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Hibakusha’s Visit to My Lai in March 2008
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Introduction1
With movements by non-governmental organizations (NGO) for international
cooperation and exchange burgeoning by the 1990s, the activities for promoting
reconciliation and peace at a transnational level have been developed. Among
these activities, it is worth noting that after the end of the Vietnam War, some
American Vietnam veterans have tried to overcome the trauma caused by the war
and have transformed their military experiences into peace activities. These
Vietnam veterans have been involved in a project for helping the Vietnamese
people with their hope for promoting reconciliation and peace. The various
humanitarian projects in My Lai2 and the surrounding areas, Quang Ngai Province
in central Vietnam, initiated by the Madison Quakers, Inc., (hereafter MQI) are
examples of these activities. My Lai is well-known as the site of the 1968
infamous massacre (the My Lai Massacre) in which 504 innocent civilians, mostly
women, children, and elderly people, were killed by American soldiers. The MQI
projects have been headed by Mike Boehm, a Vietnam War veteran.3
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1. This article is an English version of some revised parts of Chapter 7 and 8 of the book
by the author in Japanese, which was published under the title of Betonamu Senso Kenkyu:
“America no Senso” no Jisso to Senso no Kokufuku, ヴェトナム戦争研究―「アメリカの
戦争」の実相と戦争の克服，[A Study of the Vietnam War: Real “American War” in
Vietnam and Beyond] (Kyoto: Horitsu-Bunkasha, 2014).
2. The massacre took place in the administrative unit known as the “village” of Son My.
The village was marked on the U.S. Army topographic maps as My Lai. So Vietnamese refer
to the massacre as the “Son My Massacre,” while American and Western people refer to it as
the “My Lai Massacre.” In this article, “My Lai” is used for the name and the site of the
massacre, except for the names of the vestige area, the memorial and the museum of the
massacre. The name of the “village”, Son My, has been changed into the name of “Tinh Khe”
since the end of the Vietnam War.
3. The humanitarian projects funded by MQI go back to the start of the My Lai Loan Fund
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Among the humanitarian projects funded by MQI are the micro-credit loans to
poor women in sixteen villages (including those in ethnic minority communities)
in My Lai and the surrounding areas, My Lai Peace Park (the groundbreaking
ceremony was held on March 16, 1998, the 30th anniversary of the My Lai
Massacre), the completion of three primary school buildings in My Lai , the Art
PenPal program (an art exchange between children in Madison, Wisconsin and
those in My Lai, begun in 1996), the building of compassion houses for poor
women and Agent Orange victims (started in 2004), “Volunteer Teach English”
program (sends volunteer American native English speakers to help local English
teachers, started in 2009), and “Well for Water” program (the drilling of water
wells in ethnic minority communities, begun in 2012). The mission of these MQI
humanitarian projects has been to “break that chain of hatred and find ways to
honor the humanity of people who had been de-humanized, including, first, the
Vietnamese people, and also American veterans, anti-Vietnam War protestors, and
others,4” and thus to nurture reconciliation, harmonious coexistence and peace
between Americans and the Vietnamese people.
In this paper we would like to suggest that MQI has also expanded their
activities toward achieving their aims into those with people outside Vietnam and
the U.S. and has tried to establish a transnational network as a universal endeavor
at an international level. This global outreach program included the invitation by
MQI of some hibakusha (the survivors of the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and
in 1994 to raise funds for small revolving loans for poor women in My Lai. The name
“Madison Quakers” derives from the fact that the Madison Quakers Meeting (a subcommittee
of the Meeting’s Peace and Social Concerns Committee) initially assumed fiscal responsibility
for the My Lai Loan Fund. In September 2000, the Madison Quakers Meeting decided to set
up a separate entity, and MQI applied to register as a Wisconsin nonprofit corporation. In
April 2005, MQI retained its status as nonprofit organization, now with Mike Boehm, as the
executive director, Joe Elder as the president, and Phan Van Do, a Vietnamese, the project
coordinator in Vietnam. Until now, the author had the chance to visit My Lai five times around
March 16 in 2004, 2005, 2008, 2011, and 2013. The author would like to thank Mike Boehm
and Phan Van Do for welcoming the author and giving me time to meet them to exchange ideas
with regard to their MQI projects every time during my visits to My Lai. Joe Elder is now
professor of sociology at the University of Wisconsin, Madison. Prof. Joe Elder has been a
Quaker peace activist. Both in June and in September in 1969, he travelled to Hanoi as a
member of the American Friends Service Committee to give medical supplies to civilians in
North Vietnam. For further information on Prof. Elder’s visit to North Vietnam, see Mary
Hershberger, Travelling to Vietnam: American Activists and the War (Syracuse: Syracuse
University Press, 1998), 134―137. In the early 1990s, Prof. Elder helped to found MQI and,
since then, he has greatly helped Mike Boehm with pursuing the MQI projects. The author
would like to thank Prof. Elder for arranging my visit in March 2007 to a primary school in
Madison, Wisconsin which had supported the Art-PenPals program as one of the MQI projects.
4. MQI Vietnam, “Mission,” http://www.mqivietnam.org/mission-goal (accessed August
10, 2015).

