
Two Veterans Recount 
Their Roles atMy Lai 

In December of 1994, historians, journalists, Pentagon and other military personnel (both active and retired), social 
scientists, humanists, literary and documentary film artists, journalists, gathered on the campus of Tulane University 
to discuss the most infamous atrocity of the Vietnam War: the My Lai Massacre. Directed by Dr. R/lndy Fertel and 
funded in part by a grant from the Lauisiana Endowment for the Humanities , the conference -"My Lai 25 Years 
After: Facing the Darkness, Healing the Wounds" - explored through a variety of disciplines such key questions as 
these: was My Lai an aberration or an operation like many others? What lessol1s were learned politically and militari
ly? How might the wounds of Vietnam, which don't seem to want to go away, be healed? 

Among those gathered were at least two men whose lives were irrevocably changed by that dark day, March 16, 
1968. 

Hugh C. Thompson, Jr. was a helicopter reconnaissance pilot with the 123rd Aviation Battalion aero scouts when he 
carne upan the My Lai massacre in progress. He tried to stop it, confronting U.S. troops, rescuing Vietnamese civil
ians during the massacre, and lodging the first official complaint. He was awarded the Distinguished Flying (for "res
cuing civilians from advancing enemy" -a paradox since the "enemy" were American). William Eckhardt, chief My 
Lai prosecutor, described him best at the conference: "This is a man who set his helicopter down, put his guns on 
Americans, said he would shoot them if they shot another Vietnamese, had his people wade in the ditch in gore to their 
knees, to their hips, took out children, took them to a hospital ... flew back (to headquarters), standing in front of peo
ple, tears rolling down his cheeks, pounding on the table saying, 'Notice, notice, notice' ... then had the courage to testi
fy time after time after time." Today he works for the Louisiana Department of Veterans Affairs. 

In 1969 Ron Ridenhour, just out of the U.S. Army and back from Vietnam, wrote a letter of complaint to the 
Pentagon, Congress, and the President. The letter detailed and asked for further investigation into reports he had heard 
from friends , fellow, soldiers, about a massacre of a Vietnamese village by their American Anny unit, an atrocity the 
world later came to know as the My Lai massacre. Without his efforts, the world may have never learned of what really 
happened at My Lai. Today he is freelance writer and investigative reporter. He has won the George Polk Award for 
Local Reporting, 1983 and the Gerald Loeb Award for Distinguished Business and Financial Journalism in 
Commentary, 1988. He lives and works in New Orleans. 

Without individual voices, there would have been no conference and there would be, in fact, no history of My Lai at 
all. The Czech novelist Milan Kundera has said that the struggle of man against power is the struggle of memory 
against forgetting. Both both of these men has played his part in tnjing to tell the story of My Lai in its more funda
mental, more truthful forms than those in power would have liked us to know. 
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the memories of: 

Hugh Thompson 
I'm Hugh Thompson. I was a helicopter pilot that day, 

and I guess I was invited here to tell you about a day of 
my life. That particular morning we were to provide 
reconnaissance for a ground operation that was going on 
in My Lai 4, which was better known to us as 

"Pinkville." lt was sup
posed to be a real big 
operation that day. I 
flew a Scout helicopter 
covered by two gun
ships that flew cover for 
me, and my job was to 
recon out in front of the 
friendly forces and 
draw fire, tell them 
where the enemy was, 
and let them take care 
ofi!. 

The village was 
Hugh ThompsoII, 1969. prepped with artillery prior to 

the assault, and we went in 
right when the "slicks" -the troop-carrying aircraft that 
brought the Charlie company and Bravo company-land
ed simultaneously right in front of them. We started mak
ing our passes, and I thought it was gonna be real hot 
that day. The first thing we saw was a draft-age male 
running south out of the village with a weapon and I told 
my gunner to get him. He tried, but he was a new gun 

continued Oil page 24 

Ron Ridenhour 
I was drafted in March of 1967 and went through basic 

training and advanced infantry training and parachute 
training school. That all took about six months and I 
arrived in Hawaii assigned to Scofield barracks in the 11th 
infantry brigade in September of 1967. The 11 th was then 

scheduled to ship out 
for Vietnam sometime in 
December. 

