March 30, 2000

Dear Reporter,

Twenty-five years after the last U.S troops were airlifted out of Saigon, April 30 is a day to remember those who died in the Vietnam War and to reflect on its impact on those who live on. I am writing to see if you would be interested in talking to some women who are growing an unprecedented international network for peace out of the wounds of the American-Vietnam War.

On April 30, Vietnamese and American widows of war will join other war widows from around the world to launch the first ever on-line memorial to widows of war. At the Widows of War Living Memorial www.warwidows.org., women from Saigon, Hanoi, Rwanda, Kosovo, Afghanistan, Sierra Leone and Laos are sharing their stories in an effort to remind the world that war is an enemy that leaves all those who live through it with indelible scars. 

The Living Memorial is the brainchild of Barbara Sonneborn, a Berkeley, CA-based artist and fimmaker. On her 24th birthday, Sonneborn learned that her husband had been killed in action in Vietnam. Twenty years later, she felt compelled to travel to Vietnam to learn about the war that left her a widow. The result is Regret to Inform, an Academy Award-nominated documentary that interweaves the stories of widows from all sides of the Vietnam-American war. 

Sonneborn had never met another war widow before she traveled to Vietnam. Once there, she was struck by the power of the experience of meeting women whose husbands who had died fighting with — and against —her own. Sonneborn wanted help build bridges between the widows of other wars by creating a place where they could share their stories and create a new force for peace. In January 2000, Sonneborn and four other widows from Regret to Inform traveled the U.S. to call on widows of war to help them to build the Widows of War Living Memorial.  

Now filled with testimonials, photographs, memorabilia, audio and video streams from around the world, the Living Memorial is an ever-changing tapestry that reminds us that war is always personal and never easy, clinical or quick.

The launch of the site will kick off with a webcast of Regret to Inform and an on-line chat session with Sonneborn hosted by Salon.com and PBS.org on April 27. As the next step for this network, in June 2000, Sonneborn will lead a delegation of war widows to the International Women’s Conference in New York City.

For readers of any age, ethnicity and political persuasion, this memorial offers a powerful reminder of the long-lasting legacy of war, and a testament to a compassion that reaches beyond borders. Please give me a call at 415-255-1946 if you would like to interview the women behind this memorial and network..    

Sincerely,

Rachel Swain


Kasia Grisso


Erin Malec

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE: 




March 30, 2000

Contact: Kasia Grisso, Erin Malec, Rachel Swain 415-255-1946

War Widows from Around the World Join Forces for Peace on 25th Anniversary of End of American-Vietnam War

April 30 Launch of New, Interactive Widows of War Living Memorial Marks First Step in New Widows’ Movement 

Launch includes webcast of award-winning film Regret to Inform by Vietnam War widow Barbara Sonneborn; on-line chat with filmmaker 

SAN FRANCISCO, CA — What do Grace Umutesi from Rwanda, Mai Vang from Laos and Norma Banks from Vallejo, Calif. have in common? All three have lived through the pain of losing a spouse to war. And on April 30th, 2000, a quarter of a century after the last American troops pulled out of Vietnam, the trio will join counterparts from places as far flung as Hanoi, Saigon, Kosovo, Afghanistan, Sierra Leone and Iraq to launch an unprecedented international network of war widows for peace.

On April 30, the women will launch www.warwidows.org, a “living memorial” that tells the stories of widows of war from around the world. Unlike most memorials, where names and dates are etched in stone, visitors can touch the names and learn about the people behind them through testimonials, photographs, memorabilia, and audio and video streams. 

“This is more than a memorial: it’s a living tapestry that weaves together the stories of women whose lives are bound by a common thread,” says Barbara Sonneborn, the Berkeley,CA-based artist who is spearheading the network. “The Living Memorial serves to remind us that war doesn’t end when the bombs stop dropping — its legacy lives on for generations.” 

This extraordinary effort began with one woman’s journey to heal from the trauma associated with war. Sonneborn received notice on her 24th birthday that her husband had been killed after eight weeks in Vietnam. Twenty years later, Sonneborn, who had never met another war widow, felt driven to travel to Vietnam to learn about the war that took her husband’s life. The result is Regret to Inform, a spellbinding film that documents the experiences of widows of all sides of the Vietnam-American War. Regret to Inform was nominated for an Academy Award — but Sonneborn’s mission didn’t stop there.

“When I made the film it was first time that most of us had met other widows,” says Sonneborn. “The impact was powerful, even cathartic. As I watched my anger at my government and the war melt away into compassion, I realized that hope and solidarity could grow out of the horror of war. I wanted to extend that beyond the U.S. and Vietnam by building a place without borders for widows to share their stories, connect with each other, and call out to the world for peace.”

