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Lieutenant Calley

Lieutenant William Calley led the First Platoon of Charlie Company during its service in the Quang Ngai province in Vietnam. After completing basic training at the age of 23, Calley was transferred to Washington to work as a clerk-typist in late 1966. In March of 1967, he was accepted into Officer Candidacy School and underwent six months of junior officer training before his promotion to Lieutenant. Despite his high rank, his men reported feeling resentful towards Calley, and many members of Charlie Company witnessed Captain Ernest Medina treat the Lieutenant with hostility and disrespect.

On the morning of March 16, 1968, Calley commanded the first group of men to land at My Lai. It was Calley who gave the order to start killing the civilians, in action he later defended as adherence to clear orders. On June 5, 1969, Calley was recalled to the United States and identified as a suspect in an official army inquiry. Three months later, he was charged with six counts of premeditated murder.
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Ernest Medina

Ernest Medina, Captain of Charlie Company, had led his company to a stellar reputation during training in Hawaii. Born into a Mexican-American family in Springer, New Mexico, Medina lied about his age when he was sixteen so he could join the National Guard. Joining the Army in 1956, he served in Germany and married a German woman. Returning to the U.S., Medina attended Officer Candidate School and graduated as the battalion commander of the cadet class. In December 1966, Medina was sent to Hawaii as the Captain of Charlie Company. Medina earned the name "Mad Dog" from his men during their training due to the endearingly tough and explosive stance he took with his men.

The later investigation into the incident at My Lai revealed that Medina briefed his men on the eve of the 16th. During this meeting he encouraged his men to be especially aggressive on their mission, and he confirmed that no civilians would be present in the village during the ground operation. The morning of March 16, 1968, as the leader of Charlie Company's 3rd Platoon, Medina reported directly to Lieutenant Colonel Frank Barker.

Although his exact actions during these morning hours are still disputed, according to the CID, more than 300 Vietnamese civilians were killed under Medina's leadership. A few soldiers reported Medina directly killing civilians on three separate occasions and abusing noncombatants on other occasions. The CID would also report that Medina participated in reporting inaccurate civilian death counts after the fact.
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Colonel Henderson

Colonel Henderson was a highly decorated soldier who became inextricably involved with both the planning and subsequent cover up of the My Lai operation. A soldier in World War II, the Korean War, and Vietnam, Henderson had received the Purple Heart four times by March of 1968. Colleagues described Henderson as authoritative and decisive; the Colonel was on track to become a General by the end of the Vietnam conflict.

On March 15, 1968, Henderson took over the 11th Brigade, the parent unit of Task Force Barker, which was slated to go into My Lai the next morning. Henderson addressed the task force, informing the soldiers of the enormous opportunity coming. He told the troops that new intelligence suggested My Lai presented an unparalleled chance to meet the enemy head on. His message was clear: every soldier must be aggressive and merciless towards the enemies that were infiltrating My Lai.

On March 16, during the operation itself, Henderson listened to the ground updates from landing zone Dottie, four miles away. At one point during the morning, he joined a helicopter's crew for a reconnaissance run, during which he claimed to have seen six to eight bodies.

That afternoon, Pilot Hugh Thompson and his gunner Larry Colburn both reported the unnecessary killing of civilians to Henderson. Around 3:30pm, Henderson received a second report of excessive civilian casualties and ordered Captain Medina's company back through the Son My village to gather an exact count. Major General Koster, commander of the Americal Division, however, countermanded this order and told Medina that no further examination was necessary.

On March 18, Colonel Henderson held a crisis meeting in a van at landing zone Dottie accompanied by Brigadier General Young, Lieutenant Colonel Barker, Major Watke and Lieutenant Colonel Holladay. During the meeting, Henderson was instructed to conduct an investigation into the events of the previous day. This investigation was conducted over the next two days and consisted of second interviews with Thompson and two other aviation personnel, a conversation with Captain Medina, and a second fly-over of the My Lai village area. On March 19, Henderson reported to General Young that the investigation yielded nothing suspicious or out of the ordinary.

Released on April 24, Henderson's investigation report stated that 20 civilians had been killed and Thompson's allegations of mass exterminations had been false. On April 25, Henderson then instructed Lieutenant Colonel Barker to conduct a formal inquiry -- an unorthodox assignment since the task force in question was Barker's own. Unsurprisingly, Barker's investigation concurred with that of Henderson.

