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From my childhood I lived in the middle of the idea of war, trapped between the World War II memories of my parents and my own terror of the imminence of World War III. I was born just before the outbreak of the Korean War and came to young adulthood as the Vietnam War spiraled toward its senseless and incomprehensibly bloody conclusion.
As a boy in Tennessee, I fought imaginary battles against my brother Johnny’s own imaginary army, from foxhole to foxhole through a field of Johnson grass, with plastic rifles and cherry bombs as weapons. My favorite weekly television program in the early 60s was Combat, in which Vic Morrow led a squad of exhausted, heroic, unshaven, hardened yet tender, fierce and frightened, and above all very human American soldiers through the French countryside in search of the German army in the aftermath of the Normandy landing. A decade later, my favorite program was M.A.S.H., in which a bitterly funny Army surgeon patches up the wounded while railing against the ironies and stupidities of the Korean War.
Between Combat and M.A.S.H., I grew up on the nightly bad news from Vietnam – Walter Cronkite reporting via CBS News on another village destroyed with its inhabitants in a B-52 strike, or another platoon of US soldiers decimated by an enemy ambush, or another 39 or 412 or 16 bodies of “communist sympathizers” tallied as part of an ever expanding kill count, or another grenade tossed into a Saigon nightclub by a Viet Cong guerilla.
I’m not a pacifist. That is, I’ve always been able to imagine how the use of military force might be required to prevent or mitigate crimes against humanity – to interdict Hitler’s holocaust of the Jews, or stop the mass murder in Rwanda, or prevent the destruction of a skyscraper by a madman in an airliner. But I’ve also believed that most wars are preventable – caused by human error or avariciousness, ambition or cupidity, or by human pathology, or by plain evil. And I’ve believed it’s possible to minimize wars by addressing the root causes of war – by alleviating poverty, suffering and resentment, and by building more equitable and sustainable societies.
We can only decide wisely whether or not to go to war if we truly understand the human cost and experience of war, the emotional reality of war. My decision, as the invasion of Iraq rolled toward Baghdad in 2003, was to make a film, Voices in Wartime, which would use the words and stories of poets and other writers who have been through war’s crucible to explore that reality. I hoped that if all of us truly understood the trauma of war we might choose differently the next time we confronted our options. But the film is a meditation on war, a reflection on war’s cost and lasting trauma – not a statement of opposition to any particular policy or political decision of my government. It is an attempt to get at the heart of war itself.
We’ve inherited a world whose history reeks of blood and mayhem, suffused by the odors and emotions of war. We live in a world riven by violent conflict and its echoes, rumblings, sorrows, threats, and unforeseen consequences. We face a future, inevitably, in which war will be an engine of human politics, history, and possibility.
The central lesson I learned through the production of the film Voices in Wartime was that one fundamental reason for the persistence of war as a human activity is the trauma suffered by both individuals and societies through acts of collective violence. So a simple answer is that war itself helps to create the conditions that nurture successive wars. In the end, we will only move beyond war when we learn how to heal that trauma, and then how to imagine alternatives to war.
In this book, through the eyes of poets, war correspondents, doctors, soldiers and historians, we examine the phenomenon of war. Fear and sorrow, the terrible suffering and distortions of character that emerge from the experience of war, the lasting trauma and the need for healing—all these are explored in the narratives that follow, based on interviews conducted for the film Voices in Wartime.
It becomes clear from reading these narratives and poems that the most powerful expositor of war is someone who has seen war firsthand and whose authentic voice can best tell the story. For a warrior, the act of writing about the trauma of war is an attempt to transmute the pain into something else: not relief, necessarily, or transcendence, and certainly not glory, but maybe a kind of understanding, especially if there is someone else who can hear the story with compassion and acceptance. This may be so because witnessing war’s suffering creates the need to speak about what one has seen, while it may also prevent the witness from speaking.
Many combat veterans have taken part in or observed deeds that have silenced them—deeds too shameful or impossible or morally ambiguous to explain to others, civilians, who have not shared the experience of the warrior. As Jonathan Shay (a psychiatrist and writer featured in the film Voices in Wartime) explains, for a combat veteran who feels compelled to remain mute, the price might be a continuing rage—for years or a lifetime—a sundering or crippling of relationships, a diminished capacity to love and accept love. So war exacts a toll from its participants that is deeper and more lasting than any physical injury.
Poetry itself may be the tool of alchemy best able to contain the contradiction of the experience of war—the terrible beauty, the pity, the heightened struggle between life and death. Vietnamese soldier-poet Nguyen Duy expressed this contradiction well in this line: “The maddening agony, the honey comes from within.”
Somewhere in the dark, nestled between the story and the silence, is the beginning of our healing.
—Andrew Himes
Jose Diaz is a poet, soldier, and father of two. He returned to the U.S. in the fall of 2004 after serving a year’s deployment in Iraq as a military police sergeant in the Army Reserves. He wrote this poem as a reflection on his life in a combat zone, and how that experience – including frequent mortar attacks, improvised explosive devices, car bombs, and his interactions with both Iraqis and fellow soldiers -- changed him “for good.”
I feel more lucid now and then, but at times, I feel the creeping signs
Of a premature senility, the runaway tremor, the starlit humming of the ears.
I drive aimlessly in circles, lacking focus, fumbling for change as my breath freezes,
Like the dust storm that overwhelms the ceaseless chatter of the airport lounge.
It’s like I never left the cold comfort of my cot, as if I were the signatory still
To some unwritten, ill-advised rules of engagement, some ancient code of my design.
I see myself at the ready, quick to pounce on the dignity of a man begging me
With his weary walk for the honor of shining my own long lost, tasseled walk.