4

NANZAN REVIEW OF AMERICAN STUDIES 37 / 2015

Nagasaki of Japan) in visiting My Lai in March 2008, at the time of the 40th
anniversary of the My Lai Massacre.
The purpose of this paper is to explore the significance and possible prospects
for the MQI projects, focusing on the visit of some hibakusha to My Lai as an
attempt to promote the restoration of harmony and peace at an international level.
Chapter I presents the leaders and features of MQI. In Chapter II, we will look
into what MQI has accomplished with their attempt to invite some hibakusha to
My Lai by recognizing the similarities between My Lai and Hiroshima &
Nagasaki. In the final Chapter, we would like to suggest some possible prospects
for the MQI projects in the larger historical and current context, referring to the
significance of MQI work in My Lai to promote reconciliation, harmonious
coexistence, and peace.5
I: The Leaders and Features of MQI
In this Chapter, we would like to shed light on the leaders and features of MQI
by examining the MQI’s organizational form and its humanitarian activities,
beginning with an introduction of Mike Boehm, the executive director of MQI.
First, Mike Boehm has seen Vietnamese victims of the Vietnam War with
benevolent eyes. Through humanitarian activities, he has tried to share with them
peace and hope for the future. Other humanitarian projects have developed by
various Vietnam veterans since the Vietnam War who have shared the same
mission as Mike Boehm’s and have promoted peaceful relationships with the
Vietnamese people. After the Vietnam War, in the United States, the government
leaders and the public alike have generally praised American Vietnam veterans for
their military service and have not focused on the suffering of the Vietnamese
people during the war. In contrast, however, such American Vietnam veterans like
Mike Boehm have paid attention to the suffering and human dignity of the
“others,” the Vietnamese people, Some of these American Vietnam veterans,
especially in the case of Mike Boehm, tried to promote reconciliation, harmonious
coexistence and peace beyond national borders. The efforts by these Vietnam
veterans to advance peaceful relationships with the Vietnamese people show that
“awareness of the respect for human rights is prevailing beyond national borders,”
5. For details on the MQI projects and how Mike Boehm overcome his trauma of the war
and started humanitarian work in Vietnam, see Mike Boehm, “Hope Rises from the Ashes of
My Lai: the Madison Quakers Project in Vietnam,” Nanzan Review of American Studies, Vol.
XXVI (2005): 27―50; “Mike Boehm,” in Long Shadows: Veteran’s Paths to Peace, edited by
David Giffy (Madison,Wisconsin: Atwood Press, 2006), 85 ― 108; Dan Kaufman,
“Reconciliation at My Lai,” New Yorker, March 25, 2013, http://www. newyorker.com/online/
blog/neesdesk/2013/03/reconciliation-at-my-lai. html. (accessed April 1, 2013); MQI Vietnam,
Winds of Peace, #1―#12, December 1999―October 2005, http://www.mqivietnam.org/archives
(accessed Oct.12, 2015).
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in the words of Yui Daizaburo, professor at Tokyo Woman’s Christian University
in Japan.6 It should be noted that those veterans who have been able to recognize
the human dignity of the Vietnamese people had some experiences for
understanding of the suffering and anguish of the Vietnamese people caused by
the Vietnam War.
In the case of Mike Boehm, when he returned to Vietnam with some other
American veterans to help build a small clinic, he had the chance to hear the
horror stories of the Vietnamese people he was working with and learned, for
example, the entire family of one Vietnamese man working on the construction of
the clinic had been killed in an American bombing raid. Boehm then began to
recognize that the American war in Vietnam was the main cause of the suffering
of the Vietnamese people. For Boehm, his understanding of the Vietnamese
suffering at that time was the starting point of his long journey of leading projects
helping the Vietnamese people.7
Secondly, in terms of organizational form, while MQI has the responsibility of
financial matters, MQI leaves the functioning of practical activities for its various
projects to Mike Boehm and Phan Van Do.8 Do has worked with Boehm as the
program coordinator in Vietnam for about twenty years. Compared with other
6. Referring to the plan for the Vietnam Friendship Village in the suburbs of Hanoi, in
1992, Prof. Yui also noted that “In the ceremonies for the war dead, only one’s countrymen and
women have been generally commemorated. However, in recent years, there has been a move
to commemorate the victims of foreign countries.” The Asahi Shimbun, August 5, 1992.
7. See Mike Boehm, “Hope Rises from the Ashes of My Lai: the Madison Quakers Project
in Vietnam,” Nanzan Review of American Studies, Vol. XXVI (2005): 30―31.
8. Do was born and grew up in a fishing village about 2km from the scene of the My Lai
Massacre. He had a bad childhood because his father, then the chief of police in a small South
Vietnamese village, was executed by the Vietnamese revolutionary forces in 1963, and his
brother was shot down in 1965 by the South Korean soldiers in a joint operation with American
and South Vietnamese Army. In spite of these adverse circumstances, he tried to survive, and
luckily after the war, he was able to find a job teaching English in different schools in Quang
Ngai Province and finally became a teacher of English at the Quang Ngai College. Do first
met Boehm in May 1995 when Boehm got together with Mrs. Hanh, Chair of the Quang Ngai
Women’s Union, and Do was an interpreter for the Union. They then visited the women who
had received loans through the My Lai Loan Fund program. It was a fateful encounter for Do
and Boehm. At that time Do was very impressed by Boehm’s idea of building a memorial for
peace in the suburbs of Hanoi, and asked Boehm to build a peace park for My Lai, which led
to the groundbreaking ceremony on March 16, 1998, the 30th anniversary of the My Lai
Massacre. This close collaboration for over twenty years between them suggests that Do, a
Vietnamese as a “victim” and Boehm, an American as a “victimizer,” though a different
position in the context of the Vietnam War, have nurtured through their projects a common
ground for overcoming hatred both had at the time of the war and promoting hope and peace
for the future. For Do’s childhood days and Do’s first encounter with Boehm, see Dan
Kaufman, op. cit.
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Fig 1. The meeting with local Vietnamese women in 2005
who received a micro-credit loan. Mike Boehm (right),
Phan Van Do (left)
Photograph Courtesy of the author (March 15, 2005)

