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Dedicated to Dr. Robert Fischer, Veteran of World War Two and my Grandfather
- You are always in my heart
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Introduction

“We were the children of the 1950s and John F. Kennedy's young stalwarts of the early
1960s. He told the world that Americans would “pay any price, bear any burden, meet
any hardship” in the defense of freedom. We were the down payment on that costly

contract, but the man who signed it was not there when we fulfilled his promise. John F.
Kennedy waited for us on a hill in Arlington National Cemetery, and in time we came by
the thousands to fill those slopes with our white marble markers and to ask on the
murmur of the wind if that was truly the future he had envisioned for us.”

We were Soldiers Once ... and Young
by Lt. Gen. Harold G. Moore, USA (Ret.)
and Joseph L. Galloway

The United States military occupied Vietnam from 1959-1975 with the stated goal
of preventing the spread of communism in South East Asia. Unlike previous wars in

which the US was involved, such as World War II, the Vietnam War was never formally
declared by Congress, was fought almost entirely with guerilla tactics, and had no

ultimate objectives other than the vaguely defined goal to “spread democracy” and stop
the spread of communism. The Vietnam War launched a model of warfare unfamiliar to
American troops in which a state group (such as the US military) battled a non-state
group (the Viet Cong). This model of warfare created an environment of perpetual battle
mindset. Furthermore, the difficulty in distinguishing Viet Cong guerrillas from
Vietnamese civilians, and new, more destructive V\.Ia.rfare technologies, resulted in
indiscriminate killing and a high civilian death toll. Other exceptional factors of the war

include the troop rotation system, which limited each soldier to a one-year tour of duty in
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Vietnam. This policy provided for a continual influx of inexperienced officers and

inhibited the growth of unit cohesion and camaraderie amongst the troops. Finally, the

“war of attrition” policy advocated by General Westmoreland did not successfully wear

down the resolve of the North Vietnamese troops and encouraged the practice amongst

US officers of exaggerating VC death counts. Ultimately, for the first time in American

history, the US and their allies publicly acknowledged their failed warfare mission.

Along with the unique nature of the war itself, social turmoil and shifting cultural

ideologies in the United States in the 1960s contributed to a particularly traumatic re-
adjustment experience for Vietnam veterans. Until 1968, Americans cautiously supported
the war in Vietnam. Communism seemed to be a pervasive threat, and the media
wholeheartedly spread the idea that American soldiers in Vietnam were quickly and
effectively eliminating supporters of this dangerous political ideology. However, the Tet
Offensive in January of 1968 effectively demonstrated that Americans were not
accomplishing all they claimed in Vietnam. The event, in which Viet Cong aggressors
unexpectedly struck military and civilian command and control centers throughout South
Vietnam, effectively turned public opinion against the Vietnam War. After this date the
media began to portray the detailed atrocities that occurred daily in Vietnam, and the

American public rallied around a large-scale anti-war movement. Co-occurring events,
such as the assassinations of Martin Luther King and Robert F. Kennedy, prompted

further protests and social turmoil.

SR
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The domestic social unrest during the 1960s both reflected and generated societal

conflicts, particularly amongst the youth who embraced the civil rights movement’s quest
for social justice, and the counterculture’s rejection of militarism and social conformity.
Calls for racial equality, sexual freedom, and peace on earth challenged the values of
Cold War America. The disparity in ideals and values between the men and women of
the “greatest generation” who came of age in the 1940’s and 1950’s and the youth of the

1960’s was of particular concern for soldiers in Vietnam. These young men, in many

+ cases, rejected the authority of their superior officers, whom they perceived to be

traditionalists, warmongers, and most significantly, liars. Unfortunately, their non-
serving peers often viewed veterans of Vietnam as “incarnations of what they considered
a criminal policy.”' Ultimately, these conflicting and evolving values often isolated
veterans and relegated them to the outskirts of society.