Yet I feel pouring through my rehearsed gaze the distant cousin of my self-control,
The mastery of a sense unknown, the art of comprehension of the fearless word.
It is a sword unrepentant that I sheath in the soft folds of my corrected smile,
Another truce it bleeds upon the false report of our most irreverent embrace.
Unbidden come to stay my gait the lurid whispers of a languid autumn night,
Echoes that flit unbound in the arctic hue, the unforgiving joy of city lights.
Chris Hedges is a former New York Times war correspondent with 15 years of experience in places such as El Salvador, Kosovo, and the Persian Gulf. He shared in a 2002 Pulitzer Prize for coverage of global terrorism. This narrative was adapted from Chris Hedges’ interview with Rick King for the documentary film Voices in Wartime.
The reality of combat is nothing like the image I think many of us carry into combat. First of all, there’s the factor of fear, which is overpowering in situations where violent death is all around you. Fear is something which you have a constant second-by-second, minute-by-minute, hour-by-hour battle to control. You always have moments in which fear takes control and in which you fail, in which your instincts towards self-preservation make you crumble. And anybody, including soldiers who tell you otherwise and come out of combat, are not telling you the truth.
It’s a constant battle against fear. There are always times when fear wins. Courage is not a state. Courage is an act. And I think one of the reasons that those who carry out what we would define as courageous acts are often very reticent to speak about it afterward is because they’re not completely sure they could do it again.
Most of my adult life has been spent as a war correspondent. I started in El Salvador where I spent five years covering the civil war there as well as in Nicaragua and Guatemala. After a sabbatical to study Arabic, I went to Jerusalem, covered the first Intifada (or Palestinian uprising) as well as the cancellation of the elections in Algeria and the rise of the Algerian insurgency, and the civil war in the Sudan.
I went on to cover the Persian Gulf War. It was after the war at the Shiite uprising in Basra, and I was taken prisoner for eight days by the Iraqi Republican Guard. I became the Middle East bureau chief out of Cairo for the New York Times and spent a lot of time with the Kurds in northern Iraq, and a lot of time with the Shiites in southern Iraq during the insurgency. I covered the civil war in Yemen and then to Sarajevo in 1995 and covered the end of the war in Bosnia and the war in Kosovo. So, most of my life has been spent abroad as a war correspondent.
Once you are in combat and often a few seconds after you enter it, it is nothing like you expect it will be. But more importantly, you realize that you are not the person you thought you were. It is a constant second-by-second, minute-by-minute battle against your own fear and that overpowering urge for self-protection, which in combat sometimes only puts you in a more precarious situation. For instance when you are mortared, mortars spray out in a kind of conical shape, and your natural tendency is to get up and run which is very dangerous. You have to lie down because even with a mortar impact coming relatively close to you, if you are very close to the ground or hopefully in a ditch or behind a tree, that spray, that circular spray of shrapnel may not hit you. If you got up and ran, it would. I saw a lieutenant get killed in El Salvador. He got a piece of shrapnel the size of a dime up through the bottom of his chin. When we looked at his body, we couldn’t even see a mark on it.
There are times in combat when you lose, and anyone who tells you otherwise is lying. There are always moments when fear overtakes you and you can’t function. Images that are peddled so often in media, in movies, and in novels of heroics, such as running out to save a wounded comrade, feel very different when you’re in combat. It’s very confusing. You don’t know what’s happening around you and it’s a constant struggle to figure out where the shots are coming from, where a zone of safety is that you can get to, how you should react. You are aware of a very, very tiny area in your immediate vicinity, and you’re not really aware of what’s happening anywhere else.
I think that Tolstoy in War and Peace managed to write quite effectively about this notion that you may be engaged in a grand battle that has perhaps even historic significance, but you yourself know almost nothing even though you’re in the midst of it. In combat, you don’t know what you’re witnessing. Modern combat is organized industrial slaughter with extremely powerful weapons that have the ability to descend on you from a great distance. In modern combat, we often never see our attackers, even when we are using relatively unsophisticated weapons such as automatic assault rifles.
Although I spent five years covering the war in El Salvador, it was very rare that I ever saw who was shooting at me. Once you get into a situation like the Iraq War or the Persian Gulf War or in Bosnia where you’re using very large weapons – tanks, 155 howitzers – these weapons have the capacity to fire from several miles away, and that is the predominating fact of modern warfare. It is largely and almost completely impersonal. Those who fire at you cannot see you and you cannot see your attackers, and the caliber and size of the weapons means that large numbers of people have the capacity to die in an instant without ever seeing where that firing is coming from. That is the reality of the modern battlefield. This has become even more true since modern industrial warfare was invented in the First World War.
There has become more of a need for the myth of individual heroics—what the Army calls the “Army of One” in its commercials—as though “the lie” of an individual or the role of an individual on a battlefield has become more pronounced. By “the lie,” I mean that an individual can somehow really change the course of a battle. When you’ve been through an experience of combat in modern industrial warfare you realize how patently ridiculous and absurd that is. Technology rules battlefields.
I suffered from, and probably still suffer from, post-traumatic stress disorder. I think people who spend as much time as I have around organized violence bear the scars of that violence and probably will bear them for the rest of their lives. It’s not something you escape.
How does it affect you? At its height it makes you very paranoid, very jumpy. I remember leaving Sarajevo at the height of the siege to go to Paris where I would be able to get a good night’s sleep and try to recharge my batteries for returning. And as I would walk down the street in Paris it’s as if I saw everything around me from the end of a long tunnel. I couldn’t relate. I couldn’t wait to get back to the world at war because I couldn’t function any longer in a world not at war.