I was assigned to a 
very small unit with 
about thirty men, which 
was to be our brigade 
long-range reconnais
sance patrol unit 
(LRRP). There were 
about thirty men and we 
went out and did what 
they call jungle warfare 
training out in the 

ROil Ridenhour, 1969. forests and jungles of Hawaii 
every day. But about two weeks 

before we were scheduled to ship out to Vietnam, our 
small detachment was disbanded because the brigade was 
under-strength. About half the men, fifteen of the enlisted 
men, were sent off to Charlie company 1st of the 20th, 
Lieutenant Calley's company, or Captain Medina's com
pany, probably. 

I was sent off to eventually to become a doorman on a 
continued on page 26 
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Thompson (continued) 
ner-he missed him. That was the only enemy person I saw 
that whole day. 

We kept flying back and forth, reconning in front and in 
the rear,. and it didn't take very long until we started notic
ing the large number of bodies everywhere. Everywhere 
we'd look, we'd see bodies. These were infants, two-,three
,four-,five-year-oidsl women, very old men, no draft-age 
people whatsoever. That's what you look for, draft-age peo
ple. It came out in the interrogations that my crew and 
myself went through. My gunner's big questions-were, 
"Were there weapons that day?" There was not the first 
weapon captured, to my knowledge, that day. I think a 
count has been anywhere from two to four hundred, five 
hundred bodies-it was that many. I think that's a small 
count, including the three villages that were hit. 

As we were flying back around the civilian people, there 
was one lady on the side of the Toad, and we knew some
thing was going wrong by then. Larry Colburn, my gunner, 
just motioned for her to stay down; she was kneeling on the 
side of the road. We just ordered her to stay down; we hov
ered around everywhere, looking, couldn't understand what 
was going on. We flew back over her a few minutes later 
and most of you all have probably seen that picture; she's 
got a coolie hat laying next to her. If you look real close, 
some odd object laying right next to her-that's her brains. 
It's not pretty. 

We saw another lady that was wounded. We got on the 
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U.S. Marines fire into snloking nibble of a village in South 
Vietnam. 
pllotograph courlesy 0/ UPlIBettmn'", 

radio and called for some help and marked her with smoke. 
A few minutes later up walks a captain, steps up to her, 
nudges her with his foot, sIeps back and blows her away. 

We came across a ditch that had, I don't know, a lot of 
bodies in it, a lot of movement in it. I landed, asked a 
sergeant there if he could help them out, these wounded 
people down there. He said he'd help them out, help them 
out of their misery, I believe. I was ... shocked, I guess, I 
don't know. I thought he was joking; I took it as a joke, I 
guess. We took off and broke away from them and my gun
ner, I guess it was, said, "My God, he's firing into the ditch." 
We'd asked for help twice, both times-well actually, three 
times by then, I guess-every time that people had been 
killed. We'd "help these people out" by asking for help. 

Sometime later, we saw some people huddle in a bunker 
and the only thing I could see at that particular time was a 
woman, an old man, and a couple of kids stand ing next to it. 
We look over here and see them and look over there and see 
the friendly forces, so I landed the helicopter again. I didn't 
want there to be any confusion or something; I really don't 
know what was going on in my mind then. 