In January, widows from the U.S., north and south Vietnam traveled the U.S. to meet with students, peace organizations, women’s groups and journalists in New York, Washington, D.C., Los Angeles, Dallas, San Francisco and Seattle. On that trip, the women began reaching out to other widows of war to help them build the Living Memorial, and now, with that vision in reach, their hopes are high.

 “The experiences that bind us widows together are stronger than the wars that tore us apart,” said Norma Banks, whose husband died in 1989 from cardiac arrest and cancer due to Agent Orange exposure during the Vietnam-American War. “That’s why widows are responding to the Memorial with such passion. Together, we are powerful: together, women who lived on opposing sides of 20th century wars can ensure our grandchildren never feel the pain that we did.” 

 “I was scared to return to Vietnam after so many years,” says Xuan Ngoc Nguyen, who acted as translator for Regret to Inform. Nguyen, now a resident of Portland, OR, was forced into prostitution after her South Vietnamese family and village were destroyed in the Vietnam–American War. “But when I met widows from the North I saw that deep down we’re all the same. With our stories giving the memorial wings to fly, no war widow will ever have to feel so alone.”

Since January, Regret to Inform has been screened for Kofi Anan, Mary Robinson and other dignitaries at the United Nations for International Women’s Day. In June 2000, Sonneborn will lead a delegation of war widows to the world conference of women in New York City, which marks the fifth anniversary of 1995 World Conference of Women in Beijing, China. 

International stories will begin to appear on the Memorial at the start of the week of April 24, 2000. On April 27, Salon.com, MSNBC.com and PBS.org will host a webcast of Regret to Inform and a live on-line chat with Sonneborn and other widows of war. The site will officially launch on April 30, 2000. 

###

Regret to Inform
A History of the Film

In 1968, on her 24th birthday, Barbara Sonneborn received word that her husband, Jeff, had been killed in Vietnam while trying to rescue his wounded radio operator.  "We regret to inform," the telegram began.  Twenty years later, Sonneborn, a photographer and visual artist, embarked on a journey in search of the truth about war and its legacy, eloquently chronicled in her debut documentary, Regret To Inform.  Framed as an odyssey through Vietnam to Que Son, where Jeff was killed, Sonneborn weaves together the stories of widows from both sides of the American-Vietnam war.  The result is a profoundly moving examination of the impact of war over time.  

P.O.V., PBS's award-winning showcase of independent non-fiction films, presents the national broadcast premiere of Regret To Inform on Monday, January 24, 2000 at 10:00 PM ET (check local listings), co-presented by the National Asian American Telecommunications Association (NAATA).  The film received an Academy Award Nomination for Best Documentary Feature and won the Best Director and Best Cinematography awards at the 1999 Sundance Film Festival for documentary. 

In 1988, at the time Sonneborn began this project, she had met only one other American war widow.  Despite the growing number of support groups that existed for Vietnam veterans, she was unaware of any support network for the wives left behind.  Propelled by her desire to find other women who had experienced the same loss on both sides of the war, and to understand what could be learned through their stories, Sonneborn put together a production team in 1990 and sent out several thousand letters searching for widows in the U.S.  With the help of many Vietnam war veterans, the press, and other survivors as she found them, Sonneborn talked with more than 200 American widows during pre-production for the film.  

In 1992, Sonneborn traveled to Vietnam, accompanied by Xuan Ngoc Nguyen, a South Vietnamese woman whose first husband was killed in the war fighting for South Vietnam.  Xuan later married an American soldier and moved to the U.S. in the early 70's.  She agreed to serve as Sonneborn's translator on the trip and to share her own story in the film.  On their journey through Vietnam — where more than 3 million people were killed during the war — they found women everywhere they went who wanted to be interviewed.  "They were quite surprised and very moved that an American widow wanted to hear their stories," Sonneborn recalls. 

In Regret To Inform, women from all sides speak out, putting a human face on the all-too-often overlooked casualties of armed conflict: the survivors.  Intercut with beautiful scenes of the serene Vietnamese countryside and shocking archival footage from the war years, the women's voices form an eloquent international chorus calling for peace.  Regret To Inform is a powerful meditation on loss and the devastation of all war on a personal level.  It is a love story, and a deeply moving exploration of the healing power of compassion.

Thanks to P.O.V. 

Stories from the

Widows of War Living Memorial

www.warwidows.org

Wahida, Afghanistan

When she was still a young girl, Wahida’s homeland Afghansitan was invaded by Russia.  Her village was bombed and destroyed, and her family was forced to immigrate to Iran.