American Vietnam veterans’ humanitarian organizations, MQI is very unique in
that the main initiatives have been carried out by neither Mike Boehm nor Phan
Van Do, but such local Vietnamese organizations as the Women’s Union of the
Quang Ngai Province in My Lai and elsewhere, and also because Mike Boehm
and Phan Van Do have tried to maintain close and intimate connections with
people in these local organizations in order to carry out day-to-day activities.
Boehm visits Vietnam at least once a year, for more than a month around March
16, the date of the My Lai Massacre, and during these days he and Do have direct
contact with the Vietnamese people funded by MQI as well as with people of the
various local organizations and associations involved. The idea of the MQI
projects is that since they recognize it is not enough to provide only economic aid
to the Vietnamese people, Boehm and Do try to “move barriers that separate us
[Americans and Vietnamese] and get to know each other.9 ” In this sense, Boehm
and Do emphasize relationship-building with the Vietnamese people for their
projects in Vietnam.
II: The MQI Project for the 40th Anniversary of the My Lai Massacre (March
2008): My Lai and Hiroshima
1. Inviting Hibakusha of Hiroshima and Nagasaki to My Lai
It was in May 2005 when Mike Boehm, the executive director of MQI, first
9. Boehm, “Hope Rises from the Ashes of My Lai: the Madison Quakers Project in
Vietnam,” Nanzan Review of American Studies, Vol. XXVI (2005): 33.
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visited Hiroshima. During his visit to Hiroshima, he visited the Hiroshima Peace
Park and the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum.10 What was interesting in his
visit to Hiroshima was that Boehm came to recognize there were the similarities
between Hiroshima and My Lai in the context of overcoming the past tragedies
and promoting hope for the future.11 After returning to the U.S. from his visit to
Hiroshima, he pointed out these three similarities on a webpage of MQI, titled
“My Lai and Hibakusha.12 ”:
Both sites are terrible killing grounds.
Both have been ignored by the U.S. government.
Both still suffer the long-term effects of weapons which were different in
nature but left a similar legacy; radiation and Agent Orange have resulted
in high death rates from cancer and genetic damage which continues to be
passed on generation after generation.
④ But what both the victims of My Lai and hibakusha also have common is
that hope has arisen from both sites.
①
②
③

After recognizing these similarities, an idea occurred to Boehm for sharing the
importance of overcoming the past tragedies and promoting hope for the future at
the site of My Lai by inviting some hibakusha of Hiroshima and Nagasaki to My
Lai in March 2008, the 40―year anniversary of the My Lai Massacre. Boehm
believed that the hibakusha’s visit to My Lai could be part of their projects for
promoting reconciliation, harmonious coexistence and peace as an international
outreach program, with the aim of establishing solidarity among war victims at a
world-wide transnational level. In response to Boehm’s idea, four hibakusha of
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, led by Sawada Shoji, an atomic bomb survivor of
Hiroshima, a theoretical particle physicist, now professor emeritus at Nagoya
10. For the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum, see Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum,
Hiroshima Peace Site, http://www.pcf.city.hiroshima.jp/index_e2.html (accessed August 13,
2015).
11. Boehm also visited Hiroshima in 2006 and 2008, when he gave lectures at the
Hiroshima Peace Institute (HPI), Hiroshima City University, the Graduate School for
International Development and Cooperation, Hiroshima University, and the Faculty of
International Studies, Hiroshima City University. For a summary of his lecture at the HPI for a
HPI Peace Forum on July 31, 2006, see “How to Memorialize War for Peace: A Vietnam War
Veteran’s My Lai Peace Park Project,” Hiroshima Peace Research News , Vol. 9 No. 2
(November 2006); Hiroshima Peace Institute, http://www.hiroshima-cu.ac.jp/modules/peace_
e/content0164.html (accessed August 13, 2015). In August both 2006 and 2008, Boehm
participated in the International Conference against Atomic and Hydrogen Bombs to be held in
Hiroshima.
12. “My Lai and Hibakusha,” http://www.mylaipeacepark.org/op_hibakusha.lasso (accessed
July 23, 2007).
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University, Japan, visited My Lai with a delegation of more than 80 people from
Japan, including the peace activists during the war as well as some scholars.
2. The Commemoration Ceremony for the 40 th Anniversary of the My Lai
Massacre (March 16, 2008)
The Largest Commemoration Ceremony
Every year on March 16, the day when the massacre happened, a
commemoration ceremony is held in front of the Son My Memorial which was
built in 1976, at the site of the massacre, just one year after the Vietnam War was
over. Now, around the Memorial, the site of the massacre has been wellmaintained as an memorial park (a kind of an open-air museum) named “Son My
Vestige Site,” where, besides the Son My Memorial, newly enlarged two-story
museum complex (this new Son My Museum was built in 2006), replicas showing
burned homes are located, as well as stone and metal panels inscribed with the
number and names of people who were killed in each area. On the second floor of
the Son My Museum, the photos taken by U.S. Army photographer Ronald
Haeberle are on display.13
On March 16, 2008, the commemoration ceremony for the 40th anniversary of
the Massacre was held, sponsored by the Quang Ngai People’s Committtee, an
adminstartive organ of the Quang Ngai Province. There were more than 2,000
participants, including the authorities of the Vietnamese governement and the
People’s Committee of Quang Nagai Province, the survivors, the villagers and
about 200 people from abroad, While there were about 1,000 people attending the
ceremony in 1998, the 30 year anniversary of the massacre, the commemoration
ceremony in March 2008 was the largest ever. It was a nice day on March 16,
2008, and before the ceremony began, many people, including children living
around the My Lai Vestige Area gathered together and were filled with exitement.
Atending the ceremony, as mentioned before, there was a delegation of about
80 people from Japan with four hibakusha of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the largest
number of participants from abroad. The next largest group of foreigners were
Americans. Among these were Mike Boehm, a certain number of people from
Madison, Wisconsin, including Prof. Joe Elder, who has provided donations to the
MQI projects, and Lawrence Colburn, a machine gunner and a member of a threeman U.S. Army helicopter crew who intervened to stop the killing in the midst of
the massacre and rescued some of the villagers.14
13. For details on the Son My Vestige Area, see Karil Kucera, “Remembering the
Unforgettable: The Memorial at My Lai,” Studies on Asia, Vol. 5, No. 1 (Spring 2008): 17―32.
14. At the time of the ceremony, Colburn met again Do Hoa, one of the survivors of the
massacre and one of at least ten people whom Colburn and two comrades, Hugh Thompson
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Fig 2. Replica at the Son My Vestige Area
Photograph Courtesy of the author (March 15, 2011)