I walked over to the ground units and said, "Hey, there's 
some civilians over here in this bunker. Can you get them 
out?" They said, "Well, we're gonna get them out with a 



hand grenade." I said, "Just hold your people right here 
please, I think I can do better." So I went over to the bunker 
and motioned for them to corne out, everything was OK. At 
that time I didn't know what I wasgoing to do, because 
there was more than three or four there, more like nine or 
ten or something like that. So I walked back over to the,air
craft and kind of kept them around me and called the pilot 
that was flying the low gunship and said, "Hey, I got these 
people here down on the ground, and you all land and get 
them out of here." So he agreed to do that, which I think was 
the first time a gunship's ever been used for that. There's 
enough of them there that he had to make two trips and he 
picked them up and took them about ten miles or so behind 
the lines and dropped them off. 

A short while later we went back to the ditch. There was 
still some movement in there. We got out of the aircraft and 
Androtta, my crew chief, walked down into the ditch. A few 
minutes later he carne back up carrying a little kid. We didn't 
know what we were gonna do with this one either, but we 
all get back in the aircraft and figure we'd get him back to 
the orphanage or hospital back over at Quang Ngai. In 
examining him in the aircraft that day, the kid wasn't even 
wounded, or we didn't see any wounds, rll put it that way. 
He was covered. with blood, and the thought was going 
through my mind and my crew's mind, "How did these peo
ple get in that ditch?" 

After coming up with about three scenarios, one of them 
being an artillery round hit them, you wipe that out of your 
mind 'cause every house in Vietnam, I think, has a bunker 
underneath it. If artillery was corning there, they would go 
to the bunker; they wouldn't go outside in the open area. 
Then I said, well, when artillery was corning, they were try
ing to leave and a round caught them in the ditch while they 
were going for cover. I threw that One out of my mind. Then 
something just sunk into me that these people were. marched . 

is over in LC Dottie and I was very upset. I was very mad. 
I reported to my platoon leader. He said let's go see the 

operations officer. In tum we went to our commander and 
the words were said for me that day that, you know, clean 
this up. "If this damn stuff is wJtat's happening here", I told 
him, "You can take these wings right now 'cause they're only 
sewn on with thread." I was ready to quit flying. 

My commander was very interested. Within a day or so
l don't think it was that day, it was probably the next day
we were called up to the command bunker at LC Dottie and 
everybody g!lve their statements. This was a full colonel (a 
full colonel is next to a general); that means he can walk on 
water. He was very interested it seemed; I remember him 
taking notes and that was it, I do believe. I don't know if I 
was called again to report to the commanding general. 

There was one thing in my mind that I think, but I can't 
be positive. Our two units were like sixty miles away. So we 
didn't have contact with these ground people every day. A 
lot of people don't understand that sixty miles into Vietnam 
is a long way away. You just don't go there. I guess I 
assumed something was being done. It wasn't a colonel's 
position to corne down to a WI and inform him of his inves
tigation, that just was unheard of. It seemed like it was just 
dropped after that. 

Approximately two years later is when it was broke pub
licly and that's when all the investigations started. I was 
called before the US Senate, the Department of the Army IG 
and for every one of the court-martial investigations. They 
appointed Lieutenant General Peers to investigate this. I 
honestly think the Army thought they had a "yes-man" 
when they got Lieutenant General Peers and found out 
when he released his final report that he was not a "yes
man." Ithink he made a fairly accurate report of what hap
pened that day. 

I believe too, as everybody says, there was a cover-up and 

I walked over to the ground units and 
everybody's talked about that the 
cover-up started on the ground. In 
my mind, rm not real sure that's 
where the cover-up started. I 
would not be the least bit sur
prised if this cover-up started 
"up" and worked its way all the 
way back down. 

said, "Hey, there's some civilians over here 
in this bunker. Can you get them out?" 
They said, "Well, we're gonna get them It was probably one of the sad

dest days of my life. I just could 
not believe that people could 
totally lose control and rve heard 
people say this happened all the 
time. I don't believe it. rm not 
naive to understand that innocent 
civilians did get killed in Vietnam. 
I truly pray to God that My Lai 

out with a hand grenade." I said, "Just 
hold your people right here please, I 
think I can do better." - Hugh Thompson 

into that ditch and murdered. That was the only explanation 
that I could corne up with. 

