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Prologue

In thy faint slumbers | by thee have watch'd

And heard thee murmur tales of iron wars. . . «
—Shakespeare

Henry IV, Part |1

This book does not pretend to be history. It has noth-
ing to do with politics, power, strategy, influence,
national interests, or foreign policy; mor is it an indict-
ment of the great men who led us into Indochina and
whose mistakes were paid for with the blood of some
quite ordinary mcn. In a general semse, it is simply a
story about war, about the things men do in war and
the things war does to them. More strictly, it is a
soldier’s account of our longest conflict, the only one we
have ever lost, as well as the record of a long and
sometimes painful personal experience.

On March 8, 1965, as a young infantry officer, I
landed at Danang with a battalion of the 9th Marine
Expeditionary Brigade, the first 1.8. combat unit sent
to Indochina. I returned in April 1975 as a newspaper
correspondent and covered the Communist offensive
that erded with the fall of Saigon. Having been among
the first Americans to fight in Vietnam, 1 was also
among the last io be evacuated, only a few hours
before the North Vietnamese Army entered the capital.

Although most of this book deals with the experi-
ences of the marines I served with in 19635 and 1966, I
have included an epilogue briefly describing the Ameri-
can excodus. Only ten years separated the two events,
yet the humiliation of our exit from Vietnam, compared
to the high confidence with which we had entered,
made it seem as if a century lay between them.,

_ For Americans who did not come of age in the early
sixties, it may be hard to grasp what those years were
like—the pride and overpowering self-assurance that

wiii




xiv Prologue

prevailed. Most of the thirty-five hundred men in our
brigade, born during or immediately after World War
II, were shaped by that era, the age of Kennedy’s
Camelot. We went overseas full of illusions, for which
the intoxicating atmosphere of those years was as much
to blame as our youth.

War is always attractive to young men who know
nothing about i, but we had also been seduced into
uniform by Kennedy's challenge to “ask what you can
do for your country” and by the missionary fdealism he
had awakened in us. America scemed omnipotent
then: the country could still claim it had never lost a
war, and we believed we were ordained to play cop
to the Communists’ rabber and spread our own political
faith around the world. Like the French soldiers of the
late eightcenth century, we saw ourselves as the cham-
pions of “a cause that was destined to triumph.” So,
when we marched into the rice paddies on that damp
March afterncon, we carried, along with our packs
and rifles, the implicit convictions that the Viet Cong
would be quickly beaten and that we were doing some-
thing altogether noble and good. We kept the packs
and rifles: the convictions, we lost,

The discovery that the men we had scorned as peas-
ant guerrillas were, in fact, a lethal, determined enemy
and the casvalty lists that lengthened each week with
nothing to show for the blood being spilled broke our
¢arly confidence. By autumn, what had begun as an
adventurous expedition had turned into an exhausting,
indecisive war of attrition in which we fought for no
cause other than our own survival,

Writing about this kind of warfare is not a simple
task. Repeatedly, I have found myself wishing that [
had been the veteran of a conventional war, with dra-
matic campaigns and historic battles for subject matter
instead of a monotonous succession of ambushes and
fire-fights. But there were no Normandics or Gettys-
burgs for us, no epic clashes that decided the fates of
armies or npations. The war was mostly a matter of
enduring weeks of expectant waiting and, at random
intervals, of conducting vicious manhunts through jun-

FPrologue ' Xv

gles and swamps where snipers harassed us constantly

and booby traps cut us down one by one.
The tedium was occasionally relieved by a large-

" scale scarch-and-destroy operation, but the exhilara-
~tion of riding the lcad helicopter into a landing zone
“was usually followed by more of the same hot walking,

with the mud sucking at our boots and the sun thudding
against our helmets while an invisible encmy shot at
us from distant tree lines. The rare instanices when the
VC chose to fight a set-piece battle provided the only
excitement; not ordinary excitement, but the manic
ecstasy of contact. Weeks of bottled-up tcnsions would
be released in a few minutes of argiastic violence, men
screaming and shouting obscenities above the explo-
sions of grenades and the rapid, rippling bursts of
sutomatic rifles.

Beyond adding a few more corpses to the weekly
body count, none of these encounters a_chle‘fred any-
thing; none will ever appear in military histories or be
studied by cadets at West Peint. Still, they changed us
and taught us, the men who fought in them; in those
obscure skirmishes we learned the old lessons about
fear, cowardice, courage, suffering, cruelty, and com-
radeship. Most of all, we learned about death at an age
when it is common to think of oneself as .1m1t.10‘r§al.
Everyone loses that illusion eventually, but in civilian
life it is lost in installments over the years. We lost it
all at once and, in the span of months, passed from
boyhood through manhood to a premature middle age.
The knowledge of death, of the implacable limits
placed on a man’s existence, severed us from our youth
as irrevocably as a surgeon’s scissors had once severed
us from the womb. And yet, few of us were past
twenty-five. We left Vietnam peculiar creatures, with
¥oung shoulders that bore rather old heads.