I needed to be with those comrades who understood the trauma and emotional mutilation that I was undergoing. Somehow I needed that drug in order to function. It’s, of course, a very self-destructive drug. But a very real one. And I think it’s why you see war correspondents or soldiers clamor to get back into situations that—if they were healthy—they would not want to go back to.
The first time that I was in an ambush where people were being shot was in the Salvadoran town of Suchitoto. This was a government outpost in a small town of mud and wattle huts off the main road. We drove up to a bridge and on the other side was a long stretch of asphalt surrounded by high grass, which was one of the most dangerous spots in the country at the time. The photographers stopped at the bridge to get high, which they found to be a necessary balm to their nerves. We went down the road with the odd shot being fired in front of or behind us until we got into the town.
Then we hooked up with a group of Salvadoran rebels who were accustomed to the follies of the press and moved up to this garrison that was completely surrounded in the center of Suchitoto. As we rounded a corner, several bursts of automatic weapons fire rent the air, and the rebels I was with began to fire back. Bullets hit the wall. There was a rebel who was very badly wounded and who started crying out for his mother, which was not uncommon with kids who were badly wounded. I remember his cries at first sort of haunted me and then I wished he would be quiet.
As I dove into the dirt to take cover, it obliterated in an instant that mythic perception of war that I had. I realized that war would always control me, that I would never control it. I felt humiliated, because I felt powerless and weak. I realized I was not the person I thought I was in the sense that I thought that I would react with courage and resolve instead of shaking in utter terror, praying. I prayed, saying, “God, if you get me out of here I will never do this again.” And what happened when I got out? Like most war correspondents, I considered it a great cosmic joke and drank away my fear and excitement in a bar in downtown San Salvador that night.
This is part of the allure of war: Those of us who can control our fear go back and seek out that kind of a situation again and again and again. Winston Churchill said in his book The River War, there is nothing quite as exhilarating as being shot at without success. And it’s a high, it’s a rush, and you flirt with it. It’s a dangerous, frightening game, but one you can become addicted to.
The longer you spend in war, the more deformed you become, and the harder it is to return to a society not at war, until finally death itself comes as a kind of release. There’s no shortage of war correspondents, and I think of my friend Kurt Schork who was killed in Sierra Leone with another friend of mine, Miguel Gilmoreno—and another friend, Elizabeth Neuffer from The Boston Globe, who died in Iraq after the war. They knew they had to stop, but they kept going back to seek one more hit until it finally killed them.
And I did the same. After leaving Kosovo, I found myself back in Gaza and got caught in a very bad ambush in Gaza where there was a young Palestinian kid killed about 15 feet away from me. I realized I had to break free, I had to let go. None of this would or could or should come back. I was lucky to get out alive.
My friend Kurt did not. Kurt was killed in Sierra Leone in May of 2000 in an ambush, and that was a devastating blow for me. I had worked with Kurt for 10 years, starting in Iraq. He was literate and funny. The brave are often funny. He and I passed books back and forth to try to make sense of the mayhem all around us, and his loss is a hole that will never be filled. In some way because Kurt was who he is, there are parts of my existence that I will never be able to articulate to anyone ever again. It wasn’t just that Kurt was there; other people were there too. It’s that Kurt was one of the rare people who actually thought about it and understood it and tried to dissect it.
For three or four days after his death I couldn’t even drive a car. I was completely wiped out. I went, finally, to Sarajevo where his ashes are buried along with victims of the war and went to his grave and recited a poem Catullus wrote to honor his own brother who died in Troy. The question of whether Kurt died in vain is one I never asked. The fact is he died. And he died because he could not resist the pull of the very dark forces, the forces of war that called for his own extinction.
I admire, respect, and maybe even love war correspondents. They are the people whom I lived with for almost 20 years of my life. But I also know how messed up they are. And how messed up I was. And I respect what they do and the courage and it takes and their integrity. On the other hand, it’s painful to see that self-destructive urge engulf them. For those of us who leaped from war to war to war, it was finally that self-destructive urge that was predominant and had taken over lives, and it almost killed me. I broke free from it, and I can only view the loss of friends like Kurt as tragic. I can’t justify it as being worthwhile or not having been in vain. Deaths that are not in vain are precisely the kind of clichés and rhetoric that disgust me when we talk about war. War is tragic, only tragic. The death of comrades and friends in war is a tragedy.
War is necrophilia. That’s all it is. It’s about the worship of death. We ennoble self-sacrifice for the other, for our comrade. It’s called death. It’s an illusion that somehow those comrades are bound to us in any real way. Think what it means to die for a friend.
When you are at war, you have the illusion that your comrades are one entity. That illusion is made a mockery of once the war ends, of course, because these comrades immediately become, again, strangers to us. And there is a suppression of self-awareness, self-expression among comrades that is, in the end, the very opposite of friendship. And that’s why friendship or love is the great enemy of war. The failure that we make is to confuse this comradeship with friendship.
Friends do not do love the way comrades do love, death, and sacrifice. Friendship is about heightened self-awareness. We see ourselves through the eyes of a friend. We understand that inner core of being through a friend. And the loss of a friend means that dialogue that we have made will never be re-created with another. When you see veterans gathered together, they’re not trying to re-create the suffering and horror of war, which they hate, perhaps in a way that only those who have been to war can hate. They are trying to re-create comradeship— that sense of inclusiveness, that sense of belonging and unity, in lives that since the war have probably been very solitary—but they can’t. And that is part of war’s great draw, the comradeship of the crowd. Once we are embraced by the crowd, once we have sacrificed all for the god of war, we become in the service of death, not life. That, ultimately, is what war demands of us.
