SAVE A HUNTER, SHOOT A HMONG: A COMMUNITY HELD
RESPONSIBLE—THE ASSIGNMENT OF BLAME BY THE MEDIA

By Aimee J. Baldillo, Esq., Jeanette Mendy, and Vincent Eng, Esq.*

t was the weekend before Thanksgiving, the second day of

the hunting season, and like many Americans, Chai Soua

Vang, a 36 year old Hmong American and U.S. citizen who
had served in the U.S. Army, spent his weekend hunting in the
woods in Meteor, Wisconsin. By the end of the day, instead of
returning to his home with his game, Chai Soua Vang was in
police custody for the alleged shooting of eight hunters. Chai
Soua Vang’s involvement in the tragedy that occurred at 12:30
p-m. on November 21, 2004 would not be limited to assignation
of his own guilt or innocence. Rather, the case would have reper-
cussions for all Hmong Americans by putting an entire commu-
nity on national trial for the actions of one man.

Rice Lake is a small town in the northwest corner of Wis-
consin. Hunting is a way of life in the state, and by the start of
the 2004 season the Department of Natural Resources had
granted 640,000 hunting licenses.' The season officially kicks off
the Saturday before Thanksgiving and lasts nine days.” It is a
special time in the community, as families come together and
take part in celebration. Family deer hunts are a deeply rooted
part of the culture in the area, and it is not uncommon for schools
to close during this time and for families to travel to be together
at the start of the season.’

Anyone who followed the news concerning Chai Soua Vang
and the Wisconsin hunting tragedy is familiar with the story.
According to news reports,* Chai Soua Vang said the confronta-
tion began when he was hunting on public land and got lost, end-
ing up in a vacant tree stand. He did not realize he was on private
property and remained in the tree stand until another hunter,
Terry Willers, came along and informed him that he was on pri-
vate property. Chai Soua Vang then climbed out of the tree stand
at which point Willers made a call on his walkie-talkie. Other
hunters arrived in all-terrain vehicles and surrounded him. Chai
Soua Vang stated that some of the people in the group yelled
racial slurs at him and that one individual pointed and fired a gun
at him from about 30 feet away. He dropped to a crouch as the
bullet hit the ground about 10 feet away. He then took the scope
off his rifle and began shooting at them.

Of the eight victims, six were killed — Jessica Willers, Den-
nis Drew, Mark Roidt, Robert and Joseph Crotteau, and Allan
Laski. The other two — Terry Willers and Lauren Hesebeck —
went to the hospital with injuries. The news reported that there
was only one gun found among the group of eight victims.> Ac-
cording to Terry Willers and Lauren Hesebeck, no one in their
hunting group pointed a gun at Chai Soua Vang or yelled racial
slurs before he started shooting.® They claimed that Chai Soua
Vang fired the first shot after he was confronted on private prop-
erty.7

Chai Soua Vang was charged with six counts of first-degree
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intentional homicide by use of a dangerous weapon and two
counts of attempted first-degree intentional homicide.® This case
has gained such national prominence that the Attorney General
of Wisconsin directly prosecuted the case in her first courtroom
appearance since being elected in 2002.’

This article neither makes judgments with respect to Chai
Soua Vang’s innocence or guilt, nor does it comment on the dis-
crepancies in the different versions of the facts. Rather, it focuses
on the aftermath and effects of this tragedy on the Hmong
American community and the assignment of blame and responsi-
bility the media and certain individuals have levied upon them.

BRIEF HISTORY OF HMONG AMERICANS

Americans know very little about the Hmong—even within
the Asian Pacific American community. What we do know of the
Hmong—their recruitment by the Central Intelligence Agency
(CIA) during the Vietnam War and why they are in the United
States—was only recently disclosed when government docu-
ments were declassified in the early 1990s.' Our knowledge of
the Hmong is also limited because they did not develop a written
language until the 1950s and their history has been passed down
orally through the generations. But in the 30 years that they have
been in the United States, Hmong Americans (numbering
169,428 according to the Census 2000) have emerged as success-
ful small business owners, professionals, and politicians.

