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Nixon on the Meaning of My Lai, 1978

In his memoirs, former President Richard Nixon felt the need to explain and defend his actions in arranging Lieutenant William Calley's early release from prison.

On March 29, 1971, just days after the withdrawal of ARVN troops from Laos, First Lieutenant William Calley, Jr., was found guilty by an Army court-martial of the premeditated murder of twenty-two South Viet​namese civilians. 
Calley's crime was inexcusable. But I felt that many of the commen​tators and congressmen who professed outrage about My Lai were not really as interested in the moral questions raised by the Calley case as they were interested in using it to make political attacks against the Viet​nam war. For one thing, they had been noticeably uncritical of North Viet​namese atrocities. In fact, the calculated and continual role that terror, murder, and massacre played in the Vietcong strategy was one of the most underreported aspects of the entire Vietnam war. Much to the dis​credit of the media and the antiwar activists, this side of the story was only rarely included in descriptions of Vietcong policy and practices.

On March 31 the court-martial sentenced Calley to life in prison at hard labor. Public reaction to this announcement was emotional and sharply divided. More than 5,000 telegrams arrived at the White House, running 100 to 1 in favor of clemency.

John Connally and Jerry Ford
 recommended in strong terms that I use my powers as Commander in Chief to reduce Calley's prison time. Connally said that justice had been served by the sentence, and that now the reality of maintaining public support for the armed services and for the war had to be given primary consideration. I talked to Carl Albert and other congressional leaders. All of them agreed that emotions in Con​gress were running high in favor of presidential intervention.

By April 1974, Calley's sentence had been reduced to ten years, with eligibility for parole as early as the end of that year. I reviewed the case as I had said I would but decided not to intervene. Three months after I resigned, the Secretary of the Army decided to parole Calley.

I think most Americans understood that the My Lai massacre was not representative of our people, of the war we were fighting, or of our men who were fighting it; but from the time it first became public the whole tragic episode was used by the media and the antiwar forces to chip away at our efforts to build public support for our Vietnam objectives and poli​cies.

Source: Richard Nixon, RN: The Memoirs of Richard Nixon (New York: Gossett and Dunlap, 1978), 449-50.




� John Connally, a conservative Democrat, was Nixon's secretary of the treasury in 1971; Gerald R. Ford was a Republican congressional representative from Michigan. George Wallace was the conservative Democratic governor of Alabama. 