Everyone is susceptible to the comradeship of war. Nobody’s immune. That sense of comradeship is pervasive throughout a society in wartime. In Sarajevo, I sat after the war with friends who did not wish back the suffering, and, of course, I knew them when they were living in unheated apartments and didn’t have water to bathe in or drink. But they also looked at me with a kind of despair because these were, perhaps, the fullest moments of their lives. And they wished it back, and I did too.
What they wished back wasn’t real. It was part of the illusion of war. And it was an illusion that had filled up the void of an empty and sterile and futile present. They were all aware of the mockery of war, the mockery of their idealism. And the nationalist leaders who had gotten them into the mess in the first place, had grown rich off of their suffering, and were still in power. They were no longer lionized by actors and politicians who would come and visit Sarajevo during the cease-fires. But it was a moment, on some level, they will spend the rest of their lives longing to re-create. Part of the enticement and power of war is that it can create these kinds of feelings within human communities that probably cannot be replicated any other way.
We don’t hear enough about war from the perspective of the victims. And the only way to understand war is to understand it through the eyes of the victims. That’s where the portrayals of war have really failed us. We see it through the eyes of the combatants, primarily.
I can think of a few examples that show us war as it is from those who bear the brunt of it. The Italian novelist Elsa Morantes’s History: A Novel. Or a really great French film by Ren Clment, Jeux interdits or Forbidden Games, which was filmed in the early 50’s, after the end of World War II. It has only one image of combat: It’s at the beginning where German planes strafe a column of French refugees and kill the parents of a little girl. The rest of the movie is about this little girl now living orphaned in a village., trying to cope with the idea that her parents are buried under the ground. And with another little boy, against the backdrop of war, she buries things. They create cemeteries.
This is an insight into the way war brutalizes individuals, societies, and children. The fact is that when you see images of violence, they have a pornographic quality that is enticing, even war movies that are meant to denounce war, such as Platoon, for instance. In Anthony Swofford’s memoir of the first Persian Gulf War called Jar Head, he writes about how he and other soldiers would rent these movies with cases of beer and watch them over and over and over. For soldiers, all of it was war porn.
But I think that’s true not just for soldiers. It’s like trying to make movies against pornography and showing erotic love scenes. You can’t do it. Even those attempts to make antiwar films, for instance, All Quiet on the Western Front, I think people see it and feel, “I would like to be tested like that,” or “I should be tested like that” or “I would like that kind of comradery even though war is horrible” That’s very difficult to fight.
The Iliad could have been written in Bosnia. In Bosnia you had vain, selfish, insensitive warlords who were quite willing to sacrifice their own for personal gain and personal pride. And that is the story of The Iliad. The Iliad understands the pettiness, narrowness, and almost maniacal obsession of those who command, and how they are quite willing to see their own slaughtered for what, in the end, are absolutely absurd reasons.
Achilles is, in my reading of The Iliad, a distorted and deformed figure. He is attacked by Agamemnon, by Nestor, and by others because as they say, he actually likes war. There’s a realization that as glorious a warrior as he is, these are qualities that have no place in a civil society. There is no society for Achilles to return to because the very qualities that find him exalted on the battlefield are completely out of place off the battlefield.
That’s the story of The Odyssey. The Odyssey is Odysseus’s 10-year attempt at recovery, to curb his warrior’s heart. It’s a long and difficult struggle. There’s a wonderful scene in The Odyssey where Odysseus descends to the underworld and meets Achilles. Achilles said, “I’d rather be a serf pounding out clods of dirt on some farm above than here in the house of death.” I think The Iliad, because of its understanding of the motives of war and brutality—and there are very graphic descriptions of the slaughter of death—coupled with The Odyssey, which is an attempt by Odysseus to reintegrate himself into civil society, are a searing indictment of war, the culture of war, and what it does to individuals and societies.
It’s a searing indictment because the writer, Homer, or writers under the name of Homer, understood what war was. And they knew what they were writing about. They understood the warrior caste. They understood comradeship and the danger of comradeship. They understood the capriciousness of fate. They understood the indifference of the gods.
The characters in The Iliad and The Odyssey live in a morally neutral universe. The gods switch sides with amazing rapidity in the war, sometimes choosing favorites on the battlefield and then suddenly abandoning them. I think that gives us a much, much more realistic vision of the deadly neutrality of nature, especially in wartime.
War results in the destruction of the moral code. In war everything is turned upside down. Decency, sobriety, and honesty no longer pay. Those who give themselves up to the lust of war triumph in war. When we see flashes of human nobility or let’s say human morality, whether it’s with Hector and Andromache or with the King Priam coming to beg for the body of Hector in Achilles’s tent, we’re reminded of the perverse world that war is. The essence of war is death. Everything in a wartime culture calls us to sacrifice on the altar for the god of war. We begin by sacrificing others. But when we stay long enough in war, we end up by sacrificing ourselves.
Any time human beings find themselves in moments or periods of extreme depravation or suffering they turn away from the trivia that dominates our airwaves and our lives. Those who can articulate something beneath the surface glitter that most of us ingest day and night—great poets, musicians, artists, writers, all of those artists who struggle in a profound way with the human condition—suddenly have something to say to us as we struggle, Job-like, with whatever horrors we’re undergoing.
Poetry has always been a part of war. In every war that I’ve covered, soldiers write poetry. I was with a battalion of Marines in the Persian Gulf War and a lance corporal had written a poem about making a phone call to his mother and hearing his mother cry on the other end of the phone. And it was maudlin and sentimental. I think it was Oscar Wilde who said, “All bad poetry is sincere.” But it really struck home with these kids. And almost everyone in his battalion had memorized the poem. I think that’s typical in wartime.