Taking the child to the hospital was a day I'll never forget. 
It was a very sad day, very mad day, very frustrated and 
everything. So later in the afternoon, (this was brought up 
when everything hit and became public during interroga
tions, the Department of the Army IG was asking me about 
the incident and I had totally blocked it out of my mind. I 
had no idea what this guy was questioning me for), after the 
mission that day, I went back to our operations area, which 

was not an everyday occurrence. I 
don't know if anybody could keep their sanity if something 
like that happens all the time. I can see where four or five 
people get killed, something like that. But that was nothing 
like that, it was no accident whatsoever. Pure premeditated 
murder. And we're trained better than that and it's just not 
something you'd lil<e to do .• 

Hugh Thompson is available tor presentations. Inquire by 
calling (318) 837-3960. 
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Ridenhour (continued) 
light observation helicopter doing, ironica lly, almost exactly 
the same thing Hugh was doing at the sarne time, although 
we did it with two small ships rather than with the small 
ship with the two sharks or the two gunships covering. OUf 
small ships, one flew very low, about thirty feet off the 
ground and the other f1 elv higher, in circles, to cover it and 
our mission was, as his was, to draw fire and then engage 
whoever it was that fired at us. 

We arrived in Vietnam four days before Christmas in 
1967, ended up in the detachment a few days lilter. And we 
practiced, went out, basica lly lenrned how to stand on the 
skid of a helicopter while it 's flitting and fluttering and dip
ping and diving around the hed gerows over tree lines. And 
to hold our machine guns and hit things and shoot. We did 
this for about two weeks. On our first mission we were 
called to go out and provide what they called light aircover 
for an infantry company, for two infantry companies, actual
ly, which were about to sweep through a fairly large village, 
I would guess. A hundred to a hundred and fifty homes on 
the highway about ten miles south of where we were. Our 
area of operation was immediately south of Hugh's and we 
had the southernmost part of I-Corps, which was the north-
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em most part of South Vietnam in which 
American troops found themselves. 

On this mission we went out and it's 
our first combat mission-our first alleged 
combat mission-we went out to fly 
around in this village and to protect the 
infantry soldiers from an ambush. They 
got on line, literally they made a line long 
enough for all the men in two infantry 
companies to stretch out in one long line 
and then they started walking through the 
village. Our job was to fly over the village 
and to fly behind the village to see if any
body was either trying to ambush them or 
to flee. Sure enough, out of the back end 
of the Village after a few minutes hene 
came a young man, military age, running, 
fleeing out of the village. Thene was a trail 
to the back end of the village down along 
it leading off to the mountains to the west, 
and this guy came out of there and he was 
running, like, to beat the band . We fly 
down alongSide him and we'ne trying to 
get him to stop, we're waving at him, 
we' re motioning at him, we're telling 
him-and he's like, not me, man, I'm get
ting out of here, he's steady trucking 
along. 

The other doorman, the crew chief, 
was, his door was to this guy this time. 

And so, after a few minutes of this, the pilot said, "Slow 
him down - fire a' burst in front of him. Let him know 
we're serious." So the doorman fired first and instead of fir
ing in front of him, he hit him in the hips. And the man 
went down in a heap, of course. And lay there in his own 
blood and began to bleed. We were totally freaked out, 
because this was our firs t mission; we never fired at any
body in anger before or under combat conditions or any
thing else. We shot this guy and didn't intend to. So we 
were, we \-vere pretty upset. The pilot was especially upset, 
and he bega n to get on the radio and to call to the ground 
company, to the officers in the ground company to come 
help this guy. He was pretty franlic, and it took him about 
twenty minutes to get there and the pilot is steadily on the 
radio saying, "Come on! Come on, hurry, this man needs 
help! This man needs help!" 