The Hmong are an ancient ethnic group without a country
who can trace their history back to China circa 1200 B.C."" Liv-
ing in oppression, the Hmong, called Miao (savage) by the Chi-
nese, were agriculturally based nomadic clans.'? In the late 1700s
and early 1800s, the Hmong fled the oppression they faced in
China and settled into Laos, Vietnam, and Thailand."

During the Vietnam War, the CIA recruited the Hmong to
assist the United States against the North Vietnamese.'* In ex-
change for their assistance, the Hmong were promised resettle-
ment in the United States if the war was lost."> By 1969, 40,000
Hmong soldiers were fighting with the United States against the
Viet Cong and North Vietnamese government. '®

After the withdraw of the United States in 1973 and the col-
lapse of South Vietnam in 1975, the North Vietnamese and Pa-
thet Lao actively sought out the Hmong for execution or impris-
onment in re-education camps.'” In 1975, the United States im-
mediately resettled the high ranking Hmong military officers and
their families."® Many of those who were not resettled in the
United States in the first group fled to Thailand to live in refugee
camps.'’ By 1978, these refugee centers held about 50,000 peo-
ple.”

Since 1975, the U.S. government has allowed groups of
Hmong from these refugee centers to resettle in the United
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States.”’ Originally, Hmong refugees were dispersed in over 53
cities in 25 different states. Between 1981 and 1985, the Hmong
began to re-form their traditional clan communities in the United
States by undertaking a secondary migration, mostly to Califor-
nia and parts of Wisconsin and Minnesota in small family
groups.

Due to cost of living and other economic reasons, a third
migration occurred from the west coast to the Midwest in the
1990s, primarily to the Minneapolis/St. Paul area.** This migra-
tion made St. Paul the city with the

recounted her hardships being a Hmong in the United States as
an explanation for her actions.*® Contrastly, when Andrea Yates,
a stay at home mother of five living in Houston, Texas, killed all
of her children, the media focused on her mental state as an ex-
cuse for her actions.”’ Both women killed their own children by
their own hands but the media assigned blame to the Hmong
culture and population as a group in Her’s case and blame was
removed from Yates and assigned to a mental illness.

In Chai Vang’s case the focus is again on the Hmong cul-
ture as an explanation. Almost imme-

largest Hmong American population
in the United States at 24,389.% That
number is expected to grow larger as
many of the remaining thousands of
Hmong who are still in Thailand wait-
ing to be resettled are expected to re-
settle in the Twin Cities region.

“I keep reading about the
‘Hmong hunting culture’ or that
Hmongs don t understand public
and private land use. There is no

Hmong hunting culture”

diately after the killings of the hunters,
the media began examining the
Hmong American community in an
attempt to make causal connections
between the Hmong culture and the
incident. Reporting on details of the
case soon gave way to commentary

NEw HOME, NEwW PROBLEMS

Assimilation into American communities, including those
in the Twin Cities region, has not been without difficulty for
Hmong Americans. The Hmong brought old customs and tradi-
tions to their new homes. Many of these customs and traditions
are difficult for the new American neighbors to understand. For
example, a Hmong funeral can last up to four days and services
typically include many cultural rituals foreign to traditional
American funerals. Citizens in a Sheboygan, Wisconsin
neighborhood complained that mourners attending Hmong fu-
nerals created parking problems on the city streets for the multi-
ple day ceremonies.”* Additionally, it is not uncommon for
Hmong to rely upon a shaman to cure illnesses rather than a
medical doctor.”> Abiding by such traditions and customs has
resulted in social and legal problems for members of the Hmong
population living in the United States. Animal sacrifices per-
formed by Hmong during traditional religious rituals on a farm
caused one Minnesota city to sue the owner for violating a zon-
ing ordinance.”® Living in the United States while trying to pre-
serve certain customs and traditions of their home country has
proved to be difficult for the Hmong Americans as well as for
their neighbors whose frustration with these cultural traditions
have made tensions apparent.

Other issues that face the Hmong and the communities in
which they live are problems with barriers to employment due to
difficulties with written and spoken language,”’ and increased
Hmong gang activity.”® These problems may have aided the
development of an environment ripe for assigning blame to the
Hmong as a whole in the latest incident involving a member of
the Hmong community.