The process of recovery from the Vietnam War, both for individual veterans and
for society as a whole, was extended and continues in contemporary society. The extreme
and seemingly futile war violence, survivor’s guilt, and prevalent anti-war sentiment all
converged to create a population of deeply traumatized war veterans. Furthermore, the
war’s attack on core American ideals prompted a national sense of shame and hesitation

to address the implications of such a great national failure. As a consequence, the late

1970’s saw a societal repression of all references to Vietnam. Few books, movies, or

! Philip Caputo, A Rumor of War (New York: Henry Holt & Company, 1977), 220.
Caputo’s memoir is one of the first autobiographical accounts of the war in Vietnam. It
was published in a generation when Americans were extremely hesitant to discuss the
war. In Consequence, Caputo played a major role in setting the tone for subsequent
discussion for the war and its legacy in American society.
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critical analyses of the war emerged during this time. Most significantly, society
relegated veterans, the face on this national failure, to the outskirts of society. Historian
Rick Berg explained, “In a war of containment, he [the veteran] has failed and is
contaminated. He is now part of the problem, a carrier who must be sterilized.”® Instead

of greeting returning Vietnam Veterans with the ticker tape parades of World War II,

Americans greeted them with a general attitude of suspicion and sometimes subjected

them to outright discrimination in the post-war years.

This study explores war memoirs and oral histories to examine the defining

elements in the lives of Vietnam veterans and the ways in which the evolving perceptions
of war have contributed to the cultural memory and legacy of the Vietnam War. The

majority of the men and women who fought in Vietnam grew up in a period of strong

American idealism, influenced by the American (and allied) victory in WWII as well as
President Kennedy’s calls for patriotism and national unity. However, unique aspects of
the Vietnam War, including the guerilla combat style, advanced weapons technologies,
domestic anti-war movement, relatively uncensored media coverage, and conflicting
messages regarding the goals of the war, contributed to a particularly traumatic re-
adjustment experience for Vietnam veterans. Upon discovery that core “American
values” such as the moral primacy of democratic government, individual freedom and

ethical equality were, in fact, nothing but myth, many of these men and women suffered

2 John C. Rowe, "Losing Vietnam: Covering the War in an Age of Technology," in The
Vietnam War and American Culture, ed. Rick Berg (New York: Columbia UP, 1991),
136.
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an acute identity crisis in the years following their military service. Attitudes toward and

acceptance of Vietnam veterans have improved significantly since 1980. However,
throughout their post-war lives Vietnam veterans have experienced disdain from peers
and elders, discrimination with regards to education, employment and health benefits, as
well as a high prevalence of stress disorders and addictions.

Moreover, this thesis will argue that the idea of American Exceptionalism wielded
great power and importance for the men who fought in Vietnam. The events and
experiences of soldiers in the Vietnam War shattered basic assumptions these soldiers
had internalized since infancy, regarding their personal and national identity. However, in

the process of re-thinking and re-telling their experiences through memoirs and oral

histories, veterans have shaped the cultural memory of the war in both conscious and
subconscious ways. Memoirs published in the years immediately following the fall of
Saigon paint a scattered, incoherent, and futile picture of war. However, memoirs written

in recent years, while maintaining descriptions of the futility and brutality of war,

increasingly conform to a narrative style that rationalizes the acts and mindsets of
Vietnam veterans. In consequence, as time has passed, the cultural memory of the war
has been infused with a reconceived notion of American Exceptionalism and of the

American war hero.
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Sources and Methods

Due to its contemporary and highly controversial nature, there are an abundance
of primary source materials relating to the Vietnam War. In order to focus specifically on
the veteran experience, the primary source materials for this research project are limited
to memoirs and oral histories of American men and women who served in Vietnam. To

properly evaluate the diversity of experience among veterans I analyze the memories of

.veterans from varying racial, class, and ethnic backgrounds. Additionally, testimony from

enlistees, draftees, varying military ranks and men who served at differing points as the

war progressed providé insight into the similarities and differences amongst Vietnam
Veterans. Finally, by reading selected memoirs and interviews written in the last third of
the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, I am able to interpret the evolving legacy of
the Vietnam War.

The advantage of using autobiographical testimony as primary source material is

two-fold. Memoirs give the reader an understanding of the reality of war through the

words of those who experienced the brutality firsthand. Because cultural preconceptions,

painful emotions, and the simple passage of time can alter and distort memories,
especially in the case of trauma victims, veteran memory is also a valuable tool in

understanding how the memory of the Vietnam War has been shaped and altered over
time. My analysis of memoirs will enhance our understanding of how the events of this
war and transformations in American society both during and after the war affected the

veteran’s process of readjustment. Within these personal testimonies I will specifically
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analyze motivations for joining the war, changing views while serving in Vietnam,

veteran’s reactions to the anti-war movement, and their retrospective views on the war

and its legacy. This analysis will provide a counter-opinion to the media fed images of

veterans and create a better-rounded view of the reality of the Vietnam War.

