
tu a lly  flow n to  s ta te s id e  h o s p ita ls  n e a r  th e i r  
h o m es  if p o s s ib le , but m o re  lik e ly  th ey  wound 
up in VA h o s p ita ls  too p o o rly  funded and  u n d e r ­
s ta f fe d  to a d e q u a te ly  c a r e  fo r  th e m . The dead  
w e re  a ls o  re tu rn e d  and  in v is ib ly  c r o s s e d  the 
c o u n try  in the m a il c a r s  of t r a in s  o r  the b a g ­
gage c o m p a r tm e n ts  of a i r p la n e s .

F iv e  P r e s id e n ts  t r i e d  to  k eep  the w ar fro m  
u p se tt in g  the c i t iz e n r y .  T hey p ro m is e d  guns 
and  b u tte r  w hile s a c r i f ic in g  the n a tio n 's  son s  
an d  m oney . N ight a f te r  n igh t the  p ub lic  w as 
num bed  to the w ar by the a r t i f i c e  of te le v is io n  
n e w s, y e t few  e v e r  saw  any  of th e  A m e r ic a n  
d ead  — the s ig h t of d ead  o r  w ounded GIs w as 
c o n s id e re d  bad  fo r  m o ra le .  D eath  w as e d ite d  
out of the  w a r .

A fte r  the e u p h o ria  of the  in i t ia l  b u ild u p  of 
tro o p s  tw e n ty -f iv e  y e a r s  ago , a f te r  O p e ra tio n  
S ta r l ig h t and  the la  D ran g  V a lley , a f te r  T et 
1968 and  Khe Sanh, a f te r  Hue and My L a i, 
a f te r  N ixon s e n t the a rm y  in to  C am b o d ia  and it 
r e tu r n e d  w ith h e ro in , the A m e r ic a n  public  
b e ca m e  d ism a y e d  w ith  its  s o ld ie r  so n s . S o m e­
th ing  t r a d ito n a lly  s o lid  w as e x p e c te d  of s o ld i e r s , 
bu t the  V iet N am  g e n e ra tio n  w as beg in n in g  to  
ch an g e  — and in to  w hat?  The s o ld ie r s  w ore 
p e ac e  m e d a llio n s  in to  c o m b a t, sm o k ed  m a r i ­
ju a n a , k ille d  th e i r  s u p e r io r s  and  sab o ta g e d  
w eapons and  e q u ip m e n t, and th e y  re b e l le d  
a g a in s t  the m i l i t a r y  by the th o u s a n d s . No one 
bu t the  s o ld ie r s  u n d e rs to o d  th a t  the re b e ll io n  
w as a  d e s p e ra te  y e t r a t io n a l  r e s p o n s e  to 
the  w a r and  to  the  in e q u itie s  of the  m il i ta r y  
s y s te m  and  i ts  c a llo u s  d i s r e g a r d  fo r  the liv e s  
o f its  lo w e r r a n k s . The r a t io  of a p p ro x im a te ly  
fo u r te e n  n o n c o m b a tan ts  to  one c o m b a t m an , 
th e  r a c ia l  te n s io n s  th a t  th re a te n e d  to  engu lf 
e v e r y  m i l i t a r y  in s ta l la t io n  a t  h o m e , in  E u ro p e  
an d  A sia ; the  d ra f t  th a t p ro v id e d  e sc a p e  fo r 
the  u p p e r  c la s s e s  b u t none fo r  the p o o r o r  the 
n o n -w h ite  w e re  so m e  of the  f a c to r s  th a t 
h e ig h te n e d  d is s a t is f a c t io n  in the  r a n k s .  B ut 
i t  w as the in c re a s in g  doubts abou t the  p u rp o se  
an d  m o ra l i ty  of the w a r i t s e l f  th a t  w e re  the 
m o s t  u n s e tt l in g . F o r  m an y  s o ld ie r s ,  p e rh a p s  
m o s t ,  th e re  w as no f ig h t in  th e  w a r o th e r  than  
s e l f - p r e s e r v a t io n  m ix e d  w ith  g r im  a w a re n e s s  
th a t  th ey  w e re  being  bad ly  u s e d . T hey w ere  
b r u ta l ,  m u rd e ro u s  an d  in s e n s i t iv e .  T hey w ere  
a ls o  t e r r i f i e d ,  a n g u ish e d  and  in s p i r i tu a l  pa in .