In Iran she joined the Afghan resistance, and met her husband who was also in the resistance.  “Living with him, I thought I had said farewell to pain and sorrow,” Wahida explains.  “Still, he was away most of the time fighting in the fronts.  I would ask him, for how long do you plan to keep going to the fronts?  He would answer, for as long as my country and my people are not free.”

Wahida had just given birth to her third child when she learned of her husband’s death.  She could barely survive, and was kept alive only with the memory of his resilient spirit.

“I could hardly read or write before my marriage, but afterwards, my husband always encouraged me,” Wahida says.  “This was his dream for me.  He said that the liberation of women is in their own hands, and there is no other way than their own struggle to gain rights.  After his death I felt lonely, but his words were in my head, and I continued learning to read and write with even more determination.”

Now living on a refugee camp in Pakistan, Wahida has joined the Revolutionary Association of the Women of Afghanistan (RAWA).  Her struggle to help the Afghan women who continue to suffer under the oppressive Taliban regime helps her through her own grief.  In addition to attending RAWA events, she is raising her three children  and teaching other refugee women in the camp to read and write.  

But Wahida’s love and longing for her husband is always with her.  “I am one of hundreds of thousands of suffering Afghan women who wait until the end of their lives to see their husbands again,” she says.  “It seems I have merely heard that he has been killed — I can’t accept that I have lost him.”

Erna McKinney, Sierra Leone and Oakland, CA

After suffering through the destruction of two wars, Erna McKinney believes she has been silent long enough.  Erna left her homeland, Sierra Leone, in 1964 to attend college in Ohio.  “The last thing I thought was that I’d marry an American,” she laughs.  “I intended to go back home.”  

But she fell in love with Clemmie McKinney after they met at a college mixer, and they married in 1967.  Three years later, Clemmie had to leave Erna and their two young daughters behind to serve in Vietnam. 

One April day in 1972, Erna, who was eight months pregnant with her third daughter at the time,  was cooking dinner in the kitchen when five military officers approached her house.  “I saw them and immediately knew.  I had a knife in my hand because I was cooking, and one immediately came over and took the knife out of my hand,” she says.  “Before they could even tell me what had happened, I had passed out.”  She did not receive her husband’s remains until 1983.

After her daughters had grown, Erna returned to Sierra Leone in the hopes of rebuilding her country which had been ravaged by civil war.  Instead she found herself in the middle of the conflict.

Shortly after moving back to Sierra Leone, Erna and her sister heard over the radio that rebels were entering their city.  As Erna picked up the phone to check on her relatives, a bullet shot through her living room.  Rebels broke down the front door and threatened to kill them.  They began to raid her home and take anything they could.  “My sister could not stop crying, but I knew I had to be calm,” Erna says.  “So I kept talking to them and getting them bags to carry my belongings.”

Erna could hardly bear it when one of the men spotted her husband’s military jacket and flight suit, which she had always kept with her.  “I watched him take the suit with all my husband’s decorations.  That was my husband’s life, and I watched them take it away,” she says.  “It’s hard to even explain how I felt.”  Just after Erna and her sister escaped, their home was bombed.

Erna, 62, has since returned to the U.S. and lives with her daughters in Oakland, CA.  She was eager to add her own story about the impact of war when she learned of the Living Memorial.  “I am so passionate about this, and I never had an outlet before,” she says.  “Once a person is dead, that’s it.  The way that people in this day and age are using wars to take care of conflict, it doesn’t make any sense.”
Grace Umutesi, Rwanda  and Atlanta, CA

It is painful for Grace to even speak about the Rwandan civil war which tore her life apart.  “Please don’t ask me, which part did you take.  That kills my heart, it kills me somewhere,” she says.  “We’re Rwandan, isn’t that enough?  I was born in my country.  My father never talked about the Hutus or the Tutsis.”

Rwanda’s civil war claimed the lives of Grace’s husband, Martin Nkurunziza, and her eldest daughter in 1994.  She does not even know how or when her husband was killed; she just knows that he is gone.

Grace fled with her other four children to the U.S. after her husband was killed, and she has now settled in Atlanta, GA.  But the pain of leaving her country has added to her grief: “You go outside your country.  You are homeless.  You start your life again.  I am forty years old.  I have to learn a new language and survive.”

Her only option now, she feels, is to speak out against the horror of war.  “Let me tell you this, to lose your husband — I am not the first, not the last,” she says.  “But to lose your husband in the condition of war, that is painful…. My message is: be strong, teach your children to grow in peace, forgive.”

Mai Vang, Laos and Minneapolis, MN

Mai married Lia Lor when she was 15 years old.  Only three months later, he left to fight in the war.  “He had to go — he was ordered by someone,” Mai explains.  “He would go for three months and then come back.”  Mai and Lia had five children when he was killed in 1972, after 12 years of fighting.