But we should be very clear that, there are usually two types of artistic endeavor in wartime: At the inception of a war most artists, including poets, are more than happy to lend themselves to the war effort. Even great minds like Freud and Thomas Mann supported the folly of the First World War. Then there is within artists and within poets a kind of conversion during the war process, and they begin to portray combat as it really is.
Some of them never really convert. Kipling lent his jingoistic talents (it’s a little unfair, I mean, I actually like Kipling) to the war effort and to the glory of the empire, until, of course, his son, for whom he secured a commission, was killed. And then Kipling couldn’t write much at all after that. It shattered his conception of empire, military life, and glory.
Poets, writers, and artists are just as susceptible to the euphoric intoxication of war as the rest of us. And I think they are perhaps more willing and predisposed to lend their talents to the war effort because they live more on the margins of society. So you have great painters like Christopher Nevinson, who painted the shells they fire at night to light up a battlefield as abstract starbursts, beautiful geometric shapes. Finally, at the end of the war, Nevinson’s great painting Paths of Glory, which is not abstract at all but very realistic, shows two British soldiers with their bodies tangled up in barbed wire outside a trench. It is a painting, of course, that was immediately censored by the British government. Nevinson hung it in a show with a brown wrapper over the painting and wrote “Censored” across it.
Artists and writers who are willing to lend their talents to the war effort are highly prized because they are some of the most creative minds in our society, and they know how to manipulate public perceptions. But when they turn on the war, they are often swiftly silenced.
Our images of war are completely choreographed, of course, and sanitized, immensely sanitized. They bear no relationship at all to the reality of war— to the point of lunacy. The notion that somehow watching Saving Private Ryan has anything to do with experiencing actual combat is silly. The power of the entertainment industry is such that we actually sit around and have discussions about World War II or a combat experience based upon Hollywood’s image of it. I don’t know if it’s possible, finally, to replicate the experience of war.
I know it is possible to give us a much clearer and truer picture of combat, but it would be so unpalatable and so disgusting that we would turn our eyes away in horror. The warmakers very desperately don’t want us to see those images because it would be very hard to get young men to go to war and very hard to get nations to support a war if we understood the reality of combat.
War is always about betrayal. Betrayal of the young by the old. Betrayal of idealists by cynics. And, ultimately, betrayal of soldiers by politicians. Because when those young men who have fought in a war come home, they are discarded, left to struggle alone with the demons of war.
This was driven home to me within my own family. My father and most of my uncles fought in World War II. My father came back after the war and hated the military and hated war. He became a Presbyterian minister. One of my uncles, who fought in the South Pacific and was wounded in the war, never recovered physically or emotionally. He couldn’t hold down a job. Couldn’t hold down a marriage. He was an alcoholic and eventually drank himself to death in a trailer. Now, the case of my uncle who fought “in the good war,” part of the “Greatest Generation,” was not an anomaly. There were, no doubt, thousands, tens of thousands of families like mine who had to carry this crucible of war in our home, out of sight of the public.
These are the kinds of images that don’t propel young men into war, nor do they propel a nation into war. So they are very carefully blocked away from us. We see it with veterans of the Persian Gulf War who suffer from Gulf War Syndrome or suffer from the effects of depleted uranium or from the trauma of being in war.
I read a psychological study that said that being in sustained combat is the psychological equivalent of being in a car crash in which your best friend is killed. These are very, very heavy things to bear. When we see the distress that is unleashed in those who return, we turn away because the myth is so much more enjoyable than the reality. The myth was peddled to us during the war in Iraq by the cable news networks where the coverage of the war existed in essence as a celebration of our incredibly powerful weapons systems and, by extension, our own power.
War is not clean. War is very messy. War is never as tidy as the images of war make it out to be. In fact, war is just pure chaos. The noise itself is deafening, almost unbearable, overloading your senses, along with everything else. You are assaulted in a way that you are completely knocked off balance emotionally, psychologically, and often physically.
We don’t want to see and we don’t want to hear. We turn our backs on those who come back from war and bear witness to war, and I think this has been true for generations and generations. The reason is because it’s so difficult to see, so difficult to look at, so difficult to ingest, and it’s so much more enjoyable to ingest the bands playing, the flags waving, and the hero charging up over the hill, which is a lie. It’s just not true.
In wartime, the first thing that is hijacked is language, and one never comes out of covering a conflict without realizing that corruption of language is what always leads to war. We turn others linguistically into objects before we turn them quite literally into objects, i.e., corpses.
What happens in warfare is that the state and the media give us the language to articulate the experience we are undergoing. “The War on Terror,” you know, “Countdown to Iraq,” “Showdown with Iraq,” all of these clichés and aphorisms seep their way into our language so that even when we have a kind of disquiet about what’s going on, we’re trapped because it’s those clichés and aphorisms we use in order to try to explain our experience.
You cannot have a war on terror. Terror is a tactic that is employed by groups that often don’t have conventional forces behind them. It has been with us since before the Roman Empire. Terror has been part of the human landscape, used by forces under oppression, or forces weaker than the powers they assault, for millennia. Terror is never going to go away.
This kind of a phrase is ingested into our vocabulary and never questioned. It makes it very hard for us to think outside of the box. We are robbed of the words by which we can express alternative points of view. And that’s what war does. And you can never have peace until those metaphors and aphorisms that are handed to you by the state are demolished. Otherwise you just speak past each other.
We see that in Bosnia. If you go to Bosnian schools, the history lessons that are taught to Bosnian, Croatian, and Serbian children are not only completely different but are at variance, with each group pinning the blame on the other, historically and in the present. They have no common narrative by which they can communicate. Therefore, they can never have peace. What you have in Bosnia is not peace, but the absence of war.