You could hear the infantry officer getting more and 
more fru strated as he ran. You could hear him moaning, you 
could hear him, "(pant, pant) I'm coming! I'm coming! 
(pant, pant)" over the radio. It took him about twenty min
utes to get there, but finally they break out on the same trail 
through the other side of the back end of the village and run 
down the trail to the guy. The officer gets there, runs up to 



him, stops, leans down, looks at him, stands up, pulls out 
his .45, cocks it, BOOM! Shoots the guy in the head. Looks 
up at us, he gets on his radio and says, "This man no longer 
needs any help." 

Well, that was my introduction to the reality of Vietnam 
as I saw it. For four months, I did this, went out and slbod 
on the skids of this helicopter, flew about thirty feet off the 
ground and it was literally a bird's eye view. Now most of 
our missions were what they call hunter-killer missions, 
doing the same thing Hugh was doing. We were going out 
at, usually, first light and last light. The catechism was that's 
when the VC were on the move, and indeed frequently it 
was. 

Now we would pop up over a tree line or a hedge row 
and there'd be two or three guys standing out in the rice 
field with guns. We'd engage them and usually we'd kill 
one or two of them, but they were well trained and they'd 
all run in different directions. Usually some would get away 
and some wouldn't, but in that entire four-month time we 
only killed thirty-~ix people, I believe, in that neighborhood. 
We replaced a unit in that same area which was doing exact
ly the same thing, and had only been there for eight months 
before we arrived, and they killed over seven hundred peo
ple in eight months. What that said to me, since we were 
out doing the same thing, exactly the same thing in exactly 
the same area, is that they were killing-they were just out 
there killing a lot of people, folks. They were being a lot less 
discriminating than we were about who we were engaging. 
We were looking for people with guns, which is what we 
were supposed to be doing. 

Well, in that four months I guess I witnessed those sorts 
of events about six times, six or seven times. We would 
identify somebody just as Hugh had. We'd say, OK, here's 
somebody who is looking suspicious or whatever. And 

vate, so pretty soon I had to go, and I did. I went and volun
teered then for the division long-range reconnaissance 
patrol team. I hadn't seen my friends who'd gone to Charlie 
company in probably two months. When they were not out 
on patrol, and they were in fdt'Stand-down, to come in and 
take a shower and get a couple of hot meals, they would 
come over and visit and we'd talk. 

But I hadn't seen them in a couple of months since they 
had gone off with Task Force Barker and gone up to LZ 
Dottie, which was I guess about thirty miles north of us 
along the highway. So when I left the aviation company my 
first night, reassigned temporarily to headquarters, which is 
basically a holding administrative unit, at least for my pur
poses at that time it was. I ran into a guy I had known in 
Hawaii, who had beim in my company who had gone to 
Charlie company. He had since transferred into the division
al LRRP company where I was headed. We sat flown and 
said "Hey, what are you doing?" "What are you doing? 
Well, let's get a beer and go talk." So we went and found a 
beer and found an empty tent with a table and sat down in 
it and started to tell each other our war stories and get 
caught up on what we had done and what we'd seen since· 
we'd last talked to each other. After a minute or two he 
says, "Hey man did youhear what we did at Pinkville?" I 
knew Pinkville, which was My Lai 4, because we had done 
some missioils up there and there had been-it's known as 
a hot area. "So what'd you do at Pinkville?" He said, "Oh, 
man, we massacred this whole village." I said, "What?" He 
said, "Yeah, we massacred this whole village. We just lined 
them up and killed them" I said, "What do you mean?" He 
said, "Men, women and kids, everybody, we killed them 
all." I said, "Well, how many was that?" He said, "Oh, I 
don't know, three or four hundred I guess, at least. A lot, 
everybody we could find. We didn't leave anybody alive, at 

least we didn't intend to." 