It is the particularly painful for Mai to think about how her husband died.  He was shot in the leg and unable to walk, and no one would help him to a hospital.  By the time troops came back to rescue him, the area had been taken over and they gave him up for dead.   “I was so worried about him and very sad,” she says.  “I was sick for a month and then I waited and waited but he never showed up.  Nobody went and rescued him.”

Mai fled with her children to the U.S., where she is now living in Minneapolis, MN, and she found the courage to raise her children in a strange new country: “I have twenty grandkids.  Even though I was a single mom I was able to raise five sons to be independent.  One is a doctor and one is a police officer.  I am a very strong woman.”

But her strength does not ease her grief, which persists to this day.  “When I see the news or hear from other people about wars, my heart drops down,” Mai says.  “I feel so sad for the people in that country that probably have to suffer the same.”

Nancy Le, South Vietnam and San Jose, CA

As the devastating war was finally coming to an end in Vietnam, Nancy married Ngai Vinx Le.  The first few years of their married life were very happy, until they ran into trouble with the new Communist government.

Ngai, who had studied computers, was sent to a work camp in 1975.  “The camps were far away in the forests, in the jungle,” Nancy explains.  “The people had to get up early ad work hard in groups.  They got soup of water and flour.  They were killed if they went against the authorities.”  Two years later, Nancy was able to collect enough money to get her husband freed from the camp.

But they continued to be followed by the police and their company was taken over by the government, so Nancy and Ngai decided to leave Vietnam in fear for their lives.  Her husband and her two oldest sons left first, as there was not enough room on the small boats for them to all go.  Six months later Nancy and her two younger sons followed.

“I was very scared.  Our boat looked like a small egg in the water.  We only saw water and sky around us,” she says.  “It rained and the waves got very big.  We ran out of food… After nine days, we landed on a beach in Malaysia.”

Although she tried desperately to find them, Nancy never heard anything about her husband and two oldest children ever again.  She and her younger sons moved to the U.S. years later, where Nancy now lives in San Jose, CA.

“When I think back, I feel very lonely,” Nancy says.  “I lost my country, as well as my husband and two sons.  I miss everything.”

Stories of the

Widows of War Living Memorial
Erna McKinney, Sierra Leone and Oakland, CA

After suffering through the destruction of two wars, Erna McKinney believes she has been silent long enough.  Erna left her homeland, Sierra Leone, in 1964 to attend college in Ohio.  “The last thing I thought was that I’d marry an American,” she laughs.  “I intended to go back home.”  But she fell in love with Clemmie McKinney after they met at a college mixer, and they married in 1967.

Clemmie had enrolled in the NROTC program in college, believing the Vietnam-American war would be over long before he finished school.  But in 1970 he had to leave Erna and their two young daughters behind to serve as a pilot off the coast of Vietnam.  Erna wrote him a letter every night, and she describes those six months as the longest of her life.  He came home safely, only to return to Vietnam a year later.  

One April day in 1972, Erna was cooking dinner in the kitchen when five military officers approached her house.  “I saw them and immediately knew.  I had a knife in my hand because I was cooking, and one immediately came over and took the knife out of my hand” she says.  “Before they could even tell me what had happened, I had passed out.”  

Erna was eight months pregnant with her third daughter at the time.   She was told that Clemmie’s plane had been shot down and that he was missing in action.   This began an agonizing struggle to learn the truth about her husband.  Although she was later told he had been killed in the crash, she did not receive his remains until 1983.  She still has doubts about what happened to him, and has refused to remarry because “I really believe I am still married to him.  He could be alive somewhere.”

She survived his loss by focusing on her three daughters.   But after they had grown, Erna decided to return to her homeland and help rebuild the country which had been ravaged by civil war. 

Shortly after moving back to Sierra Leone, Erna and her sister heard over the radio that rebels were entering their city.  As Erna picked up the phone to check on her relatives, a bullet shot through her living room.  Rebels broke down the front door and threatened to kill them.  They began to raid her home and take anything they could.  “My sister could not stop crying, but I knew I had to be calm,” Erna says.  “So I kept talking to them and getting them bags to carry my belongings.”

But Erna could hardly bear it when one of the men spotted her husband’s military jacket and flight suit, which she had always kept with her.  “I watched him take the suit with all my husband’s decorations.  That was my husband’s life, and I watched them take it away,” she says.  “It’s hard to even explain how I felt.”

She and her sister endured hours of the threats before they finally escaped out the back.  Their home was hit by a bomb immediately after they left.  Erna spent months trying to leave the country.  She was finally reunited with her daughters and moved to Oakland, CA to live with them.  

Many of Erna’s family members and friends remain in Sierra Leone.  “I look at all the people of my country and know the hardship they have gone through,” she says, “And I think: who am I to complain?”