My own departure took place in early July 1966.
Ten months later, foilowing a tour as the CO of an in-
fantry training company in North Carolina, an honor-
able discharge released me from the Marines and the
chance of dying an early death in Asia. I felt as happy
as a condemned man whose sentence has been com-
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muted, but within a year I began growing nostalgic for
the war.

Other veterans I knew confessed to the same emo-
tion. In spite of everything, we felt a strange attach-
ment to Vietnam and, even stranger, a longing to
return. The war was still being fought, but this desire
to go back did not spring from any patriotic ideas about
duty, honor, and sacrifice, the myths with which old
men send young men off to get killed or maimed. It
arose, rather, from a recognition of how deeply we had
been changed, how different we were from everyone
who had not shared with us the miseries of the mof-
soon, the exhausting patrols, the fear of a combat as-
sault on a hot landing zone. We had very little in
common with them. Though we were civilians again,
the civilian world seemed alien. We did not belong to
it as much as we did to that other world, where we
bad fought and our friends had died.

I was involved in the antiwar movement at the time
and struggled, unsuccessfully, to reconcile my opposi-
tion to the war with this nostalgia. Later, T realized a
reconciliation was impossible; I would never be able to
hate the war with anything like the undiluted passion
of my friends in the movement. Because T had fought
in it, it was not an abstract issue, but a deeply emo-
tional experience, the most significant thing that had
happened to me. It held my thoughts, senses, and feel-
ings in an unbreakable embrace. 1 would hear in
thunder the roar of artillery. I could not listen to rain
without recalling those drenched mights on the line, nor
walk through woods without instinctively searching for
a trip wire or an ambush. I could protest as loudly as
the most convinced activist, but I could not deny the
grip the war had on me, nor the fact that it had been
an experience as fascinating as it was repulsive, as ex-
hilarating as it was sad, as tender as it was cruel.

This book is partly an attempt to capture something
of its ambivalent realities. Anyone who fought in Viet-
nam, if he is honest about himself, will have to admit
ke enjoyed the compelling attractiveness of combat. It
was a peculiar enjovment because it was mixed with a
commensurate pain. Under fire, a man’s powers of life
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heightened in proporticn to the proximity of death, so

‘that he felt an elation as extreme as his dread. His

senses quickened, he attained an acuity of conscious-
ness at once pleasurable and excruciating. It was some-
thing like the elevated state of awareness mdi’lced by
drugs. And it could be just as addictive, for it made
whatever else life offered in the way of delights or

torments seem pedestrian, ) o ]
I have also attempted to describe the intimacy of life

in infantry battalions, where the communion between

men is as profound as any between lovers. Actually, it
is more so. It does not demand for its sustenance the

‘reciprocity, the pledges of affection, the endless re-

assurances required by the love of men and women. It
is, unlike marriage, a bond that cannot be broken by
a word, by boredom or divorce, or by anvthing other
than death. Sometimes even that is not strong enough.
Two friends of mine died trving to save the corpses of
their men from the battlefield. Such devotion, simple
and selfless, the sentiment of belonging to each other,
was the ong decent thing we found in a conflict other-
wise notable for its monstrosities.

And vet, it was a tenderness that would have been
impossible if the war had been significantly less brutal.
The batilefields of Vietnam were a crucible in which a
generation of American soldiers were fused together
‘by a common confrontation with death and a sharing
of hardships, dangers, and fears. The very ugliness of

: the war, the sordidness of our daily lives, the degrada-

tion of having to take part in body counts made us
draw still closer to one another. Tt was as if in com-
radeship we found an affirmation of life and the means
to preserve at least a vestige of our humanity,

There is also the aspect of the Vietnam War that
distinguished it from other American conflicts—its ab-
solute savagery. T mean the savagery that prom:pted'so
many American fighting men—the pgood, solid kids
from Towa farms——to kill civilians and prisoners. The
final chapter of this book concentrates on this subject,
My purpose has mot been to confess complicity in
what, for me, amounted to murder, but, using myself
and a few other men as examples, to show that war,
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by its nature, can arouse a psychopathic violence in
men of seemingly normal impulses.

There has been a good deal of exaggeration about
U.S. atrocities in Vietnam, €xaggeration not about
their extent but about their causes. The two most pop-
ulatly held explanations for outrages like My Lai have
been the racist theory, which proposes that the Ameri-
can soidier found it easy to slaughter Asians because
he did not regard them as human beings, and the
frontier-heritage theory, which claims he was inher-
ently violent and needed only the excuse of war
to vent his homicidal instincts,

Like all generalizations, each contains an element
of truth; yet both ignore the barbarous treatment the
Viet Cong and ARVN often inflicted on their own
people, and neither confront the ¢rimes committed by
the Korean division, probably the most bloody-minded
in Vietnam, and by the French during the first Indo-
china war.