And this is the strength of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa. There, the killers of the South African regime were given an amnesty, but they had to give detailed confessions of the crimes they committed. What it gave black and white South Africans is a new way of speaking, beyond the clichés and aphorisms, by which they could go forward, by which they would not be trapped by their enmity and hatred.
The hijacking of language in wartime is absolutely key to the propagation of the war, and very pernicious to the health and inquiry and self-criticism that are fundamental to creating a peacetime society. In wartime, everybody starts speaking the same way. They call us infidels, we call them barbarians. There’s a kind of mirror quality to the languages and attitudes in war, and that’s certainly been true since 9/11 in the United States. I was in New York during 9/11, and a few days later, looking at all the cars going down the street with the flags, I thought, “Oh my god, we’ve all become the Serbs.” This kind of patriotic and nationalistic response was one that was deeply familiar to me, that I had seen everywhere around the world. And it frightened me because I recognized that we were all drinking that same dark elixir in gulps that I had seen destroy other societies, such as the Serbian society.
When a country prepares for war and goes into war, there is a kind of collective euphoria or madness that takes over the population. I first saw this in Argentina where I was living when the military junta invaded the Falklands. In the lead-up to the war, and it came as a complete surprise, the junta was on the verge of collapse. This was a military government that had been responsible for “disappearing” 30,000 of its own citizens, tremendous corruption driving the economy into the ground. Shortly before the invasion, I was in a huge demonstration that shut down the center of Buenos Aires.
All of my Argentine friends spoke about human rights, democracy, putting those who had carried out the Dirty War on trial. The moment the invasion was announced, it was as if I woke up in Kafka’s Metamorphosis; I was a giant bug. Any attempt to mention that the Argentine military was not glorious and heroic or that the invasion and occupation of the Falkland Islands was not justified was to court physical violence. And it was a lesson I never forgot.
It has happened in every wartime society I have lived in, including, of course, my own country, following 9/11. What happens is, through war, we feel empowered. We feel noble. We feel great. Blind patriotism or nationalism is ultimately about self-exaltation, and that emotional state is one we don’t want questioned.
Those who raise voices of dissent are not challenging simply an idea; they’re challenging an emotional state that we don’t want challenged because it feels great. The thing about war is that we are invited to suspend individual conscience. And if we’re willing to do that, we’re embraced in this great crusade. We look around us and all of those people who we were not able to connect with before the war have suddenly become our comrades. There’s a sense of equality, a sense of common purpose. We face death as a group, and that makes death a lot easier to bear.
All of these feeling of inclusiveness, which are part of war’s illusion of comradeship, are so heady and intoxicating; they free us from the alienation that I think many of us struggle with in the depths of our being in modern society, and for that reason, it becomes very hard to resist the pull. It’s why intellectuals are so often willing to put their formidable services to very pernicious causes. It’s why Heidegger at the University of Heidelberg would begin his lectures with a Nazi salute.
In some ways, intellectuals are more susceptible to this because they are more on the outside. And those who have the courage to stand up and take a moral stance—Oscar Romero, for instance, the Salvadoran archbishop who was assassinated—are often not the great intellectuals of a society or even the great social critics. They are those people who have a kind of strength of will and moral certitude and probity that allows them to be very lonely individuals and to say things that in the moment of war are almost tantamount to suicide.
Once you’re in a war you have pity only for your own. We almost become incapable of having pity for the other. Elias Canetti in Crowds and Power points out correctly that in war, mythic narrative is so vital and fundamental to pushing a nation into war that it begins with the murder of innocence, with people who have no other real connection to us other than that they come from our tribe, our ethnic group, our nation. Those who were killed in the World Trade Center are held up as martyrs by those who want to prosecute war effectively. That can somehow mean that questioning the war effort is sacrilege to the memory of the innocent dead.
Let’s be clear: They were innocent dead. This was a crime against humanity that was committed against us and against those people. But this is true in every conflict. It becomes a struggle on the part of those who speak out against war to make it clear that dissent is not a way of dishonoring soldiers, dishonoring those who have been killed or wounded. The emotional turmoil that is created by the war itself, and the emotional pitch that is created by the warmakers, often quite effectively manages to silence dissenters precisely on those grounds—that somehow what they are doing is criticizing something holy, something sacred, something that no good member of your society has a right to criticize.
If you look at human history, war has been part of the human landscape from the beginning. Various people like Will and Ariel Durant have tried to figure out how many years in human history there has not been a war on somewhere. I think they came up with something like 36 years
I’m not interested in dealing with a world of my own creation. I am interested in dealing with the world as it is, and war is part of our landscape, and always has been, and probably always will be. The difference between wars in modernity and wars of the past is that we are facing those who have the capability to wreak destruction on us in ways that we have not seen before. There was a sort of mutual terror that kept the Soviet Union from launching missiles on us, and us on them. But al Qaeda and these radical Islamic groups have no address. It’s not like Iraq; there’s no place to go to war. That means the nature of war will change dramatically for the next generation, that my children will face a kind of fear and instability that we have been largely spared.
Now, also looking at human history, we’ve been immensely privileged. Most people have not been able to live in a zone of opulence and safety such as we have had. But I think that is changing, and it will change our democracy. Fear and the specter of an outside threat are things that those who rule governments can use to obtain greater and greater degrees of power.
Unfortunately, having spent almost 20 years of my life outside the United States, and many of those years in the Middle East, I can tell you that dropping iron fragmentation bombs all over the place only fuels the very elements we should be attempting to demolish. And again this instinctive reaction of fear that you see on a battlefield is one that puts us only in more danger from those forces in our society who do not understand what is arrayed against us and how to fight it.