THE MEDIA’S ROLE IN ATTRIBUTING THE
KILLINGS TO CULTURE

In early September of 1998, Khoua Her strangled her six
children to death and then tried unsuccessfully to kill herself.?’
Media reports on Her’s case focused on the Hmong culture and

4

and complaints about Hmong Ameri-
cans as a whole. For example, several news articles made men-
tion of how the Hmong have difficulty understanding and abid-
ing by laws such as fishing limits and hunting permit require-
ments because such laws do not exist in their countries of ori-
gin.*? Although there was acknowledgment of the fact that there
was a lack of outreach to Hmong American residents to educate
them about hunting regulations by the Department of Natural
Resources, the image painted of Hmong American hunters was
one of a people who held hunting laws and regulations in total
contempt and violated such rules at higher rate than other hunt-
ers.” Prominent members of the Hmong American community
noted the media’s reporting of a so-called “Hmong hunting cul-
ture” and voiced concern to members of the press about their
stunted portrayal. As Minnesota state Senator Mee Moua, a
Hmong American, told members of the Asian American Jour-
nalists Association, “I keep reading about the ‘Hmong hunting
culture’ or that Hmongs don’t understand public and private
land use. There is no Hmong hunting culture. Of course the ter-
rain is different so hunters may hunt differently in Laos than
they do in America. But hunting is hunting. And within that
culture, all hunters are deeply territorial about where they hunt.
And by the way, we are Hmong Americans. We are law-abiding
citizens who respect the rights of others.”**

Members of the Hmong American community recognized
that people looked to them, collectively, to answer for Chai
Soua Vang’s actions. “It’s difficult to be Hmong American right
now,” said state Senator Mee Moua.” “There’s an expectation
that the Hmong American community ought to be answerable,
or ought to be responsible for this one man’s actions.”® The
leaders in the Hmong American community were barraged with
questions from the local and national press exploring the fact
that Chai Soua Vang was Hmong and whether his Hmong heri-
tage had any effect on why he would have committed this act.”’

With the advent of the internet to deliver news instantane-
ously, this country has seen its share of local stories rushed to
the national headlines: the OJ Simpson case, the Columbine

Te MonerN AMERICAN



shootings, the Oklahoma City bombing, and the events of 9/11.
What differentiates the Chai Soua Vang case from these others
is that the media focused on the responsibility of the community
for the alleged actions of this single man.

“SAVE A HUNTER, SHOOT A MUNG”

A week after the killings, there were reports of hate bumper
stickers appearing on vehicles in Wisconsin that read “Save a
Deer. Shoot a Hmong.”3 8 The next month, Custom Now, a store
in Mankato, Wisconsin, carried bumper stickers that read “Save
a Hunter. Shoot a Mung.”** The store manager for Custom Now
insisted that the sticker was not racist, as Mung was an acronym
for “Minuscule Unseen Naughty Gnat.”* In Menomonie, Wis-
consin, a 39-year-old Caucasian man was charged with spray
painting “Killers” on the homes of Hmong Americans.*' In
January 2005, the National Socialist Movement, an organization
dedicated to the “preservation of our Proud Aryan Heritage” and
fights for “Race and Nation™* in the St. Paul/Minneapolis area,
distributed hundreds of flyers with pictures of the six slain Wis-
consin hunters that read, “Is diversity worth even ONE Ameri-
can life? These six Americans were killed protecting their pri-
vate property / hunting rights...Are you next?”** The National
Asian Pacific American Legal Consortium, a prominent civil
rights legal advocacy organization in Washington, D.C. that
monitors and responds to hate crimes against Asian Pacific
Americans, have received further reports of Hmong Americans
being sent death threat letters, assaulted and having guns pointed
at them, and victimized by hate property crimes. The Hmong
National Development, Inc. and the Southeast Asia Resource
Action Center, both national advocacy organizations, have re-
ceived similar reports. In most instances, the hate crime victims
are reluctant to even report the crime or incident for fear of fur-
ther reprisal.

