidence or did not trust much responsibility, except answering the telephone in the headquarters and doing the normal headquarters chief of staff job, to Colonel Parson, and to a similar degree this went down to the staff … It was the most unhappy group of staff officers and unhappy headquarters that I have ever had
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