Fig 3. The exhibit of the photos taken by Ronal Haeberle on
the second-floor exhibits at the Son My Museum.
Photograph Courtesy of the author (March 15, 2011)

and Glenn Andreotta, saved from the atrocity. Colburn first met Do Hoa in 2001. Knowing that
Do Hoa had rebuilt his life from living with a broken heart and to becoming a family man with
an 18-month-year old child, Colburn was greatly impressed by Do Hoa’s new life. Colburn
told a news reporter that “he was very happy to see Hoa’s life was turning over a new leaf with
a beautiful wife and child,” quoted in “American Vet Attends Ceremony for My Lai Killings,”
Thanh Nien, March 16, 2008. It was Phan Van Do, the MQI program coordinator in Vietnam,
who helped to locate Do Hoa. With the help of Phan Van Do, Colburn and Thompson could
reunite with Do Hoa in 2001. For this achievement of Phan Van Do, see “A Celebration of
Life! The Boy from the Ditch Reunited in My Lai with his Rescuers,” Winds of Peace, Issue
#7, 3.
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Fig 4. The commemoration ceremony for 40th anniversary of
the My Lai Massacre (March 16, 2008). At the back of
the photo is the Son My Memorial.
Photograph Courtesy of the Author (March 16, 2008)

Fig 5. The commemoration ceremony for 40th anniversary of
the My Lai Massacre. Pham Thanh Cong (left) and
some survivors (in the center)
Photograph Courtesy of the Author (March 16, 2008)

Understandings and Empathies by Vietnamese People towards the MQI
Projects
The commemoration ceremony was one hour long, starting at 8:00 a.m., with
the authorities of the Vietnamese government and the Quang Ngai People’s
Committee, and more than ten survivors of the massacre, including Pham Thanh
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Cong,15 the director of the Son My Museum seated in front. Next to these people
were participants from abroad, among them are Japanese people, including four
hibakusha, and the Americans. At the beginning of the ceremony, some local
people dressed in ao dai sang songs, praying for peace for the souls of the victims,
followed by a speech by Nguyen Hoang Song, the vice chairman of Quang Nagai
People’s Committee. The ceremony finished with a violin performance by Mike
Boehm, the executive director of MQI. After the public programs on the stage
were over, the participants moved forward to the front and each burned incense at
the foot of the Son My Memorial.
In the ceremony, the Vietnamese organizer set the tone not only to offer
heartfelt condolences to those who lost their lives at the massacre and to make a
pledge not to allow the memory of the massacre to fade, but also to confirm the
importance of turning hatred into peace as well as of community development.
This was shown in the following message in the official speech by Nguyen Hoang
Son, the vice chairman of Quang Ngai People’s Committee: “We are not harboring
hatred. We are calling for solidarity to defend peace, to defend life and to remind
the world that it must never forget the massacre at My Lai.16 ”
Through the ceremony, the Vietnamese authorities also wanted to send a
message promoting reconciliation and peace
between the Vietnamese and American
people. That message was represented by
the violin performance by Mike Boehm at
the end of the official program of the
ceremony. Until then, every year for more
than ten years, Boehm had played the violin
on his will on a voluntary basis after the
ceremony was over. It was the first time for
him to play the violin in the official program
of the ceremony. Boehm played “Ashokan
Farewell, ” which originally depicted the
sorrows of American women whose
Fig 6. Mike Boehm in front of the My
husbands had to join the Civil War. In the
Lai Memorial
words of Mike Boehm, this song
Photograph Courtesy of the author (March
16, 2008)
“symbolizes reconciliation and peace within