On A p ril  30, 1975, the  w ar f in a lly  ended , 
te n  y e a r s  a f te r  A m e r ic a n  M a r in e s  lan d ed  in 
Da N ang and  th re e  y e a r s  a f te r  m o s t A m e ric a n  
tro o p s  had  b een  w ith d ra w n . The U nited  S ta te s  
sp e n t a  g e n e ra tio n  a tte m p tin g  to  d o m in a te  
S o u th e a s t A s ia , bu t the w a r w as lo s t  long b e fo re  
i t  c o m m itte d  its  a r m ie s .  We c a r e d  l i t t le  fo r 
th e  c u l tu re s  and  p e o p le s  th a t liv e d  th e re  and 
o u r g e n o c id a l c o n tem p t u l t im a te ly  c a u s e d  o u r 
d e fe a t.

The lo s s  in V iet N am  s h a t t e r e d  the people  of 
th e  U nited  S ta te s .  It m ig h t h ave  b een  d if fe re n t  
if  the  w a r had  been  w on. The peop le  m ig h t not 
have  b een  so  a sh a m e d  o r d iv id e d . V ic to ry  is  
i t s  own th e ra p e u tic  m o ra l i ty :  if  the  w a r  had 
b e en  won the  c a u se  w ould  n a tu ra l ly  have been  
c o n s id e re d  ju s t .

The m en  who d e s ig n e d  the w a r b la m e d  its  
lo s s  on the  m en  who su rv iv e d  i t .  We w ere  
m ad e  i ts  s c a p e g o a ts  and  w e re  shu n n ed  as 
le p e r s  and  lo s e r s .  O ur f a m il ie s  an d  f r ie n d s  
w e re  a sh a m e d  of u s . We had  b e en  the  n a tio n 's  
a g e n ts  in  a  d ir ty , u n p o p u la r  and  u n s u c c e s s fu l  
w a r  and  w e re  as  a r e s u l t  t r e a te d  a s  if  we w e re  
a ls o  d i r t .  We w ere  e x p e c te d  to  p ick  up o u r 
l iv e s  a s  if  we had  no t b een  ch an g ed  in  the p i t i ­
le s s  c ru c ib le  of c o m b a t. W ar h ad  p a re d  us to  
th e  ra w  edge of p e rc e p tio n  bu t i t  w as d e m a n d ­
ed  th a t we r e a c c e p t  o u r c u l tu r e 's  i l lu s io n s  
an d  v a n itie s  and  c o n fo rm  to  a  p e r s p e c t iv e  of 
h is to r y  o u r e x p e r ie n c e  re p u d ia te d . We w ere  
p a r ia h s  no t e n t i r e ly  b e c a u se  we ra n k le d  the 
p u b lic  m e m o ry : the w a r had  le f t  us w ith  an 
i r r e v e r s i b l e  know ledge abou t o u r s e lv e s  th a t 
p eo p le  u s u a lly  do not w ant to  know .

We had  le a r n e d  th a t  only  h u m an  b e in g s  c o m ­
m it  in h u m an  a c ts  and  th a t  the m o s t  c h e r is h e d  
and  hu m an e  v a lu e s  s e r v e  as  w a r c r ie s  to  c o m ­
m it h o r r o r .  We le a r n e d  th a t c o n ce p ts  abou t the 
w o rth  of life  a r e  w o r th le s s  as  a rg u m e n ts  to 
p r e s e r v e  i t .  We d is c o v e re d  th a t it is  a b su rd ly  
e a s y  to  k il l  and  th a t it is  co m m o n  to  fe e l  r e l ie f  
an d  s a t i s f a c t io n  a t the  a n g u ish  of so m eo n e  e ls e .
We le a r n e d  how to  re d u c e  f le s h  and  b lood to 
a b s t r a c t  co n tem p t to  f a c i l i ta te  o u r re d u c tio n  
of it to  d u s t .