The atrocities were, I'm afraid, far too 
common. I thought that it was kind of 

It's hard for me to really describe 
exactly what my reaction was, 
because It'sdifficuit to, the language 
doesn't qUite, at least 1 haven't found 
a way to capture it, but it was I guess 
you would say, an epiphany. It was 
an instantaneous recognition and col
lateral determination that this was 
something too horrible, almost, to 
comprehend and that I wasn't gonna 

the way we were fighting the war, but 
still I was unprepared. - Ron Ridenhour 

some infantrymen would walk up to him and just shoot 
him. I mean, no provocation. They just walk right up to 
him. I'm not talking about something that's ambiguous, I'm 
talking about murder. I'm talking about somebody walking 
right up, pointing a gun and, without provocation, pulling 
the trigger. I oppose that, of course, and so did most of us, 
but I don't know that we were really quite getting the drift 
of what was really going on there. 

We flew into the area of operations south of us, on a kind 
of courier mission one day, and flew over a hut, where we 
could see some guys in there torturing a Vietnamese. They 
were skinning this guy alive. So the atrocities were, I'm 
afraid, far too common. I thought that it was kind of the 
way we were fighting the war, but still I was unprepared. 

After about four months, I basically got fired from my job 
in the helicopter company. I couldn't get along with my 
sergeant who, of course, was the sergeant, and I was the pri-

be a part of it. Just simply having the 
knowledge, I felt, made me complicit, unless I acted on it. 

So I started to act on it, and I spent the remainder of my 
time in Vietnam trying to locate people who had been there 
and of course part of it was easy because I was going 
straight to the divisional LRRP company. Four or five peo
ple who had been my friends in Hawaii and had gone to 
Charlie company had transferred into the divisional LRRP 
company within a week or ten days after the massacre: So I 
was able to go in and talk with them and two of them were 
very good friends. 

One of them and I had been drafted on the same day. We 
went through basic training together; we were in the same 
basic training company together; we were in the same 
advanced infantry battalion together; we both volunteered 
for "pecial forces together; we were accepted together; and 
we went to jump school together. We both refused to sigll an 
extension converting us from two-year draftees to four-year 
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enlistees. So we both ended up being shipped off to Hawaii 
instead of going on to special forces school after jump 
school. 

This kid's name was Mike Terry and Sy talked about him 
last night, for those of you who were there. He was, I 
thought, one of the finest people I ever met. He was the a ll
American boy, wrestler in college, all-state champion, had 
respect for everybody around him, didn' t swear, didn' t 
speak badly of women, was not into the macho sort of brag
ging that was going on by a lot of people. He was just a very 
fine human being. 

We had talked about this before we arrived when we 
were on ou r way to Vietnam, before we got there and after 
we got there, because I bega n to hear complaints from these 
guys about Lieutenant Ca lley, this gu y who was their officer 
who they just loathed, who they thought was incompetent 
and a whole lot of other things. So I arrived in the LURP 
(LRRP) company and began to go out on missions. On my 
first five missions, of the six men who werc on our tea m, 
four of them had been at My Lai. I was going out with these 
guys and gathering this informabon. I would go and talk to 
them and I wou ld try to find each of them, get each of them 
in a one-on-one conversation. 

I'd ask them, "Hey, man w hat happened at Pinkville?" 
And it would be like lancing a boil. I mea n, if you asked 
them, they were compelled to talk. They cou ldn' t s top talk
ing. They were horrified that it had occurred, that they had 
been there, and in the instances of all of these men, that they 
had participated in some way. The story I'd been told about 
what Mike Terry had done and what my other friend, Billy 
Dougherty, had done were, I thought, s tunning and terrify
ing in a certain way. 