15. At the time of the massacre, Cong was eleven years old. American soldiers threw a
hand grenade into a bunker in his house and fired M―16s. His mother, his three sisters, and his
six-year old brother were killed at that time.
16. News from People’s Committee, “Quang Ngai Marked 40th Massacre Anniversary,”
April 29, 2008, http://www.quangngai.gov.vn/quangngai/english/news/2008/27684/ (accessed
April 29, 2008).
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our country [the U.S.].17 ”
By playing this song, he demonstrated desire for amity and peace between
former American soldiers as “victimizers” and the Vietnamese people as “victims.”
The same expectations that the Vietnamese authorities had in mind could be found
in the fact that in an article on a webpage of the Quang Ngai People’s Committee
as well as Viet Nam News, the government-managed-English language daily, the
photo of Mike Boehm playing the violin was posted.18
The following two reflections on the significance of MQI occurred to the
author while attending the commemoration ceremony and seeing Mike Boehm
playing the violin. First, for more than ten years, the assiduous, grass-roots efforts
by Mike Boehm and Phan Van Do have been well accepted and recognized among
the Vietnamese people. Secondly, the MQI projects have been a driving force for
overcoming hatred during and after the Vietnam War, and for fostering, from a
grass-roots to a transnational level, reconciliation, harmonious coexistence and
peace between Americans and Vietnamese, especially in My Lai and the
surrounding area.
3. The Significance of the Hibakusha’s Visit to My Lai at the Time of 40th
Anniversary of the Massacre
The commemoration ceremony for the 40―year anniversary of the massacre
featured the participation of four hibakusha of Hiroshima and Nagasaki from
Japan. Hibakusha’s attendance had attracted a certain amount of media attention.
Another item worth noting was that on March 15, 2008, one day before the
ceremony, there was an informal gathering in Quang Ngai City, of four hibakusha
and a delegation of about 80 people from Japan, American veterans, a delegation
of American people who had supported MQI, and the authorities and local
ordinary people in Quang Ngai Province. In this section, the significance of
17. Quoted from his words in a short documentary film, The Sounds of the Violin in My Lai,
directed by Tran Van Thuy, a Vietnamese documentary filmmaker, released in 1999, which
covers the MQI projects, focusing on Mike Boehm, the legacy of the My Lai Massacre, and
the story on the return of Hugh Thompson and Lawrence Colburn to My Lai in March 1998,
the 30th anniversary of the massacre. This film received the Best Short Film Award in 2000 at
the Asia Pacific Film Festival. For details on this film, see MQI Vietnam, “The Sound of the
Violin,” http://www.mqivietnam.org/sound-of-violin (accessed August 14, 2015);
“Remembering My Lai: A Discussion with Vietnam Veteran Mike Boehm about the Massacre
and the Documentary ‘The Sound of the Violin in My Lai’,” Democracy Now, November 11,
2003, http://www.democracynow.org/2003/11/11/for_veterans_day_we_go_back (accessed
May 4, 2006).
18. News from People’s Committee, “A Historic Event,” April 29, 2008, http://www.
quangngai.gov.vn/quangngai/english/news/2008/27714/ (accessed April 29, 2008); “Nation
Remembers My Lai Massacre,” Viet Nam News, March 17, 2008.
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hibakusha’s visit to My Lai will be discussed, referring to the media attention to
the hibakusha’s visit and the informal gathering in Quang Nai City.
The Media Attention to the Hibakusha’s Participation in the Commemoration
Ceremony
The group of hibakusha were not scheduled to make an official speech in the
program at the commemoration ceremony, but some local and foreign media
covered the attendance of the group and reported messages from hibakusha by
interviewing them. For example, the Associated Press (AP) wired a report
covering the ceremony and reported a message by Shimoharu Fujio, an atomic
bomb survivor of Nagasaki, one of the participants of the ceremony, who said,
“I’m very angry about the indiscriminate killings both here in My Lai and in
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. I came here to send a message of peace to the world.19 ”
The following message by Prof. Sawada Shoji, another member of the hibakusha
at the ceremony and one of the representative directors of the Japan Council of
Atomic and Hydrogen Bombs, appeared in an article wired by Reuters, “The
tragedy of the atomic bombings [of Hiroshima and Nagasaki] in Japan is very
similar to Vietnam’s problem with Agent Orange. I want to share this knowledge
with the future generations so that it is not repeated again.20 ” What is important
here is that at the ceremony, these hibakusha called attention to the inhumanity of
indiscriminate killings against civilians by pointing out the similarities between
the suffering of victims of the atomic bombings and that of the victims of the My
Lai Massacre.
Although leading newspapers both in the U.S. and Japan, such as The New
York Times and The Washington Post (the U.S), Yomiuri Shimbun and Mainichi
Shimbun (Japan) did not pay attention to the 40th anniversary of the massacre, the
commemoration ceremony attracted a certain number of local as well as foreign
media such as the Associated Press (AP), Reuters, WORT FM Radio in Madison,
Wisconsin21 (the U.S), Kyodo News and The Asahi Shimbun (Japan), AFP
(France), and Al Jazeera (Qatar). It was very significant that through these local
and foreign media, the messages by hibakusha were delivered to the people in
Vietnam, the U.S, Japan and elsewhere in the world. For instance, Houston
19. Ben Stocking, “My Lai Survivors Gather to Pray for Victims and for Peace,” AP, http://
www.chron.com/disp/story.mpl/chronicle/5623708.html (accessed March 21, 2008).
20. Reuters, “U.S. Veterans, Japanese Mark 1968 Vietnam Massacre,” March 16, 2008.
http://www.reuters.com/articlePrint?articleld=USHAN12142120080316 (accessed April 2,
2008).
21. Norman Stockwell, the reporter of WORT FM Radio contributed the following essay on
the 40th anniversary of the massacre to an journal published in Madison Wisconsin:“In
Vietnam, 40 Years Later: Hope Springs from the Ashes of My Lai,” Asian Wisconzine, May
2008, http://www.asianwisconzine.com/0508MyLai.html (accessed April 8, 2011).
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Chronicle, the leading newspaper in Texas, and the national newspaper, USA
Today, covered the report wired by AP, which was mentioned above.22
“The Gathering Linking My Lai (Son My), Hiroshima and Nagasaki” (March
15, 2008)
On the evening of March 15, 2008, one day before the commemoration
ceremony for the 40th anniversary of My Lai, a “Gathering Linking My Lai (Son
My), Hiroshima and Nagasaki” was held at a hotel in Quang Ngai City with more
than 100 people attending, including four hibakusha of Hiroshima and Nagasaki,
a delegation of about 80 people from Japan, a group of people from Madison,
Wisconsin who have supported MQI, such American veterans as Mike Boehm and
Lawrence Colburn, and the authorities as well as local people of the Quang Ngai
Province. In this gathering, there was first the address by Nguyen Hoan Son, the
vice chairman of the Quang Ngai People’s Committee, who would make an
official address for the ceremony the next day, followed by the speeches by some
hibakusha, including Prof. Sawada Shoji, the song of the violin performance,
“ Ashokan Farewell ” by Mike Boehm, and the music performance of the
poem“Give Me Back My People (Ningen wo Kaese)23 ” by Yokoi Kumiko, a

Fig 7. “The Gathering Linking My Lai (Son My), Hiroshima
and Nagasaki” on March 15, 2008.
Photograph Courtesy of the author (March 15, 2008)

22. For the article of Houston Chronicle from AP, see footnote 19; For the same article in
USA Today, see “My Lai Marks 40th Anniversary,” USA Today, March 16, 2008.
23. This famous poem was composed by Toge Sankichi, one of the leading Japanese
hibakusha poet. The following is the verse of the poem (translated by Hayakawa Atsuko):
Give me back my father/Give me back my mother/Give me back my grandparents/Give me
back my children/Give me back myself/Give me back my people/As long as men live in this
world/Bring back peace/Eternal peace.
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Japanese folksinger.
The local authorities placed great importance on this gathering, though an
informal one, so this gathering was sponsored by the Quang Ngai People ’ s
Committee with the vice chairman and the director of Foreign Affairs Department
of the People’s Committee attending. The People’s Committee highly valued this
gathering as “an historic event,” a phrase which Mike Boehm emphasized at the
party immediately after the gathering. The People’s Committee commented on
this gathering on its webpage, saying that this gathering “was historic because all
the friends of different nationalities agreed that today for them My Lai and
Hiroshima or Nagasaki were where peace prevails war, and love displaces hatred,
and life thrives from the ashes of ruins. [italics original]24 ” The gathering was
significant, as was the commemoration ceremony the next day, in that the
inhumanity of indiscriminate killing of civilians as well as the importance of the
restoration of harmony and peace beyond national borders at a grass-roots level
were given prominence, with hibakusha pointing out the similarities between the
suffering of the atomic bombing victims and that of the people who tragically
experienced the My Lai Massacre.
On March 16, after attending the ceremony for the 40th anniversary of the
massacre, a delegation of Japanese people visited the My Lai primary school,
where they participated in an event for the ground breaking of the third two-story
school building, as one of the MQI projects. At the event with a delegation of
Japanese people, some people from Madison, Wisconsin, teachers and children of
the primary school, and the authorities of the Quang Ngai Province in attendance,
Prof. Sawada read a statement and underlined the importance of stopping wars
and preserving peace. The speech was translated into Vietnamese for the
Vietnamese participants by Phan Van Do, the MQI project coordinator in Vietnam:
......Today, the survivors of both tragedies gathered this village, and We, both people
related to Son My (My Lai) and Hiroshima-Nagasaki tragedies, jointly send a
message to the all of the world. ......We experienced the atomic bombings and the
Son My (My Lai) Massacre and we know that war changes human beings into
immoral beasts. Though today it is apparent that nuclear war destroys human beings
and the world, and the possessors of nuclear weapons justify human killing, we
believe that we can make a world which has no nuclear arms, weapons and militaries
at the same time...... From here in Son My (My Lai), We declare to the world that
we will work together for a peaceful and a just world without war and weapons of
mass destruction.