The p r ic e  of s u rv iv a l  h a s  been  h ig h . M any 
of o u r d i s o r d e r s  w hich a re  s t i l l  e v id en t y e a r s  
a f te rw a r d  had  th e ir  o r ig in  in  the t e r r o r  th a t 
w as d i r e c te d  a t  u s  and  the t e r r o r  we re p a id  
i t  w ith . The s a d d e s t  iro n y  is th a t so  m an y  who 
fough t lik e  b e a s ts  to liv e  th ro u g h  the  w ar have 
k il le d  th e m s e lv e s  s in c e  r e tu rn in g  h o m e. The 
p o iso n s  th a t we s p ra y e d  upon th e  V ie tn am ese  
a r e  k illin g  us now, though  the g o v e rn m e n t c o n ­
tin u e s  to  deny th e i r  to x ic  e ffe c ts  and  re fu s e s  
to  a c c e p t the  c la im s  of h u n d re d s  of v e te r a n s  
th a t th ey  a r e  s ic k  o r  dy ing  f ro m  the  c h e m ic a ls .  
J a i l s  a r e  f i l le d  w ith  V iet N am  v e te r a n s .  We a re  
a lc o h o lic s  and heav y  d ru g  u s e r s  . We a r e  u n p re -  
d ic ta b ly  v io le n t. A ll s o r t s  of s y n d ro m e s  have 
b een  a t t r ib u te d  to  us o r  in v en ted  to  d e s c r ib e  
u s .  S tu d ies  a r e  ro u tin e ly  c o m m is s io n e d  to 
d efine  o r  fin d  so lu tio n s  to  o u r s o c ia l  d e p ra v ity .
We fo rm  r a p  g ro u p s  to  a s s i s t  e ac h  o th e r  but 
th e se  o ften  s e rv e  to in te n s ify  o u r  m a la d ju s t ­
m e n t o r a lie n a tio n . A n u m b e r of v e te r a n s  have 
r e t r e a te d  f ro m  c iv i l iz a t io n  and liv e  is o la te d  
in  f o r e s ts  and  d e s e r t s .  The n ig h tm a re s  th a t 
s e ld o m  leav e  us have an  in c o m p le te n e s s  th a t 
r e f le c t s  o u r f ra g m e n te d  e x p e r ie n c e  in the w a r.
F o r  m o s t of the  d e ca d e  of m a ss iv e  e s c a la t io n
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h u n d re d s  of th o u san d s  of us w en t to  w ar and 
r e tu rn e d  d a ily  a lm o s t  w ithout n o tic e . We p a sse d  
e a c h  o th e r  going and  com in g  f ro m  V iet N am .

The w a r n e v e r  qu ite  d ie s  out of m y th o u g h ts . 
S o m e tim e s  it l ie s  q u ie tly  on the f a r  s id e  of m y 
m in d  but e v e n tu a lly  so m eth in g  t r ig g e r s  i ts  
lo o p  to  the c lo s e r  c i r c u i t  and a lm o s t e v e r y ­
th in g  I do, s e e  o r  th in k  about has its  p a ra l le l  
an d  i ts  su b s ta n c e  ro o te d  in V iet N am . I sp en t 
only  a y e a r  in  co m b a t but it sh in e s  th ro u g h  the 
m u rk  of su b se q u e n t y e a r s  w ith a  c la r i ty  th a t 
is  m is s in g  f ro m  the r e s t .  To su rv iv e  I cu t off 
s e n s i t iv i t i e s  th a t  I b e lie v e  a r e  i r r e c o v e r a b ly  
lo s t .  I co n tin u e  to  fe e l th a t e v e ry  day is e x tra  
tim e  th a t I w ill n e v e r  u n d e rs ta n d  why I have 
o r  e v e r  u se  a d eq u a te ly  to ju s t ify . I b e liev e  
th a t I k ille d  o r  w as m e a s u ra b ly  re s p o n s ib le  
fo r  the  d e a th s  of V ie tn am ese  w hose liv e s  w ere  
w o rth  m o re  th an  m y own, and  th a t f r ie n d s  who 
d ied  w ould have b een  m o re  u se fu l than  I am .
I am  h au n ted  by the  d e ad . E v e ry o n e  who has 
sp e n t tim e  in  c o m b a t is  d raw n  e v e r  a f t e r ­
w a rd  to w a rd  d e a th , fu lly  a w a re  e sc a p e  h as  only 
b een  te m p o ra ry .  D ead f r ie n d s  vex  s u rv iv o rs  
w ith  s o r ro w  and  g u ilt and beckon  fo r  us to 
r e jo in  th e i r  co m p an y .

