ST LA

Examiner Book Forum

APR
SFExaminer

2 1972

My Lai, 4 Years Later

COVER-UP, By Seymour M. Hersh, Ran-
dom House, $6.95.

Reviewed by Robert Sherrill

Lest we forget, March 16 was the fourth
anniversary of the most highly publicized
war crime ever committed by U.S. troops,
that being the day in 1968 when elements of
the Americal Division descended on a clus-
ter of hamlets in the Songmy area of South
Vietnam and, without provocation, butch-
ered several hundred unarmed civilians.

The Army still refuses to say how many
Vietnamese were killed that day by Compa-
ny C, First Battalion, 20th Infantry, 1ith
Brigade when it destroyed the hamlet of
My Lai 4. Seymour Hersh says the secret
documents from which he developed this
book show that at least 347 women, chil-
dren, and old men died there. This is twice
as many as the highest previous estimate.

Their work done at My Lai, the men of
Charlie Company sat down among the bod-
ies and ate lunch. '

Meanwhile, in another hamlet nearby,
this one known as My Khe 4, Bravo Compa-
ny was getting in some practice. “We were

out there having a good time,” one of the .

participating GIs told Hersh. ““It was sort
of like being in a shooting galléry.”’ Esti-
mates of the dead at My Khe 4 range up to
155. Hersh’s account of this episode is the
first that has been made public, just as he
was the first to report the My Lai 4 mur-
ders in 1969.

For the slaughter at My Lai 4, the army
tafter intense public pressures) eventually |

braught charges of murder or assault with
intent to murder against 12 officers and
men; but charges were dismissed against
six, and of the others only Lientenant Wil-
liam Calley was convieted.

For the murders at My Khe 4, nobody
has been court-martialed, and apparently
nobody ever will be.

So the evidence is all in now. and already
becoming vintage history, that even where
there are many wilnesses, the military’s
system of justice is incapable of coping
with war crimes.

That brings us to the even more impor-
tant question: Why officers of the' highest
rank failed to investigate and prosecute the
guilty immediately after the offenses oc-
curred, when even the creaking court-mar-
tial system might have been expected to

produce a raasonabl_e quantum of justice.

“Cover-Up,” another of Hersh’s awesome
reporting acliievements, is the best answer
we are likely to get. It may be futile to argue
about whether the murders at My Lai and
My Khe prove that most young soldiers in
moments of convulsive emotions can be-
come war criminals; but certdginly little
doubt can remain, after reading the evi-
dence here, that in moments of stress -—as
when they feel their careers imperiled —

‘high field officers in the United States

Army are quite willing to boil theit code of
honor down to the old practical barracks
motto, “Cover Your Ass.”

When Hersh broke the My Lai massacre
story on November 13, 1969, and it was foi-
lowed by numerous articles from a battal-
ion of reporters, the Pentagon realized that
the second public reaction, after shock,
would be the suspicion that high army offi-
cers had known about the crime ard had
helped cover it up.

To subdue this suspicion, the Pentagon
appointed a hoard of inquiry headed by
Lieutenant General William Peers. The
Peers Panel was hardly a smashing sue-
vess. In fact. it added to the crust of secre-
cy. Hersh shows that General Peers him-
self helped cover up the killings at My Khe
4. But the panel might have done better if it

- had not :had to contend with so much forget-

fulness, obfuscation, deceit, and just plain
lying from the 401 witnesses. It was further
handicapped because many key records
were “‘missing.”

More than 40 volumes of testimony
came out of the investigations, and al-
though the Pentagon has refused to release
any of the material to the public, someone
on the inside purloined a set of the tran-
scripts and slipped them to Hersh and it is
from these that much of the hook is written.
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