As described above, at the place of My Lai, Mike Boehm, who has expanded
24. News from People’s Committee, “A Historic Even,” April 29, 2008, http://www.
quangngai.gov.vn/quangngai/english/news/2008/27714/ (accessed April 29, 2008).
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the MQI projects into the activities involving the people outside Vietnam and the
U.S., for example, inviting hibakusha there from Japan, has tried to increase
momentum for overcoming hatred and nurturing peace and hope for the future by
paying attention to the similarities between the atomic bombings of Hiroshima
and Nagasaki and the massacre at My Lai in terms of indiscriminate killings.
III: The Possible Prospects of Overcoming War and Promoting Reconciliation
and Harmonious Coexistence and Peace through My Lai Memories
1. Inheriting the Memories of My Lai: the Difficulties and the Possibilities
The Difficulties in Achieving Reconciliation among All Who Were Involved in
My Lai
In examining how to hand down the memories of My Lai, both the difficulties
and the possibilities should be considered. With regard to the difficulties, it
should be noted that it has still been difficult for both the survivors of the massacre
and American soldiers involved in the massacre to attain reconciliation.
At the time of the ceremony commemorating the 40th anniversary of the
massacre, Al Jazeera, a satellite TV station in Qatar, invited Kenneth Schiel as a
participant for a television documentary. Kenneth Schiel was a sergeant and the
first squad leader of the troops which committed the massacre. Schiel was
charged with killing nine villagers.25 For a television documentary, he visited the
Son My Museum to meet Phan Thanh Cong, one of the survivors of the massacre
and the director of the museum and to have a conversation with him.26 He was the
only member of the Charlie Company who ever visited the museum. In the past
forty years up to the visit of Schiel, no American soldier who committed killings
25. Michael Bilton and Kevin Sim gave an account of Kenneth Schiel at the time of the
massacre in their book Four Hours in My Lai (New York: Penguin, 1992), 114.; “After one
group of Vietnamese were killed in front of a hut, ......Sergeant Kenneth Schiel, began telling
the men with him that he didn’t like what they were all doing but that he had to obey orders.”
26. For details on Kenneth Schiel’s meeting with Cong, see Seymour Hersh, “The Scene of
the Crime: A Reporter’s Journey to My Lai and the Secrets of the Past,” New Yorker, March
30, 2015, http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/03/30/the-scene-of-the-crime (accessed
August 13, 2015). The quotations that follow in this paper regarding Schiel’s meeting with
Cong are from this article. Seymour Hersh is an American investigative journalist and is wellknown for exposing the My Lai Massacre in the fall of 1969, about one and a half years after
the massacre. See Seymour Hersh, My Lai 4: A Report on the Massacre and Its Aftermath
(New York: Random House, 1970). In the article by Al Jazeera English titled “Revisiting the
My Lai Massacre” was posted on its webpape on December 29, 2008. Viewers can watch a
two-part documentary on the Schiel’s visit to My Lai, each about ten-minute-long, http://www.
aljazeela/focus/2008/12/20081230145858389310.html (accessed August 16, 2015).
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at the massacre had ever had a face-to-face conversation with any survivor of the
massacre. At the meeting with Cong, expressing a feeling of reconciliation to
him, Schiel asked him if he could participate in the ceremony commemorating the
40th anniversary of the massacre. In response to Schiel’s request, Cong refused,
saying, “It would be too shameful. The local people will be very angry if they
realize that you were the person who took part in the massacre.” When asked by
Seymour Hersh, who met Cong during his first visit to My Lai in early 2015, why
Cong took an unyielding attitude toward Schiel, Cong responded, “I had no
interest in easing the pain of a My Lai veteran who refused to own up fully to
what he had done.” This episode about the first encounter between a My Lai
survivor and an American soldier who joined in the massacre shows how difficult
it still is to attain some kind of reconciliation between them.
It might take many long years to nurture reconciliation between the My Lai
survivors and American soldiers for two reasons. The first reason is that very few
of these American soldiers have ever voluntarily revealed their experiences
publicly, except when they were interviewed by journalists and news reporters.
The second reason is that the My Lai survivors have also rarely spoken in
public of their suffering and the horrors of the massacre and have not been wellorganized for expressing their messages as a group of the survivors, which is a
totally different situation from hibakusha , the atomic bomb survivors of
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. There were no speeches by the My Lai survivors at the
ceremony commemorating the 40th anniversary of the massacre. When I visited
the Son My Museum on March 15, 2008, at the time of the 40th anniversary of the
massacre, there were no testimonies or the messages for peace by the survivors of
the massacre, as there are by hibakusha at the Hiroshima Peace Memorial
Museum and the Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum.
The Future Possibilities of the Son My Museum as a Place for Inheriting the
Memories of the Massacre and Wars in General
With regard to the future possibilities of the Son My Museum, it can be noted
that as one of the outcomes of the hibakusha’s visit to My Lai, Pham Thanh Cong,
the director of the museum once visited Hiroshima with Mike Boehm and Phan
Van Do in early August 2008, about one and half months after the ceremony, to
attend the World Conference against Atomic and Hydrogen Bombs. During his
visit to Hiroshima, Cong met Steven Leeper, then the director of Hiroshima Peace
Foundation and Maeda Koichiro, then the director of the Hiroshima Peace
Memorial Museum. They talked about ideas to start mutual exchanges between
the two museums. In early October of the same year, Do and Nguyen Dan Vu,
then the vice director of Quang Ngai Province Department for Culture, Sports,
and Tourism which supervises the Son My Museum, were invited to participate in
the 6th International Conference of Museums for Peace held in Kyoto in October
18
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2008.27
As mentioned before [II・2]，the exhibits in the Son My Museum are mainly
a series of photos taken by a U.S. Army photographer, Ronald Haeberle. In the
Son My Vestige Site, there are also replicas showing burned homes as well as
stone and metal panels telling the number and the names of those who were killed
at the massacre. The Son My Vestige Site is an open-air museum. Its main focus
is to remind people of the horrors of the killings in the massacre and to send a
warning to future generations. The museum has also tried to send a message for a
kind of reconciliation between the U.S. and Vietnam, The museum has now placed
the photos of Hugh Thompson and Lawrence Colburn, who intervened to stop
killings and evacuated about 10 civilians, next to the very large ceramic panel at

