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War Widows from Around the World Unite 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’ Network 

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 afield 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: the knowledge that war is the real enemy,” says Barbara Sonneborn, the Berkeley,CA-based artist who is spearheading the network. “The Living Memorial shows that war doesn’t end when the bombs stop dropping — its legacy lives on and on.” 

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 create a place where war widows could remind the world that, far from an end to conflict and pain, war is only the start. My hope is that the Living Memorial will turn widows’ personal experience of war into an unprecedented force 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 in a session opened by Kofi Annan for dignitaries from around the globe 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 (Beijing + 5) in New York City, which marks the fifth anniversary of 1995 World Conference of Women in Beijing, China. At the conference, Regret to Inform will be screened for women leaders from around the world.

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.
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