But I didn't ask Mike about it for, I guess, probably a 
month, I don't know why, exactly, but we went out on a mis-
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sion, we went off into something called Happy Valley, which 
is west of the city ca lled Tam Khe, in the northern part of the 
Americal divisional area of operation. Sat up on a hill for 
four days, and watched a trail, and watched fully combat
ready North Vietnamese sold iers walk down this trail, count
ed them, and called in artillery a couple of times as they were 
marching to a battle which was across the va lley from us and 
we could see it. We sa t there and whispered throug h these 
four days and watched and when they came finally to get us 
at last light, they dropped us at the fire base that this battle 
was being operated ou t of. We went and got some food and 
talked to a (evv of the grunts \I..,ho had just come back out of 
this battle.Then Mike and I went of( and found ourselves a 
bunker to lay up on top of for that night and sleep. 

We lay down and I asked him, "Hey, Mike, what hap
pened at Pinkville? Tell me what happened at Pinkville." 
And he tells me this terrible story of going in w ith 
Lieutenant Ca lley and sweeping through the village and 
watching these murders and the rapes and everything that 
was going on and seeing what was happening, what hap
pened at the ditch. About eleven o'clock Mike and Billy sat 
down w ithin fifteen or twenty feet of the ditch to have their 
lunch. They took out the ir C-rations and opened their food 
and started eating but they couldn't really finish it, because 
there was too much noise coming from the ditch . People 
who are mortally wounded but not ye t dead make a lot of 
noise. People die hard; they don't want to give up life. The 
people in this ditch were laying there. Those who were still 
alive were groaning and crying out and some of their limbs 



were flopping spasmodically, which happens to people who 
are mortally wounded. 

There must've been a terrible God-awful racket, a horrify
ing sound, I'm sure. They couldn't eat, so they stood up, the 
two of them and they walked over to the ditch and they 
divided up the survivors and they walked down the ditch, 
one on each side, finishing off all the survivors. "There's one, 
you take him". "OK". Pow; pow "There's one, you get him". 
"OK". Pow, pow. Up and down the ditch once. When they 
returned to their food, the ditch was quiet. 

When the first guy, whose name was Butch Gruber, told 
me this story, he told me about the ditch and about what 
Mike and Billy,had done .. But I needed to hear it from them. 
When I asked them about it, they said,"Yeah, yeah, it's all 
true". Mike told me the story and it was really a cloudless 
night and there were a zillion stars out there. After he fin
ished we just lay there for a couple of minutes and finally I 
said "Mike, my God, Mike ... don't you know that was 
wrong?" And he-said, "I don't know, man, I don't know, it 
was just one of them things." He rolled over; a couple of 
minutes later I could see he was asleep. We never really 
talked about it much after that. 

I spent the rest of my time looking for people who were 
not in our company and found about three or four more, I 
suppose. I had a friend who had been in Charlie company 
and who transferred out only a week before the massacre. 
He knew what I was up to but I didn't know how I was 
gonna do it, what the mechanics of it would be. I knew I was 
going to, I was determined to cause an investigation of some 
kind. I was a kid; I had no idea how to do it, but I knew the 
first thing I needed was the facts. 

So I had gone down to the division historical section 
where they keep an account of all the battles and everything, 
the official history of the division. There I found the official 
report that had been released to the press, reportin); the bat
tle at My Lai, in which it was reported, I believe, that a hun
dred twenty-eight people had been killed-a hundred twen
ty-eight VC had been killed with force, as it was reported. I 
found the coordinates of the village, the specific date, a lot of 
very specific information, the sort of thing you need to make 
a persuasive'complaint, I think. 

The one tiling I needed that I didn't have was somebody 
who had been there, who was a witness and who had not 
participated. I didn't have any reason necessarily to believe 
my friends wouldn't be honest when they were asked about 
it. On the other hand, they had participated in this terrible 
crinwand maybe they wouldn't. So I felt I needed some
body that I could count on and I knew of such a man, his 
name was Michael Bernhardt. But he was still out in the 
field; I could never find him because he was simply never 
available. 