Fig 8. The photos of Hugh Thompson and Lawrence Colburn
(on the left in the picture) next to the large ceramic
panel with all the names of the victims inscribed.
Photograph Courtesy of the author (March 15, 2011)

27. At the 6th International Conference of Museums for Peace, in the commemoration
symposium titled “Peace Museums as a Space for Overcoming the Past and for
Reconciliation.” Do presented a paper titled “My Lai Peace Park” in which he talked about the
MQI projects, especially about My Lai Peace Park as a monument for peace, explaining, “we
hope visitors to Son My-My Lai Museum, can come to this park and hope and pray for peace
in a quiet place after seeing so much terror, crime from the Son My Museum.” At another
session, Nguyen Dan Vu delivered a paper titled “For a Peaceful Life, and for Peace to the
World” in which he mentioned that the museums in Quang Ngai Province, including the Son
My Museum, reminded people of terrible moments of wars and should be “forever a warning
to the next generations: beware of the crimes, Quang Ngai people, Vietnamese people and
every other people in the world never want bloodshed but peace.” The author would like to
thank Fujioka Atsushi, professor of emeritus at Ritsumeikan University, Kyoto, Japan, for
arranging the invitation of Phan Van Do and Nguyen Dan Vu for attending the 6th International
Conference of Museums for Peace.
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the entrance of the exhibition room on the second floor. All the names of the 504
innocent victims of the massacre are inscribed on this panel.
It is now expected that in order to enlarge the function of the Son My Museum
as a place to remind people of both the horrors of the war and to promote
reconciliation, the museum is expected to evolve from a kind of a war museum
into a museum for peace. In this sense, it is desirable that the testimonies and
messages for peace from the survivors as well as the explanations of the massacre
in the larger historical context could be put on display as exhibited objects. This
can be accomplished through promoting exchange with the Hiroshima Peace
Memorial Museum based on the director Pham Thanh Cong’s visit to Hiroshima
in August 2008 as well as the exchange with other museums for peace around the
world. For example, the My Lai Massacre could be put on display among other
exhibits of such mass killings as the atominc bombings of Hiroshima and
Nagasaki, the Holocaut, the Nanjing Massacre, the massacre in the Cheju Island
in South Korea on April 3, 1948, the massacre by the American soldiers at No
Gun Ri during the Korean War, among others. It is extremely important to include
in such exhibits evidence of the efforts of war survivors, oraganizations, and the
general public, in and outside Vietnam, in making lasting world peace and
reconciliation. In this context, the exibits of the efforts of hibakusha for
promoting peace at the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum and the Nagasaki
Atomic Bomb Museum can also be displyed at the Son My Museum.
The Son My Museum has recently attracted more and more visitors from in
and outside Vietnam. The author does not have an updated number of Vietnamese
visitors, but as far as foreign visitors are concerned, in 2013, there were 48,580
visitors in 2,690 groups from 35 nations, and in 2014, from January to July, there
were 23,338 visitors in 1962 groups from 30 nations.28 Under these
circumstances, in the future, the Son My Museum will be one of the most
important places as a museum for peace for overcoming the past horrors and
hatred as well as promoting reconciliation and peace.
In the next section, the possible prospects for the MQI projects will be
examined as an epilogue of this paper.
2. The Possible Prospects for the MQI Projects in Vietnam
The MQI projects in Vietnam have the potential to fulfill the following two
main objectives.
First, Mike Boehm, the director of MQI, considered his projects as an an
alternative to the violence flourishing all over the world and also as the only
28. The author would like to thank Nguyen Dan Vu, now the director of Quang Ngai
Province Department of Culture, Sports and Tourism for providing these numbers of the
foreign visitors for the Son My Museum via email (dated on August 31, 2014).
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alternative to terrorisom now tearing the world apart. Reflecting that he joined the
army without knowing the history of Vietnam, Boehm emphasizes that the U.S.
should pay the cost of that ignorance as well as of the lack of understanding of the
“others”, which were the causes of the suffering and horrors inflicted on the
Vietnamese people during the Vietnam War. Just after “9.11” of 2001, Boehm
contributed an essay in a local newspaper in Madison, Wisconsin, writing that
ignorance still prevailing among most Americans led to a patriotic and a
militaristic response by the Amrican governmemt to the “9.11,” and thus pointing
out that “we need to know the real reasons people around the world hate us.29 ”
The MQI has attempted to overcome the results of such ignorance. They have
promoted mutual understanding with the Vietnamese people by supporting selfhelp for those who have been the victims of the Vietnam War and who are still
living in dire conditions of poverty. In this regard, with the attention to the war
victims of the Vietnamese people, the various projects promoted by MQI, have the
possibilities of developing understanding the “others,” Vietnamese people, as well
as reconciliation, at a grass-roots level, which make it possible to go beyond a
nation-state perspective and exceptionalism into nurturing a transnational
framework of the memories of the war.
Secondly, Boehm suggests the significance of the MQI projects is reflected in
the fact that MQI has been taking “on the responsibility for what happened in My
Lai, a responsibility our government has refused to accept in a peaceful, inclusive
way ” as a result of putting aside “ all that hatred, all that grief, denial,
recrimination.30 ” As Boehm points out, the American government has never been
moved to express any apology or to make any reparations to the Vietnamese
victims of the war. The MQI projects have been one symbolic case in which any
responsibility for the Vietnamese victims, generated by such American war crimes
in Vietnam as the massacre in My Lai, are left to the efforts by citizen ’ s