Representing the Vietnam War through the experiences and memories of veterans
has gained popularity in recent years because of the impression that veteran’s memories
can reveal the “real” and “raw” side of the war. Oral history gives an impression of the
ambiance surrounding a historic situation and gives a voice to men and women
previously overlooked by history.> However, personal impressions should not substitute
for political and historical knowledge. Those who fought in Vietnam knew little of the
culture and politics of the Vietnamese, and lacked the broader perspective of the war’s
progress. As Berg explains, every veteran can tell the “real” story of his experience in
Vietnam, however these “direct experiences are marked by uninformed impressions and
unconscious biases.™

A distinct pattern emerges in the reading of Vietnam veteran autobiographical

testimony. The veteran invariably lives the first part of his life in the safety and order of
the pre-combat world. However the horrors of Vietnam destroy his identity-defining

beliefs and values. After the war he sees the world differently and is viewed differently

*Ronald J. Grele, "Listen to their Voices: Two Case Studies in the Interpretation of Oral
History," in Envelopes of Sound: The Art of Oral History, by Ronald J. Grele, vol. 2
(Chicago: Precedent Inc, 1985), 236. ’

4 Berg, 148



e e ddd i i dhdh A & A & & & & & & & 4 4 A 2 4 4 2 X K AR A A A A

T AR PR RS T TP LT N 8 W T e LGN E TR € SR A R LR A Xy CA AN Lo SR G L NN Tl e s A0 VN W R L ITTEA "R 5 SRS IR AU Ol S BN N WAEV N R 5 L TN IS NG W RN L8 4

10

by everyone around him.” While there are clearly similarities in the experiences of
veterans, the uniformity of this narrative appears to stem more from an attempt to retell
the story of a gruesome and unsuccessful war in a comprehensive and relatable manner.
In many ways, what is forgotten in the retelling of a memory is as revealing as the
details that are remembered. Veteran Nathaniel Tripp complained, “now they (Vietnam

veterans) sit drinking beer and picking at the scabs of old wounds, forgetting how the

wounds got there, reinventing the war and themselves because the truth is too terrible to
face.”® While Tripp clearly resented this restructuring of memory, when examined
closely, almost all veteran testimony “utilizes a variety of psychic defenses in order to
protect themselves from the conclusion that the war was pointless and futile.”” This
observation could potentially be used to discredit the use of memory as a primary source.

However, memory becomes an invaluable source if it is accepted as a construction based
not only on replication of a past experience, but of a combination of remembrance,

fantasy and invention influenced by contemporary interests and values.

> Wilson Hubbel, "My Experience in Vietnam, Part 1" (lecture, Religious Studies 155,
Santa Barbara, CA, January 7, 2009).

Wilson Hubbel grew up in San Diego County. He received his draft notice in December
of 1965 and served in Marine Corp from 1966-1967. He is a strong proponent of
discussing his traumatic experience in Vietnam as a path to healing and greater societal
awareness.

® Nathaniel Tripp, Father, Soldier, Son: Memoir of a Platoon Leader In Vietnam (South
Royalton: Steerforth, 2006), 31.

Nathaniel Tripp served as a Platoon leader in Vietnam from 1968-1969. His memoir
describes his fatherless childhood and a search for some type of role model in Vietnam.
He artfully weaves his postwar experiences of flashbacks and relationship difficulties into
a description of his service in Vietnam.

7 Berg, 160
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In final consideration, memory holds value and legitimacy as a primary source.
However, like all primary sources, it contains biases and inaccuracies that must be

recognized. Veteran testimony provides otherwise inaccessible information regarding the

emotion and ambience of the Vietnam War. Furthermore, the biases and inconsistencies
amongst veteran memory help to explain why the war was so traumatic for its
participants. These inconsistencies reflect the senselessness and brutality of war.
Consequently, a fully informed understanding of the Vietnam War (if this is possible)
must combine memory with formal historical and political discourse. The combination of
these two elements pays due attention to the human side of war while also explaining the

overarching policies and cultural factors which guided the pace of the war.”