Erna, now 62, said she felt inspired when she learned of the living memorial bringing widows together to call for peace.  “I am so passionate about this, and I never had an outlet before,” she says.  “Once a person is dead, that’s it.  The way that people in this day and age are using wars to take care of conflict, it doesn’t make any sense.”    

Ongoing Armed Conflicts
The departure of  American troops from Vietnam ended the war in that country--although its effects still reverberate today.  In many other regions of the world, however, intense armed conflict continues.  War Child, an organization assisting child victims of war, estimates that over sixty million people, many of them innocent civilians, have been killed in wars during the 20th century.  Like Vietnam, today's wars leave widows, orphans and refugees behind.  

Listed below are a small sampling of some recent conflicts and the tolls they have taken on human lives.  The five American and Vietnamese women are calling on the widows of all wars to share their stories at the International Widows of War Memorial.

AFRICA
•
Algeria: At least 75,000 deaths since the conflict began there in 1992

•
Angola: 500,000 deaths since 1975

•
Rwanda: between 500,000 and 1 million deaths since 1990

•
Sierra Leone: Up to 500,000 deaths and thousands of maimings since 1991

•
Somalia: 350,000 lives lost to conflict fighting and famine.

ASIA

•
Afghanistan:  1 -1.5 million deaths since 1978, two-thirds of them civilian

•
Cambodia: estimated deaths exceeding 60,000 between 1978 and 1991

•
Sri Lanka: 50,000 to 100,000 deaths since 1983

•
Tajikistan: Estimated deaths of 50,000, since the conflict began in 1992

EUROPE

•
Bosnia: 200,000 dead and millions homeless since 1991

•
Chechnya: 50,000 dead and 400,000 refugees since 1994

•
Ireland:
3,600 since the conflict began in 1978.

LATIN AMERICA
•
Colombia: Up to 40,000 deaths from fighting and political violence since 1986

•
Peru: Over 30,000 deaths, mostly civilians,  since 1980

MIDDLE EAST

•
Gulf War: 20,000-22,000 Iraqi combat deaths and 146 American deaths.

•
Iran: 17,000 Kurdish deaths since 1972

•
Iraq: 100,000 Kurdish deaths and disappearances since 1980

•
Turkey: Between 30,000 and 40,000 deaths since 1984
Agent Orange

What is Agent Orange?

Agent Orange was the code name for an herbicide mix developed for the military, primarily for use in tropical climates.  Agent Orange was made up of two herbicides: 2, 4-D and 2, 4, 5-T, in equal parts.  A dangerous byproduct of Agent Orange was dioxin, an extremely toxic man made chemical.   

Where was Agent Orange used?

More than 12 million gallons of Agent Orange were sprayed on approximately 10 percent of the area around southern Vietnam by the U.S. military between 1962 and 1970.  The trace amount of dioxin in 12 million gallons of Agent Orange amounted  to 170 kilograms, the largest dioxin release in history.
Why was Agent Orange used?

Agent Orange was employed to defoliate the rural areas to kill crops that could be used by the enemy as food and the dense forests that served as cover.  

What are the health effects of Agent Orange on American veterans of the war?

According to the Committee to Review the Health Effects in Vietnam Veterans of Exposure to Herbicides, part of the U.S. Institute of medicine that was assigned to study the issue, there is strong evidence that dioxin causes three cancers: soft tissue sarcoma, non-Hodgkin's lymphoma, Hodgkin's disease, and the skin disease chloracne.  More recent research suggests that dioxin may cause many forms of cancer, central nervous system effects, endocrine disruption, immune system alterations, and birth defects, such as spina bifida and congenital twins. 

What are the health effects of Agent Orange on the people in Vietnam?

In the area of South Vietnam that was sprayed, residents' exposure to Agent Orange was likely intense and long-lasting.  A small amount of dioxins from the spraying remain in the environment to this day and may be the cause of cancer and birth defects.  There is currently little data on the impact of this exposure, but, as a recent 60 Minutes report detailed, initial studies by a team of Canadian scientists indicate extremely high levels of dioxin in soil and local food sources.   One Vietnamese woman had dioxin levels in her blood at 70 times the normal rate — the highest figure ever recorded.  Areas sprayed with Agent Orange have experienced birth defects at 10 to 20 times the normal rate.  
What were the effects of Agent Orange on the Vietnamese Environment?

