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WAR & PEACGE

Viet Nam as a

] spent the year of 1966 in
U.S. Marine reporter- l):]tlTllLll‘cl])}H'I'.
reconnaissance

penerally
attached to infantry and units,
My jobwas a simple one: go out into the paddies

and the jungles and write stories and take pic-
tures of marines in combat, I was very lucky.
My stories and photographs suffered a dismem-
berment that I escaped. They were butchered

or killed regularly to conform with the Mar-

ine Corps' image of itself and to the official
purpose of an increasingly unpopular war. An

invidious rule was that marines were not to be

mentioned as killed. "Nobody dies,'" was a shib-
boleth of my questionable profession,

Finally back home I was tormented by what
[ had experienced in Viet Nam and by the mis-

erable and murderously prejudiced treatment
At some point 1
callous

Americans,
could no longer accept brutal
attitude toward the Vietnamese, Much of it was
But at its core was racial and cul-

of Vietnamese by

the and

from fear,

tural contempt, I felt differently. I had never
seen a people so determined to survive with so
little to recommend it, They fought relent-

lessly against foreign invaders, and no matter
the Vietnam-
l'hough I never quite accepted

well we deceived ourselves,
knew
their cause I learned to respect the
1 }

how
ese better,
terrible

1ev fought for it, The war we

way in which
made against them was the instrument that
made their siccess inevitable,

American
Viet
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[ became deeply involved

{tljfl‘.'-.ﬂ ar movement as a T'I'.I‘I"'.‘.])l'l'

was often

Nam Veterans Against the War and

referred to as a traitor to my country and to
the men who continued to fight in Viet Nam.,

Apain mv feelings were the reverse. | felt I

had betraved the ideals of my country when I

fought in Viet Nam, As a seeing-eye dog for the

Marine Corps I witnessed many of the dishonest-

ies tha. characterized our war policy. At home

[ was compulsed tounearththe rot the underlies
: "
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that creat

and

historv, the i__'r‘i't'f] 1pon I« tions

cultural and racial mvthologies sanction

metamorphosed into a very skeptical
Every

empire, |
and angry person. Also an impatient one,
Vietnamese died

dav hundreds of Americans and

or were critically injured., I wrote articles,
made speeches and partic ipated in antiwar dem-
onstrations all over the country, In 1971 1
threw my war medals a e Capitol buil g

in Washington, 1sand other

Viet Nan '.l"r':'.{.‘.%',.1!.!!.1'.'\!'!-1- later was one ol

twenty veterans who dumped several pounds

of fresh chickenshit on the front porch of the
Pentagon. We were arrested for what one of us
called '"fowl defeca 1 Of course

we could have message
was that Frankenste the war
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Eventually the war ended, the first the country
had lost. By then I was burnedout and living on
the Oregon coast, separate and alienated from
many of the
at sea for albacore tuna, chopped wood and
book
which remains unfinished, [ drank heavily and
smoked large amounts of marijuana, On the
day the war ended, April 30,1975, I telephoned
a friend I had fought alongside in Viet Nam.
More than years seperated us. We thought dif-
ferently about the war. He agreed with the
government that dissident veterans were the
worst sort of traitors and that we had betraved
our friends, '

causes I had espoused, | fished
out

worked as a bartender, | started writing a

in particular those who had been
killed. I told him I was glad that the war was
over. The Vietnamese could pick up their his-
tory and resolve their own problems without
being caught in a perpetual vice between two
mutually hostile superpowers, I said, not anti-
cipating the boat people. My friend was bitter
and harsh with me. We have talked

not since.
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NAMES

The hope I might see him was a reason |
rode across the country in a pickup truck to
Washington, D C, during Armistice Day, now
named Veterans' Day — a shift from celebra-
ting the end of a war to the celebration of war
itself, Thousands of Viet Nam veterans crowd-
ed into the capitol hoping to be finally recog-
nized after years of neglect and disparagement.
Blame for the war had beensuccessfully trans-
ferred to the men and women who were forced
to serve as its instruments, Now the veterans
were going to honor themselves andgive them-
selves a party. After all these years of bearing
the nation s guilt and sense of dishonor, they
wanted America to acknowledge them for what
they had endured in its name,

[ had misgivings. I dislike ritual and pomp
and politicians who talk aboutwars. In D, C, I
felt smothered by flags and military bands. I
sensed that we were about to be used again.
Our sojourn to Washington had been played up
as a healing of the country still divided from
the Viet Nam war, 1 felt the government would
take advantage of our ceremony of reconcilia-
tion and use it as a basis of support for its
descent toward the final outcome of a military-
industrial partnership. Yet for all of that our
presence must have been an embarressment,

a tattered, crippled spectre of a lost war, Our
image was to be used but we were to be got out
of town as quickly as the ritual was finished.

I expected too much: honest evaluation of
the war and our roles as soldiers; coming to
terms with our feelings toward the Vietnamese
and the manner in which we treated them; and
refusal to be manipulated in support for anoth-
er war. | had also hoped to see at least one of
the few close friends of combat,. None were
there, My disappointment was almost complete.
The exception was how deeply moved I was by
the veterans' needs for each other, Common
andeveryday barriers were down, even, I hoped,
those that resulted from the war.Yet [ felt alien
to them, much the same as I might feel at a re-
union of my old boy scout troop or a former
elementary school class, Though I had been
sculpted by the war and continued to carry it
around inside like a cancer, ] discovered how
removed from it I had become. Fiffeen years
have cushioned me from the more terrible
memories of that single year, Details and events
are hazy. | have forgotten names that I thought
[ would always remember, At the Viet Nam vet-
erans monument, which is covered with names
of the war dead, I could think of no more than
half a dozen dead friends, I ran my fingers
in the letters of their carved names, They had
been dead a very long time and my tears had
dried up. I was more saddened by a hand-
lettered piece of white cardboard propped
against a marble panel among flowers, photo-
graphs and medals, Written on it were the
names of the four students who were killed at
Kent State.

I left Washington with a sense that nothing
had been resolved, nothing healed, Only empty
ceremony, a facade to incorporate Viet Nam
veterans back into a madness they had partially
recovered from. We had not been pariahs simp-
ly because we were the nation's agents in an
unpopular war but because we had learned an
irreversible truth about ourselves as human
beings and we could not change back. The de-
mand that we reaccept our culture's illusions
as reality had not lessened nor the exertion to
conform us to a definition of history we had
repudiated. That tension underlie the ceremony
that Viet Nam veterans staged for themselves,
The price of staying outside was probably too
high for most of them. But I could not accept
the offered terms,Viet Nam removed my trust
in government, and | regard patriotism as a
narrowand cynical appeal for prejudice, injus-
tice and murder. Unlike many, perhaps most, |
am not proud that I am a veteran of Viet Nam,

— Michael Paul McCusker



