
 
‘In time of conflict people can act in extraordinary ways’ 
 

 
Lawyer: Please, Mr Thompson, state your account of the events. 
 
Accused: There are two instances where murder is acceptable to everybody: where it is excusable 
and where it is justified. In times of war, I must say that the slaughtering of the innocent is excusable 
and justifiable. This is why I believe I am innocent. But who actually is innocent? Aren’t we all guilty 
of something? And are all sins equal? Well yes, I think they are. Killing a cockroach is not that 
different to killing a man. So if I had just killed a hundred cockroaches instead of killing a hundred 
men, I would still be in this court room. Everyone killed people that day, and I seem to be the only 
one here. So here is my account; it is a story of heroes and villains, a story of good and evil. But we 
must never forget that the truth is always distorted by our own individual machinations and 
caricatures, so please forgive me for not giving an exact truth. 
 
I was a member of the Charlie Company of 1st Battalion, 20th Infantry Regiment, 11th Brigade of 
the American Division. It was March 1968 and America was losing the war. The Viet Cong were 
disguised as everyone; you could never tell who they were. They were more agile, more 
camouflaged and more familiar with the landscape than us. Every step could be a trap. You can’t 
afford to guess whether a civilian is a Viet Cong or not. Either they shoot you or you shoot them. My 
platoon had already suffered many casualties. The Pinkville area, about six miles northeast of 
Quang Ngai, had been a Viet Cong fortress since the Vietnam war began. In early February 1968, 
my platoon, as part of Task Force Barker, pushed through the area and was severely shot up. After 
the Communist Tet offensive in February 1968, a larger assault was mounted, again with high 
casualties and little success. A third attack was quickly mounted and it was successful. Every time 
we got hit it was from the rear, so the third time in there the order came down to go in and make 
sure no one was behind. We were told to just clear the area. It was a typical combat assault 
formation. We came in hot, with a cover of artillery in front of us, came down the line and destroyed 
the village. There are always some civilian casualties in a combat operation. Whatever killing there 
was, was in a fire-fight in connection with the operation.  
 
My Lai was different. The orders were to shoot everything that was moving. I remember saying to 
the captain, “Who is the enemy?” The captain replied, “Anybody that is running from us, hiding from 
us, or appears to be the enemy. If a man is running, shoot him, and if a woman is running, shoot her 
too. Hesitation equals death.” There is a question that I think anyone who goes to Vietnam asks: 
“What is a civilian? Someone who works for us at day and puts on Viet Cong pyjamas at night?” 
 
I hadn’t killed anyone yet, I didn’t want to involve myself. My hands were clean, and that was the 
way it was going to stay. It was a tactical strike. We were told that everyone in the village was 
armed and disguised as civilians and so we were to kill everyone, even the children. My platoon 
raided the village from the south side accompanied by short bursts of artillery from helicopters. As 
soon as the fire began, the village erupted in chaos. Families were running everywhere and the Viet 
Cong seemed to be hidden still, camouflaged within the anarchy. We kept low and eventually split 
up to identify the Viet Cong amidst the civilians. But they all seemed like civilians. They all ran; they 
are seemed scared; they all cried. No one was fighting back, something was wrong. But then I saw 
my comrade smash the door of a village house and three gunshots were fired. I went in through the 
door to inspect. They were lying dead on the floor and the soldier was in the process of mutilating a 
man’s face. Another soldier in the next house had raped the woman, and then shot her in the head. 
A new feeling had come through the company, almost as if we all knew there was going to be a lot 
more killing. I hadn’t done anything yet; I was just staying still, staying uninvolved and watching 
everyone else. The Viet Cong still hadn’t made their attack, they were still hidden. My comrades 
were just killing innocent villagers, it was too surreal. 
  



And that was when I saw the ditch. At first glance, it looked just like any other ditch, until I moved 
closer and saw a pile; not of dirt but of bodies. There were about 75 people lying on top of each 
other, babies dead in their dead mother’s hands. Blood trickled down each body and limbs were 
flung everywhere like dangling puppets. It was at this moment when I could not accept the conflict 
around me. Guns were echoing in the background, bombs were exploding and the whip of the 
helicopter blew dust in my face. I ran into the grass fields in which I saw a man. He stared at me and 
I stared back. There was no sound amongst us, just the gunfire from behind. My gun pointed 
towards his face. I wasn’t going to kill him but just let him run away. But then he made a sudden 
movement as if he were going for a gun, so quick that my finger immediately reflexed on the trigger. 
A loud crack echoed and he fell. I went over to see what he reached for, and a small spade lay next 
to him. His pallid face stared at me. That was my first kill, and 105 followed. Extraordinary. 
 
Judge: I, thereby, find the accused guilty on 106 accounts of murder, sentencing him to death by 
hanging. 
 
Written Explanation: 
 
I wrote this piece as a court transcript combined with a short story form, directing it at a general 
audience. I was inspired by the juxtaposition of motifs in The Quiet American: non-involvement 
versus action, neutrality versus commitment, dégagé versus engagé, to suggest an exposition to the 
concept of conflict, both physically and metaphysically. In the novel, we see Fowler’s inner battle to 
not become involved, though he always is actually involved. This is replicated in my piece, where 
my protagonist believes that he is “innocent” and non-involved, though in reality he is as involved as 
every other soldier that is killing.  
 
The first person narrative allows the piece to delve deeply into the recesses of my protagonist’s 
mind, exploring both his inner conflict with involvement and his outer conflict of war and anarchy. 
His greatest challenge is to make that critical judgement to take another’s life by pulling the trigger, 
which he eventually does at the end. The language used to describe the My Lai massacre – “babies 
dead in their mother’s hands” “limbs were flung everywhere like dangling puppets” – vividly portray 
the reality of the conflict at hand; that is, a massacre that was an epitome of inhumanity.  
 
In relation to the prompt, my piece accentuates the negative connotations of the word ‘extraordinary’. 
Indeed, extraordinary does not always mean ‘great’, but actions such as killing also demonstrate the 
meaning of this word. In the conflict of war, my protagonist tries to stay non-involved until he finally 
pulls one trigger, leading to another 105 deaths. This, indeed, is the ‘extraordinary’ way that my 
character acts in such a time of conflict. As an entirety, this piece vividly demonstrates how the 
wider, large-scale conflict of war and ideology can intersect and coalesce with the inner, more 
personal conflict, ultimately resulting in not only an extraordinary response, but also a reassessment 
of our individual humanity and the whole agency of mankind. 


