COVER-UP

by Seyrmour M. Hersh
Random House, 305 pp., £6.95

Reviewed by Arthur Prager

E My Lai 4 is a part of American his-
tory now, like Yorktown or Appomat-
tox or the shores of Tripoli. The names
of Calley and Medina and the rest have
become folk legend. The stench that
polluted the reputation of the Americal
Division has spread as far as West
Point, with its sadly eroded honor sys-
tem, its commandant deposed and
forced to divest himself of an un-
merited general's star and Distin-
guished Service Medal. Take vyour
medicine, the cadet honor code says.
Don’t hide behind others. If you have
erred, own up. Report yoursell. No
excuse, Sir! Until graduation day, that
is. After that, it’s every man for him-
self.

A harsh indictment? Perhaps, but
Seymour Hersh provides plenty of evi-
dence to substantiate it. He shows us
the amazing picture of two generals
accusing each other of being respon-
sible for the most heinous episode in
200 years of United States military in-
volvement, and a third general cloud-
ing the issue by conveniently losing all
the pertinent documents in between
expeditions of “gook hunting” (taking
potshots at unarmed Vietnamese civil-
ians from the safety of a helicopter).
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Mr. Hersh won his Pulitzer Prize for
reporting the My Lai massacre in 1969.
In this sequel he gives a day-by-day,
event-byv-event analysis of the massive
and largely successtul attempt by the
Army to shield the officers and men
involved. Cover-Up is a book that no
one who has ever held a position of
military anthority or taken any pride
in our counirv’'s armed forces will be
able to read without a shudder of re-
vulsion. An American atrocity? Senior
officers who are venal, cowardly, un-
truthful, and careless of the lives of
the men under their command? Com-
bat commanders who allow their
troops to rape, torture, and kill indis-
criminately? Ridiculous. Anyway, our
boys just don't act that way. (And if
they do, for God's sake keep it out of
the papers.)

My Lai 4 happened shortly after a
group of jumpy, combatfatigued Gls
saw one of their buddies blown up by
a mine. Something snapped and they
launched into a veritable Old Testa-
ment orgy of revenge, carrying fire and
sword into a Vietnamese hamlet, de-
stroving virtually everything that lived.
Public outrage triggered an investiga-
tion, but few of the men involved in
this war crime were brought to trial.
An officer who murdered more than a
hundred people was given a life sen-
tence, which was quickly reduced to
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twenty years. The rest, due to “insuffi-
cient evidence,” were let off with rela-
tively light administrative punish-
ments.

The March 16, 1968, massacre at My
Lai received wide press coverage, but
what about My Khe 4, in which a hun-
dred civilians were butchered on the
same day? Has anyone but Mr. Hersh
ever heard of it? A small notice ap-
peared on page 24 of the Washington
Post, but no newsman found it impor-
tant enough to follow up. Hersh inter-
viewed a number of participants.

“We were out there . . . having a good
time [recalled one]. 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-calibre pistol. . . . He
missed. “We all laughed. Then he got up
three or four feet closer and missed
again. We laughed. Then he got right up
-on top of him and plugged him."”

Mrs. Nguyen Dhi Bay, a My Khe sur-
vivor, told Army Criminal Investiga-
tion Division personnel that she had
hidden in a bunker, where she was
discovered by Gls. Two of the soldiers
raped her. One of them tied a heavy
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our love of

tennis with underprivileged
ghetto children.

Wouldn't you like to help?

When we first started teaching
tennis to children in Harlem, we
weren't sure what the reaction
would be.

The No. 1 player on the Columbia
University tennis team and others
like him are helping to introduce
tennis into the gym programs of
the Harlem schools. They instruct
atthecommunity playgrounds,and
during the winter months teach
youngsters indoors at Columbia.

Tennis has proven to be just about
ideal for giving underprivileged
children a healthy outlet for their
energies. Students, faculty, alum-
ni and friends of Columbia Univer-

sity are doing all they can.

There is only one trouble —the
thing that seems to come up every
time you try to put some good
clean fun into a ghetto child’s life.
Money. The program is in urgent
need of funds.

Will you help? It takes just a lit-
tle to make a child feel glad to be
alive for a change. All contribu-
tions are tax deductible.