I w as a t the V iet N am  W ar M e m o ria l in W ash­
ing ton , D .C ., w hen it w as d e d ic a te d  in 1982, 
look ing  fo r  n a m e s  of a few  f r ie n d s  I la s t  saw  
w rap p ed  in b loody ponchos and  to s s e d  a b o a rd  
ou tgo ing  h e l ic o p te r s .  I fe lt  sm o th e re d  by flags 
and  m i l i t a r y  bands and thought the c e rem o n y  
had  l i t t le  to  do w ith re c o n c ilia tio n  but was 
s ta g e d  in s te a d  to  re v iv e  a w ar fe v e r  th a t V iet 
N am  had co o led . Yet o u r p re s e n c e  m u st have 
been  an e m b a r r a s s m e n t ,  a ta t te r e d  and  c r i p ­
p led  s p e c tr e  of a lo s t  w a r . I fe lt d isco n n e c ted  
m uch  the sa m e  a s  I m ig h t have fe lt  a t a c la s s  
o r  s co u t tro o p  re u n io n . I had fo rg o tte n  n am es  
th a t I though t I w ould a lw ay s re m e m b e r  and 
cou ld  th ink  of only h a lf  a dozen . The n am es  of 
the  d ead  occupy  the b lack  m a rb le  w all of the 
m e m o r ia l  c h ro n o lo g ic a lly  by the days of th e ir  
d e a th s , a r r a n g e d  in d a ily  seq u en ce  in a lp h a ­
b e tic a l  o r d e r .  I ra n  m y f in g e rs  in the c a rv e d  
g ro o v e s  of the n a m e s  I r e m e m b e re d . They had 
b een  dead  fo r a long tim e  and I fe lt s lig h tly  
in d if fe re n t. I r e a l iz e d  th a t n a m es  th a t should  
have been  on the w a ll w ere  m is s in g , so m e  of 
th e m  our own who fo r  so m e pe tty  re a s o n s  had 
no t b een  in i t ia l ly  in c lu d ed ; but a lso  the  n am es  
of dead  a l l ie s  and e n e m ie s , and e sp e c ia l ly  the 
n a m e s  of m illio n s  of o rd in a ry  people  who w ere  
sh o t o r  bom bed b e c a u se  it w as th e ir  bad luck  
to  be in the w ay. I thought th e re  sh o u ld  be 
a n o th e r  w all w ith the n am es  of the m u rd e re d  
d ead  of My L ai and Hue to  s e r v e  a s  a w arn ing  
th a t the only  en em y  is  the m a le v o len c e  we 
h u m an s d isp la y  to w ard  each  o th e r .  A lm o st 
u n n o ticed  a g a in s t  the w all am ong f lo w e rs , w ar 
m e d a ls  and p h o to g rap h s  of dead  s o ld ie r s ,  
s a i l o r s ,  p ilo ts  and  M a rin e s  w as a h a n d le t te re d  
s q u a re  of c a rd b o a rd  w ith the n a m es  of fou r 
w a r dead  who had not been  in c lu d e d . They had 
b een  k ille d  tw en ty  y e a r s  ago th is  m on th . The 
fo u r s tu d en ts  who w ere  sh o t down by the Ohio 
N a tio n a l G u a rd  a t K ent S tate  in May 1970.

I le f t W ashington  w ith f r ie n d s  f ro m  O reg o n . 
We d ro v e  th ro u g h  V irg in ia , P e n n sy lv a n ia , 
O hio, N e b ra sk a , W yom ing, U tah , Idaho and  
O reg o n , re a c h in g  hom e in  C annon B each  five  
d ays l a t e r .  We sto p p ed  e v e ry  n ig h t a t m o te ls  
o r  the h o m es of f r ie n d s  o r  r e la t iv e s ,  and  e ac h  
day  we m ade s e v e r a l  s to p s  fo r  food, gas and 
ju s t  to g e t out and s t r e tc h .  On the  b ack  w indow 
of our s m a l l  t ru c k  was a V iet N am  V e te ra n s  of 
A m e r ic a  s t ic k e r ,  the g ro u p  th a t had  b u ilt and  
d e d ic a te d  the V iet N am  W ar M e m o ria l . E v e r y ­
w h e re  we s to p p ed  people n o tic e d  the  s t ic k e r  
and  a lm o s t ev ery o n e  w as r e la te d  to  o r  had  
know n m en who w ere  k ille d  in  V iet N am .