organizations, associations, and even an individual.
With regard to overcoming “American exceptionalism,” American government
as well as the public in general have had a strong ideal in their history of the
United States always standing for good and being capable of coping with “evil.”
It is not an easy task to overcome “ American exceptionalism. ” However,
acknowledging the commonalities of the wars in the twentieth century, including
the Vietnam War, could be one of the ways to set Americans free from any spell of
parochial and nationalistic memories of wars.
Wars in the twentieth century were characterized by discriminatory attacks and
killing of innocent civilians: the mass killings on the ground as well as those by
29. Mike Boehm, “U.S. Has, in Fact, Killed Lots of Civilians,” Wisconsin State Journal,
October 6, 2001, http://www.highbeam.com/library/doc3.asp?docid=1P1:85051878 (accessed
March 19, 2004).
30. Giffiy, ed., op. cit., 93.
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the “strategic bombings” against residential areas and private-sector facilities.
Mass killings on the ground were represented by those against the Jews by the
German Nazi at Auschwitz and Treblinka, and other sites, the massacre by the
Japanese Army at Nanjing in China, the massacre by American soldiers at No Gun
Ri during the Korean War, among others. The My Lai Massacre can be placed in
this historical context. Refering to the “strategic bomings,” we can remember
such disastrous aerial bombings that of in Guernica at the time of the Spanish
Civil War, in Dresden, and in Tokyo during W.W. II, in Korea during the Korean
War, in North Vietnam during that War, and most recently, those by the U.S. Army
in Afghanistan and Iraq. The atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki were
the most symbolic of mass civilian killings in history under the concept of
“stategic bombings.” By recognizing that wars in the twentieth century have been
characterized by discriminatory attacks on and killing of innocent civilians, we are
able to aware of the inhumanity of the wars and observe wars from a viewpoint as
human beings, not from an insular and nation-state perspective.
The path for overcoming past wars as well as promoting reconciliation and
peace could be come out by recognizing the past wars from this viewpoint as
human beings. Under the circumstance that any government are not in the positon
of expressing apology and taking reparation, the role of the citizens’ organizations
and movements as well as their networking and cooperation at a transnational
level are becoming important in the efforts to overcome past wars and hatred and
to promote reconciliation and peace. As is shown in Chaper II in this article, in
the case of the Vietnam War, the MQI projects for inviting hibakusha to My Lai
for the 40th anniversry of My Lai is a typical example of this kind of effort. In
relation to the effort of MQI of inviting hibakusha to My Lai, a similar effort by
the citizens’ organizations and movements in an international networking and
cooperation is evident in the various activities to inherit the memories of the
suffering of the atomic bomings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki and to spread the
spirit of peace all over the world by paying attention to the inhumanity of using
nuclear weapons.31 As is well known, the U.S. government has refused to make
31. To mention a few, the following two projects are among recent these efforts: One is the
organizing of the atomic bombs exhibitions in 103 cities in 44 states in the U.S. between
October 2007 and November 2008 (sponsored by Hiroshima City, Hiroshima Peace Culture
Foundation (Steven Leeper, then the Director), Nagasaki City and the Nagasaki Atomic Bomb
Museum in cooperation with various citizens’ organizations in the U.S. The initial plan was to
reach 101 host cities, two in every state and the capitol, Washington, D.C. Another is the
atomic bomb exhibition at American University in Washington, D.C., between June 13 and
August 16, 2015, for the commemoration of the 70th anniversary of the atomic bombings,
sponsored by the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum and the Nagasaki Atomic Bomb
Museum. The exhibits there include six “Hiroshima Panels” by Maruki Iri and Toshi from the
Maruki Gallery, Saitama Prefecture, Japan, The first atomic bomb exhibition at American
University was held in 1995, when the Smithsonian National Air Space Museum in D.C.
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any apology for the atomic bombings, and most people in the U.S. still justify the
dropping the atomic bobmings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki under the
understanding that the atomic bombings contributed to a swift end of the war
against Japan and to save hundreds of thousands of American lives.
From a viewpoint of human beings, MQI has developed its various efforts at
My Lai and the surrounding areas in Vietnam in order to contribute to a
reconciliation and peace by advancing not only economic aid but also spiritual ties
by acknowledging the suffering of “the others,” the Vietnamese peole, especially
the poor and the war victims, including Agent Orange victims. The MQI efforts
can provide a place for overcoming the past and nurturing reconciliation,
harmonious coexistence and peace, not only by handing down the memories of
the My Lai Massacre as a symbol of the horrors of the American War in Vietnam,
but also by nurturing a mutual understanding with Vietnamese people. The MQI
project for inviting hibakusha to My Lai for the 40th anniversry of My Lai was a
unique effort to surmout past atrocities and build peaceful cooperation among
Americans, Vietnamese, and Japanese, not only at a transnational level but also in
a universal sense. It is expected that these efforts of the MQI will have a certain
influence on the American public in the context of overcoming “ American
exceptionalism,” the idea that the U.S. governmemt always serves for the cause of
justice and good.

cancelled the original exhibition (including the exhibits showing what happened on the ground)
due to the opposition from U.S. veterans’ organizations. Prof. Peter Kuznick at American
University has played a leading role for both exhibitions at the university both in 1995 and in
2015.
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