According to the Institute for Science Education of the National Science Foundation, the trace amount of dioxin in 12 million gallons of Agent Orange amounted to 170 kilograms of 2, 3, 7, 8-tetrachlorodibenzo-p-dioxin (TCDD), the largest dioxin release in history.   Enormous mangrove forests that protected the coast of South Vietnam were destroyed by one spraying of Agent Orange.  The forests provided breeding and nursery quarters for large numbers of river and ocean fish and protected the coast of South Vietnam.  Huge forests inland were also destroyed, leaving grassland that burns frequently and kills tree seedlings.

What is being done to address the impacts of Agent Orange in the United States?

The Department of Veterans Affairs is required to provide hospital care and medical services to veterans exposed to herbicides in Vietnam.  Veterans are also eligible for disability compensation for injuries or illnesses incurred in or aggravated by their military service, including exposure to Agent Orange.  Unfortunately, many veterans have reported that getting treatment from the VA for Agent Orange is a difficult and complicated process. 

What is being done to address the impacts of Agent Orange in Vietnam?

The government of Vietnam sponsors research and treatment for victims of Agent Orange, though their efforts are restricted by inadequate funding.  Data collected during the Canadian study will be provided to the government of Vietnam, as will data being collected on dioxin levels by the Vietnamese Red Cross.   The Vietnam Veterans of America and peace and justice activists are calling for increased funding for Agent Orange research and for the U.S. to provide assistance to people afflicted by Agent Orange exposure both in the United States and Vietnam.  

Sources:  Institute for Science Education, University of Wisconsin at Madison website: whyfiles.news.wisc.edu/025chem_weap/dioxin.html; Department of Veterans Affairs Agent Orange Brief: www.va.gov/oaa/Docs/ResidentResources/ao1/html;  CBS Television transcript of 60 minutes broadcast, "Agent Orange", December 12, 1999.

Widows of the Vietnamese-American War
Season of Remembrance 
Barbara Sonneborn, Berkeley, California

On the morning of my 24th birthday I woke up to a knock on my door.  “It’s the United States Army,” said the voice outside.  I instantly knew what had happened.  I didn’t want to open the door.  For a moment, I thought if I somehow slipped out the back none of it would be true.  

When I was told that my husband Jeff was missing in action in Vietnam, I just collapsed, screaming, and started pounding my fists on the wall.  Late the next afternoon, the man in the army uniform returned to tell us that Jeff had been killed.

Jeff and I were childhood sweethearts since we were 14.  We grew up together, shaped each other, and were inseparable.  He was an all-American kind of kid, well-liked, the leader type with lots of friends.  We married right out of college.

 Jeff had signed up for advanced ROTC in college knowing that the military would help him with his education.  He wanted to go to law school.  For a kid from a family without a lot of money, it seemed like a great deal.  In 1963, most Americans had barely heard of Vietnam.  

Once he was committed, Jeff felt that he had to go to Vietnam if he was called to do so.  He felt if he didn’t go, someone else would have to go in his place, and that he had made a commitment that he had to fulfill.  His father had been in World War II, and he grew up in the generation of John Wayne.  Jeff believed you did what your country asked of you — “my country right or wrong.”  He left for Vietnam on January 1, 1968.  

Jeff’s letters from Vietnam were full of mundane details, love and longing — “I can’t imagine living a whole year without you” — sharp fear and then making light of that fear.  He would tell me how they would go into villages and search for ammunition and rice.  I’ll never know what that involved.  In the last letter I received from him, he sounded very disgusted with the world.  His letters were filled with loneliness, but he really felt that he was going to get through it.   Waiting at home was like having my finger in an electrical outlet, but I was at that age where you think nothing can happen to you.

I don’t have a lot of memory of that time after I learned that he was killed.  I just remember a lot of darkness and not being able to eat or sleep.  I couldn’t understand how the world could go on.  At 24, it’s very unnatural to be a widow.    

For years I worked through my anger towards the war and my sadness at losing Jeff.  Twenty years later, I felt that I was at a good stage in my life.  I was remarried to a wonderful man who is incredibly supportive.  I became a visual artist and photographer.  But on the 20th anniversary of Jeff’s departure for Vietnam, January 1, 1988, I woke up and started to write him a letter about how his death and the war had affected me.  The letter became the narrative for Regret to Inform, my first film.    

The film follows my journey through Vietnam to Que Son, where Jeff was killed, weaving together stories of widows from all sides of the American-Vietnam war; but it’s about my larger odyssey to learn the truth about war and its legacy.  It is a film about all war — everywhere.

I had only met one other widow from the war before I began this project; and I realized that most of what we know about war is from the point of view of men.  When I went to Vietnam I already knew that war itself was the enemy, not the Vietnamese people.  I knew that when Jeff was killed.  Meeting other widows in Vietnam, seeing the suffering where the war had actually happened, had a profound effect on me.  I saw that widows, veterans and civilians were all victims of war.  I felt the anger I had stored for years against my government and the war melting away as I realized that by continuing to be angry, I was continuing the war.

