A NNOTATIL ON

"THE QUESTION BUSH NEVER GOT ASKED

Did he, as a Navy pilot, strafe a lifeboat? By Mark Hertsgaard

In the closing weeks of the 1992 presidencial campaign, a four-page docu-
ment called a naval aircraft sction report was presented o several news or-
ganizations. The last _uwma:qms:u.n.\‘a.n»: -year-old report ﬂuzr__-rnn The numne “Ens. G.H.W. Bush® got Ogbum a hearing with key journal-
here for the first time, | for legibility) strang ists; albeir a wary one. It was the second week of October, burely three
tial evidence suggesting thar George Bush commitred & war crime as a .._nnr-_u&iamnn:ﬂ-_u& and the journalists were rightly cautious about
rookie Navy pilot in the South Pacific during World War 1L Based on in- being tuken in by u vczdﬁ-—ngugnr-oonig?!il r.h:ﬂn
terviews with pilacs immediately afier # mission, the document describes the Navy document was na problem; it was on file e Nav

what the pilots and their crews sow and did on July 25, 1944, It repors Eﬁ?i_g&_ﬂnﬁnisatiqtﬂg-raﬁ?

agg_anrggzdg_gﬂnﬂ ﬂl_ﬂu“___ﬁ_.g -.__EK—:&_E n
E:r!!nﬁ-«uméw.abnrrﬁgﬁn the air. Strafing of de- Grorge Bush's plane was involved in the strafing,” nnv_h_.ECw News &
fenseless combatants in lifeboats was, and is, idered a war crime under . ¥ T \\\\l\. ﬂ.-a_.mn .a:a%ﬂnﬁrﬂg The document was interesting but “not a
intemational military law. The document, incriminating #s it appears to 2 : self-fulfliing story,” recalls edisor Roger Smith of the Los Angeles Times.
be, doesn't constitute irrefutable proof of guilt. Bush may have a convine- Newsweek, which pursued the scory the furthest, even going to the trou-
ing explanation. =§~K£E=.HENEEE§..E1 by any one of at least ble of ¢ 4:&5%?5-§5-EE§!&<§E5?
words cf Washingron buresu chief Evan Thomas, “There were oo many
other possible explanations.” Off-the-record interviews with White

Ocrober but didn’t—though not because of any intimidation by the White House sources cast “doubt on the credibility of the evidence,” adds
_.._.S—En. ..“._8 censarship, as usual with the American news media, was en- Newswurek's chief of correspondents, Ann McDaniel.
tirely self-inflicted.

“The accom;enying fighter planes (VF) also filed their own aircraft action
report, but that document i.&ﬁnuﬂﬁa-ﬁnn:ninﬁﬂ&nzg
strafing repoited here. It simply doesn't it—hardly i
given the illegality of such an act. The turret gunner in Houle's bomber,
Charles Y. wﬁ:g.lq-rnmog recall any strafing bur says, “Ir may
have happened,” and he agrees that the best way to clear up the question
Elﬂﬂ—eau-rgigrgﬁ_lﬂﬂm!r_ﬁr the document with
mﬁ.ruu Pr didn't occur to the high-pow-
Ean_. whose def “and self. hip silenced this story.
wn_s.__ﬂ Eﬁ._Er..! craves sinister explanations—threatening calls from
the Oval Office—when the media don’t run a politically damaging story.
.—.rnnzhr.-g_iﬁg “If the same kind of document had surfaced
licating the prime minister of Japun in a war crime, American jour-
Ewntsir-ﬁnﬂﬁssﬁ__r argues MIT historian John Dawer,
whose book, War Without Mercy, documented the systemaric strafing of
Japanese lifeboats by American and Australian forces during the Bantle of
the Bismarck Sca in 1943, Paula Ogbum's unwirting mistake lay in nat
recognizing that American journalists would sit on the stary—in ing
with their habit of giving the President the benefit of the doubt on seri-
nﬁsﬂﬂaﬂni_:i—ﬂmﬂagggﬂ.i&»ﬁ done

The sinking of this oewler in Kuyangel Lagoon, in the Palau lslinds of the
South Pacific, was Bush’s first solo combat “kill” mﬁdﬂiﬁ«nlu_-ﬁ. ina

5
the Viemam War, Pt:ﬂﬂﬁ&,.%naﬂsﬂaﬂ “come clean” sbout
having avoided the draft and parti d in antiwar di Bush
insisted that Clinton had t stand up to what he did s 3 young man. This

EEEEEE&SEEEEEFEEEEE_

This sentence states plainly that %iaia—ﬁﬂnﬁin&aﬁ
Bush's squudron, which included Bush's plane and a secand bomber, pi-

loted by Lt. R. R. Houle. But did both Bush and Houle strafe lifeboars? ‘ better to give this dacument to Tokya's Yomisri Shimbun or Paris's Le
Waos “VT" _:wc_uuo_.v_En:Cm.Z vy archivists say that the EE.-_ — j”nﬂn__.n:bn: S ; -E-nﬂ..-r..”ﬁ”-? o is
usage, though not universal, was by far most common, and certainly | __ unc y mispl American fears eorge

was sandird for 8 wingtan E:-EE& Tis Jeader (Houde) to stick to- Bush's respoise to what happened on July 25, 19441 | provided his Hous-
gether in such circumstunces. Moreoves, three sentences earlier, "V is
used plurally to veporr thar Houle and Bush had together attacked the
wawler (though Houle's bomb missed). In shart, the evidence strongly
suggests both planes strafed the lifeboars.

ton office with & B_“;.l rrmnnE.:n and posed the question. The
reply, after many calls: “no comment.*

L Mark Hevtsgaard is the author of On Bended Knee: The Press and the Rea-
gan Presidency, He is wrinng a book aboit the funime of the earth's ecology.
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