CRAFTING A COLLECTIVE BLAME

| would like to ask that anyone who is trying to make
this a racial issue either white or minority would please
stop this and know that is a dishonor to all of our loved
ones to continue these acts of prejudice. If you are not
of Native American blood, we are all immigrants.**

Theresa Hesebeck
Sister of victim Lauren Hesebeck, December 13, 2004

Immediately after the shooting, the local news broadcast
Chai Soua Vang’s home address on the news. Chai Soua Vang’s
family quickly moved to an undisclosed area for their safety.
The news media also quickly began reporting on Chai Soua
Vang’s military enlistment history and involvement in a domes-
tic disturbance incident in 2001.*> What was not reported was
the vigil that Chai Soua Vang’s neighbors, his white neighbors,
held to ensure the safety of his family and his house. Likewise,
not a single major media outlet covered Theresa Hesebeck’s
statement of tolerance or the website she established to memori-
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alize the victims. In its coverage of the Chai Soua Vang case and
related events, the media chose a distinct path by holding the
Hmong American community suspect. This characterization has
resulted in members of the Hmong American community taking
a defensive stance on the case or constantly make a public dis-
tinction between the Hmong American people as a whole and
the defendant as an individual.

It does not in any way represent who we are as a
people®®

Shwaw Vang
Madison School Board Member

Why did Shwaw Vang feel the need to say this? What com-
pelled him to take a defensive stance on behalf of an entire
population of people that had no involvement whatsoever with
the shootings? The examples of graffiti and bumper stickers
exemplify the backlash that the Hmong American community
faced, and that many held their Hmong neighbors responsible
for Chai Soua Vang’s actions. Why were there no such vigilante
reprisals in the wake of the Columbine shootings or the Okla-
homa City bombings? Why was there no questioning of “White
America” on whether the actions of Timothy McVeigh and
Terry Nichols were related to their race? Did America hold Ger-
man Americans responsible for the actions of Jeffrey Dahmer’s
brutality? Should we hold all whites accountable for the actions
of those individuals?*’

The absurdity of the thought begs the question of why
Hmong Americans are being held accountable. These very ob-
servations were made in editorial opinions published in Minne-
sota and Wisconsin newspapers.* When a crime is perpetrated
by a white person, the press does not call out to a specifically
white population for answers. The media does not seek out
“white community leaders” to speak about the criminal actions
of an individual. As Susan Lampert Smith notes in her editorial,
“[B]eing white means you hardly ever have to feel sorry for the
bad things done by members of your race. And no one asks you
whether you should feel responsible or explain the crimes of
others.”*

There are two communities hurting®

Melissa Paulette
Resident, Rice Lake, Wisconsin

Paulette’s statement in response to the “Save a Deer. Shoot
a Hmong” bumper sticker is extremely poignant in light of the
racial tensions that have enveloped the area. The Rice Lake
community in Meteor, Wisconsin will never be the same.
Thanksgiving and the festive start of the hunting season will
forever be a painful reminder of what happened in 2004. Like-
wise, the Hmong American community will never be the same.
Hmong American hunters will be viewed as a hostile threat and
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perhaps worry about becoming a target themselves when they
enter the woods to enjoy the sport of hunting.’' As noted by
Norman Rademaker, a member of the Exeland Area Rod and
Gun Club, at a forum in Eau Claire, Wisconsin, “For the safety
of all concerned hunters, the only way to avoid future possible
trouble is for Hmong to not return to hunt anywhere near the
area where the greatest tragedy in hunting memories oc-
curred.””

After the shootings, the Hmong American community
found itself in a strange position; they had no involvement with
the case whatsoever and yet, were expected to have an opinion
on the case nonetheless. Members of the Hmong American com-
munity had to consciously ask the public and the media to keep
the actions of Chai Soua Vang separate from a Hmong Ameri-

can community group identity. However, they have experienced
what happens when individuals cannot not do just that; a shared
ethnicity with a defendant became the basis of senseless, racist
acts committed by people who could not distinguish between
Chai Vang and a greater group of people who are uninvolved
with the case. The future of the criminal case against Chai Soua
Vang will be a concern for the Hmong American community
because they will need to be vigilant of a continued backlash.
An arguably unwelcome and unfair connection has been formed
between the defendant and the Hmong American community
because the public has already seen the individual facts and mer-
its of the case attached to an aspect of group identity. Now the
Hmong American community must bear the burden of the me-
dia’s decision to craft a collective blame.
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