We are all victims of war.  In war, whether you are the person lying face down in your own blood or whether you are the one standing above that body with a gun, you are both victims of war.  

Regret to Inform is about much more than Vietnam; it’s a metaphor for all wars.  It’s about the healing we experience by recognizing our common suffering, our common humanity.  I want my film and my work to teach others about the terrible legacy of war.  By sharing stories of compassion and understanding, I believe we can transcend the bitter anger left by war.  Above all, I hope, in some way, to prevent war in the future.

Nguyen Thi My Hien, Hanoi, Vietnam

My husband was a teacher, not a soldier.  He volunteered to teach students in a district in Central Vietnam that was in the area of fiercest fighting.  When he left in October of 1972, our son was only four months old.   I was so worried because no one can predict what can happen in war.  He told me that Vietnamese women don’t cry when their husbands go away, but I didn’t obey him and just rolled on the ground to cry.  I was filled with the premonition that I wouldn’t see him again.  And thus the truth came.   

I had first met my husband, Tran Dai Buu, while I was in high school.  He helped me study to enter the Hanoi Medical School.  He was tall, handsome, very active and very clever.  Our life together, though, was too short.  We were together only six months out of our two years of marriage, but we were very happy indeed.

I was listening to the radio when I heard that his district had been bombed. I later learned that a bomb had hit the shelter he was in, trapped him inside.  When the planes left, people could hear my husband scream.  But the debris was so heavy it took hours to reach him and he was already dead.  And to think that as a doctor I have saved so many lives, but I could not save his.

I was very sad and lonely after his death.  I had to complete my lectures in the university as well as take care of our eight month-old son.  Since then, I try to hold my sadness in and not cry in front of others.  Only I know my pain.  

Now, 25 years after the war with America ended, I am 52 years old and the director of Thanh Xuan Peace Village, the only such village for handicapped children in northern Vietnam.  In our village we take care of handicapped children, many who had been affected by Agent Orange.  Every day I see the destruction of the war through the children we care for in the village.    

My son has grown up and graduated from university.  Though we are successful in our lives we miss my husband very much, especially when Tet and other holidays come and all the other families come together, but there are only the two of us. 

War is going on all over the world, even if Americans are removed from it.  Now that we are in this Season of Remembrance, my message to widows of war in Vietnam and across the world is to let the world have peace.     
Xuan Ngoc Nguyen, Portland, Oregon

I was only 14 years old when my South Vietnamese village was burned to the ground.  It was 1968, and my five year-old cousin was killed by a soldier in front of me.  You can’t comprehend the loss, you just try to go on.      

I was forced to start working at a bar to support my family.  Sometimes men would pay me to dance with them and sometimes I sleep with them for money.  It was my only option.  I had no education and selling goods at the market wasn’t enough.  It was something I had to do for my family, as many girls before me had to do.  

At the bar I met my husband, Huynh Van Toan, because his friend was a drummer in the band.  When I didn’t have to leave with a man at the end of the night, I would go with him for coffee.  He was a very shy and gentle person.  I liked him but he was out of my reach because of who I was and what I did.  I finally was brave enough to tell him how I felt, and we decided to be together but had to keep it a secret from our families. 

I was so worried when he left to fight in the war.  He was a peaceful man who studied Buddhism and didn’t want to fight, but he had no choice.  For him to be forced to take a gun and shoot someone was not his nature, but that’s the nature of war.  I was pregnant when I learned he had died.  I felt numb inside and wanted to cry, but tears could not come out.  I could feel my baby kicking inside me, so I could not think of my own loss and sadness.  I had to bury it and go on.  I’m not the only one who lost the one I loved: the whole country was suffering. 

When his family had ceremony for his death, I carried my son back and forth in front of his home but knew I couldn’t enter because they disapproved of me.  I had to work the streets to support my child and that’s where I met my second husband, an American soldier.  He was nice and kind enough to take care of me and my child, which many American men promised South Vietnamese women but did not do.  I had my second son with him.  

When it clear the North going to win the war, my family urged me to leave Vietnam because they feared I would be punished for having an American child.  I moved to the United States to be with my second husband at a military base in Illinois, but was forced to leave my oldest son in Vietnam because of visa restrictions.  He only two years old, and I did not see him again until he eleven and was allowed to come live with me.  The pain of leaving him was unbearable.

Being in the United States was very lonely.  In Vietnam, my neighbors’ doors were always open.  But in my new home, I barely spoke enough English to have a conversation.  It was only me and my second child, who became my best friend and my companion.  He and the thought of my first son back in Vietnam were all that kept me alive.  