Literature Review

In the present day, the collection of Vietnam War-related memoirs,
documentaries, docu-dramas etc. equals or exceeds these types of recently published
materials for other wars and crucial moments in American history.'® However, unlike
older conflicts and events, the vast majority of Vietnam War literature has been published

in the last 25 years. As revisionist historian Rick Berg explains, the long silence and

8 Note on the Primary Sources: I have used ideas and a large amount of primary source
testimony from a UCSB class offered in Winter *09, Religious Studies 155 (The Impact
of the Vietnam War on Religion and Culture). For more information visit the course
website-http://rss155.org

® When relevant, substantive information on veterans referenced above is noted.

' An amazon.com book search on Feb. 16, 2009 yielded the following results: American
Civil war-48,800 books, World War One- 32,365 books, World War Two- 56,674,
Vietnam War- 74,710 books

s’
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subsequent outpouring of Vietnam literature indicates that, “the ambiguous nature of the

US intervention in Vietnam—both partial and endless—generated a cultural response that

reflected both conspicuous avoidance and intense preoccupation.”"!

Put simply, the
patterns of discussion regarding the war reveal the original shame and evolving cultural
obsession with integrating the Vietnam War into American historical discourse.

A significant portion of Vietnam War secondary literature focuses on the political

and militaristic implications of the war itself. In particular, accounts of American

blunders in Vietnam, such as'the Tet Offensive and Mai Lai Massacre, are abundant. '

Additionally, investigations into the politics and strategies of Lyndon Johnson, Robert

McNamara and other war administrators are numerous, though with very little agreement
between separate analyses.13

While there is extensive literature documenting the public and private war policy,
there exists relatively little analysis of the lives and post-war experiences of the veterans
themselves. Two of the most respected works on the subject of veteran readjustment are:
Home from the War: Vietnam Veterans—Neither Victims nor Executioners Robert J.
Lifton, and Achilles in Vietnam: Combat Trauma and the Undoing of Character by

Jonathan Shay. While Lifton and Shay viewed Vietnam veterans from different

! Christian G. Appy, Patriots: The Viemam War Remembered from All Sides (New
York: Penguin (Non-Classics), 2004), 238.

12 yames H. Willbanks, The Tet Offensive: A Concise History; Fitzgerald, Francis, Fire in
the Lake: The Vietnamese and the Americans in Vietnam; and Stanley Karnow, Vietnam:
A History all relate to the military and cultural factors surrounding the Vietnam War.

'3 David Halberstam, The Best and the Brightest; Doris Kearns Goodwin, Lyndon
Johnson and the American Dream; and James G. Blight, The Fog of War: Lessons from
the Life of Robert S. McNamara shed light on the political leadership of the Vietnam
War.
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perspectives, they both emphasized the role which personal and cultural values played in
the experience of veterans. Lifton’s book relied on his experience as a counselor and
psychiatrist to present a psychological portrait of the veteran experience. He argued that
the mental shift that allows normal men to kill during wartime is merely a more extreme
form of the subtle changes civilians make to perform effectively in the different spheres
of their everyday lives. Furthermore, he believed that certain circumstances involved in
the Vietnam War produced a type of morally ambiguous violence that had little presence
in previous American-fought wars. However, Lifton argued that the “atrocity producing
situations”, which métivated veterans to perform violent and morally questionable acts,
caused extreme stress reactions. The root cause of trauma in these situations, Lifton
argued, was the departure from values and ideals veterans had internalized since their
youth. His psycho-historical approach to the Vietnam War appears as an informed and
multi-faceted manner of understanding a trauma which affected such a large portion of
men.'* While I do not quote extensively from Lifton throughout my paper, it is from his
trailblazing work which I adopt my argument of personal and ideological breakdown
during wartime.

Jonathan Shay’s book, Achilles in Vietnam further explained the characteristics
and historical roots of veteran trauma through a comparison with Homers epic, The Iliad,
written over one thousand years ago. Through his analysis of both interviews from
Vietnam veterans and the text of The Iliad, Shay demonstrated the remarkable similarity
of experience amongst veterans of all wars in all centuries. Lifton’s analysis began, “in

the moral world of the soldier—what his culture understands to be right—and betrayal of

14 Robert Jay Lifton, Home from the war: Viemam veterans: neither victims nor
executioners. (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1973), i-xiv

Dp——
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