The reason he was never available is that Captain 
Medina, he believes the reason, I should say, he was never 
available, was that Captain Medina had come to him that 
night after the massacre, knew that he hadn't participated, 
knew that he was a potential troublesome person and threat
ened him. He said "Bernhardt, you better keep your mouth 
shut about this, buddy." And Mike said, "Yes, sir." He stayed 
out in the field; they wouldn't let him 0ut of the field. He 
tried to transfer into the LRRP company. They wouldn't let 
him. He tried to transfer every place, they wouldn't let him. 
. Every time they thought an ambush was coming, they'd 
send him up to the front of the line, where they thought the 
ambush was gonna be. He walked point in all the dangerous 

places and in the last four months he got jungle rot so bad, 
he could barely ~alk and they wouldn't let him out of the 
field. Finally, with about three weeks to go, he just jumped 
on a supply chopper as it was lifting off and without any
body's permission and went i~ the infirmary, the aid sta
tion, at the 11th brigade headquarters at Due Pho andthe 
doctors said, "Holy Mackerel, what's wrong with you? I 
mean, why weren't you here earlier?" 

Jungle rot, for those of you who don't know, is a kind of 
ulceration that appears on your skin and is caused by a com
bination of filth and dampness, wetness and ,some bug, I'm 
sure. It begins as just a little small open sore and it just 
spreads and spread s and spreads and gets bigger and bigger 
and bigger and Bernhardt had these open wounds,all over 
his legs, could barely walk. Two days after he went into the 
brigade aid station he was at 2nd Surgical Hospital in Chu 
Lai, which is where I was then and we were all ready to 
come home. 

We only had a few weeks left in our tours and most of us 
were out ofthe field by then. My friend Pat Thiele who was 
the guy who knew what! was dOing, found out that Bernie 
was over in the hospital and came and told me. We went 
over there and Pat left us alone and Bernhardt and I talked, 
felt each other out for ab01,lt thirty minutes and we finally 
re<)lized that we felt the same way "bout it. We kind of ' 
showed our hands. I asked him what he intended to do and 
he had a plan. 

When he got out of the service, he was gonna go around. 
He' knew where the officers were; he ha<l the chain of com
mand down. He was gonna go around and assassinate them, 
one at a time. That was his pla1\. Now I have to say I believe 
he was serious - we were serious people. And I said, "Well, 
you won't get out for a while anyway." He was an RA, he 
was an enlisted volunteer, so he still had some time left to 
serve. "So why don't we trymy plan." I said, "I'm gonnl\ get 
an investigation goiI~.g." He said, IIHow?" I said, "I don't 
know, you know, but somehow. And if I do, will you tell the 
truth?" He said, "If you tell the truth, I'll tell the truth." I 
said "OK". So I went home and talked to my friends and my 
relatives and all of my people who I thought had been my 
mentors. They all, almost to the person, said, "Shut up. Shut 
up. This is none of your business -leave it alone." 

One person said, "Write a letter and send it to the Army. 
Tell what you know and how you knew it." I decided that 
was half-good advice, that I shouid do that, but I shouldn't 
restrict it just to the Army. I wrote such a letter and in the 
end of March 1969 sent it out to thirty different 
Congressmen, Senators. Mo Udall, who was Congressman 
from Arizona-I lived in Arizona at the time-acted on it, 
and called on the House Armed Services Committee to call 
on the Pentagon to conduct the investigation and they did 
so. The Pentagon responded to my letter less than two 
weeks later. It was their contention that they had acted inde
pendently of Congress and may be they did, I have no idea .• 

The University ,Press of Kansas will publish the proceedings 
of the MyLai conference in 1996 or early 1997. They will be 
edited by David Anderson of The University of Indianapolis 
with a toreward'by Randy Fertel of Thlalte University. 
Professor Anderson is the author of Shadow on the White 
House: Presidents and the Vietnam War, 1945-75. For more 
information call the Press at (9l3) 864-4154. or Randy Fertel 
at (504) 891c1759. 
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