My second husband suffered from the war as well.  He couldn’t believe that the Americans had lost and talked about how they should have bombed Vietnam more.  That was his view, because he from the military, but I the one who had watched the bombs fall on my home.  I knew we didn’t agree and I would try to just nod my head when he talked to me, but we grew apart and divorced years later.  

I am 46 years old now, and I have three grown sons.  When I was asked to return to Vietnam as a translator for the film,  I was very scared of how the widows from North Vietnam would receive me because I from the South and had married an American.  But in talking to the widows, I saw that we are the same.  We both lost a loved one and our country was destroyed.  We are not enemies; war is our enemy.  The best gift was to be able to talk to the widows in the North, woman to woman.  We suffered the same suffering.    

Lula Bia, Window Rock, Arizona

I fell in love with my husband Michael as we rode the school bus together each day.  I was in 10th grade and he was in 12th, and we soon became high school sweethearts.  He was a bull rider in the rodeo, and I would follow him around to the different rodeos.  I was so proud of him.

Michael was drafted just after he graduated from high school.  He was a member of the Navajo nation, as I am, and he was eager to serve his country.  I was 19 years old when we decided to marry.  He was home on leave, and we only had three weeks together after our marriage before he had to return to service.    

Michael called me the night before he left for Vietnam, and we talked for five hours.  He kept trying to convince me that it would be okay, and that he would be fine.  But he didn’t know how bad it was over there, and neither did I.  We were so young and we thought we were going to have the rest of our lives together.

He had been in Vietnam for less than three months when I received word that he had been killed.  I was six months pregnant at the time.

Michael’s remains were so unrecognizable that they were sent home in a plastic bag, and he was identified only by his dental records.  Because I didn’t get to see him for a last time, I didn’t believe it was really him.  I couldn’t believe that he was really gone and I went on hoping that they had made a mistake.  Sometimes I still have that hope.

My son was born in September of 1968.  Mike had been so excited to be a father, and I named my son after him.  My son was the only thing that got me through Mike’s death, because I still had a part of him. 

I went back to school and became a teacher.  I teach the first grade and have been a teacher for over 20 years.  I’m 50 years old now, but I’ve never remarried because I know no one could take care of me and my son the way Michael would have. 

I never understood why my husband had to be sent to a land he had never seen, and why he didn’t come back.  I had so much anger and pain.  But when I first talked to other widows from the war, it was such a relief to know I wasn’t the only one in pain.  It’s hard for me to talk about losing my husband, but I want others to be aware of how many lives war destroys.  I want people to understand how we, as widows and survivors, felt about being left without our loved ones.  I want the children I teach to have respect for all people, of all nationalities, so we won’t suffer like this again.    

Norma Banks, Vallejo, California

Over 20 years after the war had ended, I became another of its many widows.  I had first met my husband Michael in 1969, when he had just returned from Vietnam after serving there in the war.  I never knew him before the war, but I knew that it had made him a different person.

I learned from him that you can’t just go over there, fight the war, and come home to return to normal.  The real battle starts once the war is over.  I wanted to know what had happened to him over there.  He would tell me that there is no glamour in war.  He was not proud of it.  

Michael kept trying to find a way to consciously live with what had happened in Vietnam.  In order to survive there, he had to keep killing.  He didn’t do it for love of his country, because he didn’t feel that there was a threat to our safety.  But he had to keep killing just to survive.  We did a lot of crying together about it.  War creates so many scars, and it’s not just the soldiers who are affected.  Our life together with our two daughters was filled with joy, but the war was a constant source of pain for him.  

I never imagined that his battle wasn’t over, but Michael always felt that something wasn’t right with him.  In 1980, he started to get skin rashes and constantly felt sick, but no doctors could diagnose him.  I watched his pain worsen for several years until ultimately his body itched everywhere 24 hours a day.  It was slow and progressive.  I didn’t realize at the time that I was watching him die every day.

Eventually, the doctors determined that Michael had skin cancer, cancer of the lymph nodes and an enlarged heart as a result of his exposure to chemicals.  Back then they didn’t even say Agent Orange.  Michael knew far before we did that he was going to die.  My daughters and I always had hope even after all we had experienced.  But in 1989, the day after his 44th birthday, Michael died of cardiac arrest due to his exposure to Agent Orange. 

Every day is a struggle for me, and sometimes I still can’t believe it.  But I think about how much we laughed together and what a wonderful father and husband he was.  He was an artist and went back to school to finish college, I was so proud of him and I just didn’t want him to be in pain anymore.

As much as I want to bury my own grief, I think the truth needs to be told.  The effects of this war will be going on for generations.  Our men fought the war, and they were the soldiers.  But the widows, we are the warriors.  No one understands what we have to go through long after the war is over.    