E v e ry w h e re  we s to p p ed  I opened  a  book 
th a t I had p u rc h a se d  a t the m e m o r ia l .  It w as 
the s iz e  of the phone d i r e c to r y  of a  s m a l l  c i ty  
and co n ta in ed  the n a m es  of f if ty - f iv e  th o u san d  
d ead  e n g ra v e d  on the w a ll and w h e re  e a c h  w as 
lo c a te d . I found the n a m es  people  w ish ed  to 
s e e ,  and m any  of th em  to u ch ed  the  l e t t e r s  w ith 
s o r ro w . By the  tim e  we re a c h e d  the  P a c if ic  
C o as t the A m e ric a n  book of the d ead  w as a s  
w e ll th u m b ed  as  a  phone book in  a  pub lic  b o o th . 
U n til th en  I had  not r e a l ly  u n d e rs to o d  the  p e r ­
so n a l im p a c t of V iet N am  on A m e r ic a 's  h e a r t .  
E ach  tim e  I opened the  book and  lo oked  fo r  
a nam e I fe lt  I w as p e rfo rm in g  a r i t u a l  of 
im m e n se  u n re c o g n ize d  g r ie f .

P e rh a p s  the m o s t e n d u rin g  le s s o n  of the  
V ie t N am  W ar and a  m a jo r  r e a s o n  the  g o v e rn ­
m en t would w ish  to s u p p re s s  it f ro m  p ub lic  
m e m o ry  o r  a tte n tio n  is  th a t a s ig n if ic a n t 
n u m b e r of A m e ric a n s  w e re  a g a in s t  i t .  When 
th ey  w e re  reb u ffed  by the g o v e rn m e n t th ey  
w ent out in to  the s t r e e t s  and r is k e d  in ju ry  and  
a r r e s t .  T h ousands of young m en  c h o se  e x ile  
o r  p r is o n  o v e r s e rv ic e  in V iet N am . O th e r 
th o u san d s  who w ere  in the m i l i t a r y  r e b e l le d  
a g a in s t  it. A lthough a r e c o n s t r u c te d  m y th  
p o r t r a y s  d is s e n te r s  as i r r e s p o n s ib le  s tu d e n ts ,  
a n tis o c ia l  h ip p ie s  and  v a r io u s  o th e r  ty p e s  of 
m is f i ts  and m a lc o n te n ts , the l a r g e s t  n u m b e r  
of an tiw a r a c t iv is ts  w ere  f ro m  the  m a in s t r e a m , 
and  in the  sp r in g  of 1971 the s t r e a m  p eak ed  
w hen five h u n d red  th o u san d  of th e m  — the  
o ff ic ia l bodycount of U .S . fo r c e s  in  V iet N am  
a t the h e ig h t of the e s c a la t io n  — m a rc h e d  
th ro u g h  the s t r e e t s  of W ash ing ton , D. C ., to 
d em an d  an end to  the w a r . S e ldom  m e n tio n e d  
and  d is p a ra g e d  when it i s ,  the  A m e r ic a n  peo p le  
u l t im a te ly  fo rc e d  i ts  g o v e rn m e n t to  ab an d o n  
i t s  a m b itio n s  in S o u th eas t A s ia . It is  th a t  w h ich  
d is tu rb s  o u r le a d e r s  m o s t and  w hich  th e y  w ould  
have  us fo rg e t:  th a t we can  and m u s t if  n e c e s ­
s a r y  c u rb  o u r g o v e rn m e n t 's  m is u s e  of p o w e r.

U n d ern ea th  the s p e c ta c le  of p a g e a n try  and  
the  d e c e it  of p a tr io t is m  the  j a r r i n g  p re s e n c e  
of V iet N am  v e te ra n s  d e m o n s t r a te s  w ith  the 
s u b tle ty  of a c len ch ed  f is t  th a t  w a r is d ea th  
and  h o r r o r ,  th a t it is  m u rd e r  an d  d e p ra v i ty , 
an d  th a t it s ic k e n s  the so u ls  and m in d s  o f i ts  
e x e c u t io n e rs .  V iet Nam  v e te r a n s  g ive w a r  a 
bad  n am e .
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