The evil was inherent not in the men—except in the
sense that a devil dwells in us all—but in the circum-
stances under which they bad to live and fight, The
conflict in Vietnam combined the two most bitter forms
of warfare, civil war and revolution, to which was
added the ferocity of jungle war. Twenty years of ter-
rorism and fratricide had obliterated most reference
points from the country’s moral map long before we
arrived. Communists and government forces alike con-
sidered ruthlessness a necessity if not a virtue. Whether
committed in the name of principles or out of ven-
geance, atrocities were as common to the Vietnamese
battlefields as shell craters and barbed wire. The ma-
rines in our brigade were not innately cruel, but on
landing in Danang they learned rather guickly that
Vietnam was not a place where a man could expect
much mercy if, say, he was taken prisoner. And men
who do not expect to receive mercy eventually lose
their inclination to grant it.

At times, the comradeship that was the war’s only
redeeming quality caused some of its worst crimes—
acts of retribution for friends who had been killed.
Some men could not withstand the stress of guerrilla-
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fighting: the hair-trigger alcriness constantly demanded
of them, the fceling that the enemy was everywhere,
the mability to distinguish civilians from combatants
created emotional pressures which built to such a point
that a trivial provocation could make these men ex-
plode with the blind destructiveness of 2 mortar shell.

Others were made pitiless by an overpowering greed

for survival. Self-preservation, that most basic and ty-

rannical of all instincts, can turn a man into a coward
or, as was more often the case in Victnam, into a
creature who destroys without hesitation or remorse

-whatever poses even a pofential threat to his life. A
‘sergeant in my platoon, ordinarily a pleasant young

man, told me once, “Lieutenant, I've got a wife and
two kids at home and I'm going to see ’em again and
don’t care who I've got to kill or how many of ’em to

do it.”

General Westmoreland’s strategy of attrition also
had an important effect on our behavior. Our mission
;wds not to win terrain or seize positions, but simply to
kill: to kill Communists and to kil as many of them
as possible. Stack ’em Like cordwood. Victory was a
high body-count, defeat a low kill-ratio, war a matter
of arithmetic. The pressure on unit commanders to
produce enemy corpses was intense, and they in turn
communicated it to their troops. This led to such prac-
tices as counting civilians as Viet Cong. “If it’s dead
and Vietnamese, it's VC,” was a rule of thumb in the
bush. It is not surprising, therefore, that some men ac-
quired a contempt for human life and a predilection
for taking it.

Finally, there were the conditions imposed by the
climate and country. For weeks we had to live like
primitive men on remote outposts rimmed by alien
seas of rice paddics and rain forests. Malaria, black-
water fever, and dysentery, though not the kiliers they
had been in past wars, took their toll. The sun
scorched us in the dry season, and in the monsoon sca-
Son we¢ were pounded numb by ceaseless rain. Cur
days were spent hacking through mountainous jungles
whose immensity reduced us to an antlike peitiness.
At njght we squatted in muddy holes, picked off the
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leceches that sucked on our veins, and waited for an at-
tack to come rushing at us from the blackness beyond
the perimeter wire.

The air-conditioned headquarters of Saigon and Da-
nang seemed thousands of miles away. As for the
United States, we did not call it “the World” for noth-
ing; it might as well have been on another planet,
There was nothing familiar out where Wg were, no
churches, no police, no laws, no newspapers, or any
of the restraining influences without which the earth’s
population of virtuous people would be reduced by
ninety-five percent. It was the dawn of creation i the
Indochina bush, an ethical as well as geographical
wilderness. Qut there, lacking restraints, sanctioned to
kill, confronted by a hostile country and a relentless
€nemy, we sank into a brutish state. The descent
could be checked only by the net of a man’s inner
moral values, the attribute that is called character.
There were a few—and I suspect Licutenant Calley
was oné-—who had no net and plunged all the way
down, discovering in their bottommost depths a capac-
ity for malice they probably never suspected was there.

Most American soldiers in Vietnam——at least the
ones I knew—could not be divided into good men and
bad. Each possessed roughly equal measures of both
qualitics. T saw men who behaved with great compas-
sion toward the Vietnamese one day and them burned
down a village the next, They were, as Kipling wrote
of his Tommy Atkins, neither saints “nor blackguards
too/But single men in barricks most remarkable like
you.” That may be why Americans reacted with such
horror to the disclosures of U.S. atrocities while ignor-
ing those of the other side: the American soldier was
a reflection of themselves.

This book is not a work of the imagination. The
events related are true, the characters real, though I
have used fictitious names in some places. I have tricd
to describe accurately what the dominant event in the
Lfe of my generation, the Vietnam War, was like for
the men who fought in it. Toward that end, I have
made a great effort to resist the veteran’s inclination to
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remember things the way he would like them to have

-been rather than the way they were,

Finally, this book ought not to be regarded as a
protest, ‘Protest arises from a befief that one can
change things or influence events. I am not egotistical
enough to believe T can. Besides, it no longer seems
necessary to register an objection to the war, becanse

- the war is over. We lost it, and no amount of objecting
- will resurrect the men who died, without redeeming

anything, on calvaries like Hamburger Hill and the

" Rockpile.

It might, perhaps, prevent the next generation from
being crucified in the next war.
But I don’t think s0.