Societies that define themselves by or whose great achievement is military prowess are societies that often are culturally, intellectually, politically hollow on the inside. One thinks of Sparta. It is possible at once to have and build a great military power and actually destroy yourselves from within. One looks at the end of the Roman Empire. The corruption and destruction of political life at the death of the Republic in Rome culminated with the rise of a great military machine, the greatest the world had ever seen. The greatest entertainment industry the world had ever seen. Political discourse was replaced with the spectacle, with the arena.
It’s always dangerous to draw analogies with ancient Rome. This was a culture that embraced slavery and infanticide and subjugation of women. Nevertheless, there are parallels that we can learn from. Having a powerful military and diverting public attention from political life with this huge entertainment industry we have created will ultimately impoverish us and weaken us.
What happened in Rome: well, you ended up with Neros and Caligulas. Clownlike figures who would be ludicrous if they weren’t so brutal and deadly. We are undergoing a very similar kind of process, where the prejudice against real intellectual activity and real civil discourse and the blind faith in hard military power to the exclusion of all other power will probably end up weakening us and hurting us more than any external threat. In part that is because we have become so isolated and insulated from the rest of the world that we don’t understand how those outside our gates react and think, and therefore don’t know how to respond.
Most wars are not the conventional kind of wars that we saw in Iraq or that we saw in the Persian Gulf War. Most wars are ethnic conflicts fought between gangs or warlords: irregular, poorly controlled gangs of thugs who have at their disposal a plethora of deadly automatic weapons that they can carry around by the trunkfull.
The problem is that these weapons have been so widely produced and disseminated that anyone can get his hands on them. This has certainly served to fuel violence, especially ethnic or tribal violence, in places where the nation state is weak or has broken down.
Civilians in modern war serve as either victims or adjuncts of the war effort. They will man the factories. They will dig the trenches. Civilians become like cattle in wartime. Bounced around, abused, used, even by their own side. The ethnic wars of the 20th century were primarily wars against civilians. There was little fighting between combatants. For instance, in the war in the Balkans, none of the ethnic groups liked the fact that there were people from their ethnic groups living as minorities in territory controlled by opposing ethnic groups. There was a kind of collusion in the ethnic cleansing because all of those nationalist leaders wanted ethnically pure states. In the case of ethnic warfare, civilians are often the ones who are attacked and killed, not because they mount any kind of a threat, but because they come from another ethnic group. Most of the activity resulted in Serbs going into the Drino Valley and driving the Muslims from their homes and dumping their bodies in the Drino.
When I was in southern Iraq during the Shiite uprising after the Persian Gulf War, there was no clean water. All the water purification plants had been destroyed. I can remember standing in the rain over a mud puddle and drinking this water the color of coffee, which was turning my own guts inside out, and seeing a young woman with her two small children drinking out of the same puddle. I knew what that water had done to me and knew very well what that water would do to these kids. I stood over them and recited in English, not a language anyone around me understood, W. H. Auden’s Epitaph on a Tyrant:
Perfection of a kind was what he was after
And the poetry he invented was easy to understand.
He knew human folly like the back of his hand
And was greatly interested in armies and fleets.
When he laughed, respectable senators burst with laugher.
And when he cried, the little children died in the streets.
Wilfred Owen, a British soldier-poet during the First World War, died in combat a week before the Armistice in 1918. His story and two of his poems are featured in the documentary film Voices in Wartime.
Bent double, like old beggars under sacks,
Knock-kneed, coughing like hags, we cursed through sludge,
Till on the haunting flares we turned our backs
And towards our distant rest began to trudge.
Men marched asleep. Many had lost their boots
But limped on, blood-shod. All went lame; all blind;
Drunk with fatigue; deaf even to the hoots
Of tired, outstripped Five-Nines that dropped behind.
Gas! Gas! Quick, boys! An ecstasy of fumbling,
Fitting the clumsy helmets just in time;
But someone still was yelling out and stumbling,
And flound’ring like a man in fire or lime . . .
Dim, through the misty panes and thick green light,
As under a green sea, I saw him drowning.
In all my dreams, before my helpless sight,
He plunges at me, guttering, choking, drowning.
If in some smothering dreams you too could pace
Behind the wagon that we flung him in,
And watch the white eyes writhing in his face,
His hanging face, like a devil’s sick of sin;
If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood
Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs,
Obscene as cancer, bitter as the cud
Of vile, incurable sores on innocent tongues,
My friend, you would not tell with such high zest
To children ardent for some desperate glory,
The old Lie; Dulce et decorum est
Pro patria mori.
October 8, 1917–March 1918
The Latin saying from a poem by Horace that ends Owen’s poem—“Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori”—was widely understood and often quoted at the start of the First World War and is translated as: “It is sweet and right to die for your country.”
David Connolly served honorably in Vietnam with the 11th Armored Cavalry Regiment. He takes pride in having been—and continuing to be—a Vietnam Veteran Against the War (VVAW). He was born, raised, and still lives in South Boston with his wife, Lisa. He is the father of two grown daughters, Christine and Jennifer, son Jake, and the grandfather of Samantha Anne, Michael, and Aideen, with another one the way. This narrative was adapted from David Connolly’s interview with Rick King for the documentary film Voices in Wartime.
I don’t believe that the trauma of combat ever goes away, whether you win or lose the war. I know plenty of World War II vets—the last “good” war, the war we won, the war that saved the whole world—who still wake up nights; my father used to wake up at night. You don’t go through things that are that unnatural, that are that unholy, unchanged. You don’t lose friends the way people in combat lose friends, and then easily engage more people to become your friend. You’re kind of reticent about doing that. You kind of hold part of your heart back.