Please mail a check to Columbia
Harlem/Inwood Tennis Develop-
ment Program—Dep't. of Athletics
—400John Jay—Columbia Univer-
sity—New York 10027. Your gift
will be gratefully acknowledged.
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rope around her neck and sent her into
huts and bunkers as a human mine
detector.

The importance of the My Khe inci-
dent is that although three prestigious
groups—the investigating panel headed
by Lieutenant General Peers, the De-
partment of the Army, and high Penta-
gon officials—had complete, detailed
evidence of what had occurred, none
of the My Khe killers was prosecuted.
Indeed, all three of these groups did
everything possible to prevent the
American  public- from finding out
about the slaughter that took place at
My Khe.

Evidence presented to the Peers
panel revealed that cover-ups (such as
those resulting from My Lai and My
Khe, false reports, altered or “mis-
placed” documents, and doctored body
counts representing civilian and even
animal dead as Vietcong were by no
means unusual. Rather, they were mat-
ters of routine, means commonly em-
ployed to dramatize lackluster “com-
bat” engagements or to win medals or
promotions for favored or ambitious
officers.

By the end of 1969 all but two of the
reports and documents dealing with My
Lai 4 and its aftermath—all of which
should have been on file at brigade and
division headquarters—had magically
vanished. The sole recommendation
made by the final Peers report after a
250-page review of the atrocities at
My Lai 4 and My Khe 4 was that “con-
sideration [should] be given to the
modification of applicable policies, di-
rectives, and training standards in
order to correct the apparent deficien-
cies noted . . . above.” The deficiencies
to be corrected were lack of a pro-
cedure for reporting war crimes when
superior officers were involved in them,
insufficient training in the provisions
of the Geneva Convention, and a per-
missive attitude toward “mistreat-
ment” of Vietnamese.

Fortunately, eyewitnesses don’t dis-
appear as easily as pieces of paper, and
Mr. Hersh has done a masterful job of
investigative reporting, raking back
into the light a number of facts the
American public would rather forget.

Arthur Prager, a former regular Air Force
officer and U.S. Embassy attaché in the
Far East, is the author of Rascals at Large.
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DEATH AND THE MINES:
Rebellion and Murder in the
United Mine Workers

by Brit Hume

Grossman, 280 pp., $7.95

Reviewed by Thomas Goldwasser

B Brit Hume begins his brilliant ac-
count of the perils of mining (and of
how little the United Mine Workers has
done to protect its dues-paying mem-
bers from those perils) by focusing on
the disaster that struck the Consolida-
tion Coal Company’s Number 9 mine in
Farmington, West Virginia, on Novem-
ber 20, 1968: as a result of a series of
underground explosions seventy-eight
men died.

One of the miners to come out alive
at Farmington was twenty-six-year-old
Jerry Davis. A West Virginian who had
started to work in the mines at nine-
teen, Davis had witnessed a flagrant
violation of safety regulations months
before the blasts ripped through Num-
ber 9. He had seen a foreman lighting a
match in a working area, where, Hume
writes, “the danger of gas accumula-
tion is greatest.” Davis reported the in-
cident to his local’s safety committee;
Hume describes how the miner was
rewarded for his vigilance:

When a hearing was held, the foreman de-
nied the violation. Davis was called a liar
and a troublemaker. Nothing came of the
complaint, but Davis soon found that it
was not forgotten. He was taken off his
regular job and assigned to what miners
call the “labor gang.” This involves un-
skilled work and is usually reserved for
inexperienced men. Davis's job was to
stand alone in remote passageways to
monitor conveyor belts carrying coal to
central loading points. Most mines oper-
ate on the “buddy” system, where every
man has a companion worker who looks
out for him. But Davis worked alone . .
and this bothered him more than the
drudgery of the job itself. . . . Finally, after
more than a year, he was given work as a
roof bolter . . . in the far southwest corner
of the mine, miles from any other working
area. The spot was extremely gassy and
the roof leaked so much it was like work-
ing in the rain.

The night before the Farmington dis-
aster occurred, “excessive accumula-
tions of flammable gas” had shut down
work in Number 9 for several hours.
On November 20 at five A.M. a deafening
blast was heard above ground and de-
bris erupted from the Number 9 shaft.
Three hours later a second explosion
shook the mine. A third blast, at ten
that night, “sent flames hundreds of
feet into the night sky.” That after-
noon, West Virginia's Governor, Hulett
Smith, appeared on the scene and re-
minded the kin of men dead or trapped