I think that also spills over to your family life when you come home. You have to work toward being a whole human being. You have to work toward not having that part of your heart—that you had to turn cold in order to survive combat—remain cold.
I think combat also leads to excesses like alcoholism and drug use. Especially in wars like Vietnam, where it was a “dirty” war. It came down to absolutely nothing other than the Vietnamese won. So it’s tough to hold onto your humanity. It’s tough to hold onto having an open heart to all people after what you’ve seen and after what’s been done to you.
One of the things that VVAW used to teach us is that we’re not only agents of the war; we’re victims of the war, just like the Vietnamese, just like those who died. We learn that we should work from the stance that there are people responsible for the carnage that happened in Vietnam, for the atrocities in Vietnam, and I’m one of them. Even though I can say to you I never shot anyone that wasn’t under arms and never abused the prisoner, I never committed rape, any of those things, it all happened.
They didn’t happen every day. I don’t mean to make out the American Army as a bunch of miscreants, because they were not. There was a small minority who were just so embittered by the war, and changed by their training, too, that they came to see the Vietnamese as being less than human. That’s how they got all those nice German boys to kill 6 million Jews. The training of dehumanizing your enemy, which still goes on today, it changes you.
What I try to do with my poetry is to distill one second, one minute, ten minutes outside of everything that goes on around you. Just to distill that one little piece of that huge, crazy war in order to point out a specific lesson that I want you to learn. Or just to tell you how this man died for you, for all of us. I want to point out to people just the absolute inhumanity of everything that went on.
I try to write poetry that points out to you the absolute inhumanity of combat. And after working for a long time, it came to this poem, Food for Thought: 3:00 A.M.:
They moved in unison like dancers in a ballet,
the spider 20 inches from my rifle,
the Vietcong 20 feet farther out, inline,
each slowly sliding a leg forward.
I let the man take one more step,
so as not to kill the bug.
What I tried to do there was to give you this vision of looking down my rifle and the feeling of how hard-hearted I was at the time, that I could put this spider’s life up above my contemporary. He may have been my enemy, but I’m sure he was a 19-year-old kid, too, you know?
I think that’s why poetry lends itself more to issues that you want to be really incisive about, to meet the listener and to try to treat the listener like he’s sitting there beside you, like you’re looking down the rifle with me.
I don’t know if the truth is as important as debunking the myths: Sgt. Rock, and Rambo, who sews his own arm up after a shrapnel wound, and John Wayne. John Wayne wasn’t even John Wayne. His name was Marion Morrison, and he fought in 7 wars on film and not one minute in a uniform for the U.S. government. Right now we’ve got a warrior subculture within this country. And these boys, they go off and they are the policemen of the world at the behest of big business, big money, the White House. I think debunking the myths is a real big part of what we have to do.
It’s certainly tied up in remembrance and memorial, but it’s also people who write about the war. I’m not just talking about combat veterans, I’m talking about people who sit down and write about being physically or sexually abused as a child or an adult. One of the best ways they can get through it is to sit down and open, excise that wound. Let the pus flow. You do that with writing. You do that with standing up and witnessing your own experience. I think it’s very valuable in all three things—to hear yourself as a form of remembrance and memorialization.
My poem Wearing Faces is debunking the Sgt. Rock myth, where you come in off an operation and don’t remember who fell in the last one and don’t remember the terrible things you just saw. You don’t remember the absolute boredom and the sheer terror even when people weren’t dying. And debunking the myth that soldiers don’t cry, that men don’t cry. Here’s Wearing Faces:
Stand down, guard duty on the bunker line,
Weed-rapping about the last operation.
And someone said; Ya ‘memba
That little dude got blown away
In that shitstorm of RPGs?
Then someone cried
And none of us could hold it.
For a while afterwards,
It seemed easier for us
To act like we were men.
I think the tag line in that second poem that some people don’t understand is that it was easier for us to act like we were men. I was home before I was 20 years old. The vast majority of my comrades were home before they were 20 years old. The average age of soliders in Vietnam was 19 years and a couple of months. The average G.I. in World War II was 26. That seven years is a huge span of time when you’re 19.
But it was important to debunk the myth that you just carry on, just suck it up and carry on. That didn’t happen. We would sit and we would memorialize our friends and smoke a joint for them, have a couple of beers just like anybody would do at an Irish wake—tell funny stories if you had ‘em, cry if you needed to, you know.
When I left to go to Vietnam, I was hot-to-trot to go. My grandfather fought with the IRA [Irish Republican Army], and my father was in World War II; he lost the use of his arm. I grew up listening to these two men tell their stories about war, one of whom freed his country, the other one helped to free the world, and I had no idea that I was being led down the garden path. I had no idea that the country that I was going to fight for, the government that I was going to fight for in South Vietnam wasn’t a real government. It didn’t represent the people. It was a force cobbled together by us in order to maintain our hold in that area of the world.
We had no political understanding of that war. We had no historical understanding of the people of Vietnam—very cursory, if at all. I was the only man in my training platoon that even knew that the French had fought there before us. Nobody even knew about the first Indochinese war. And we were told that we were there to help the freedom-loving people of South Vietnam, the Democratic government of South Vietnam, the republic. The truth is that I couldn’t find those people. The people that I met were all on the other side. Or didn’t want to be on a side. They just wanted their rice bowl filled every day and to raise their kids and to live.
As to the Republic of Vietnam, I found out later they had to make up a word in Vietnamese for “republic.” The idea itself isn’t even contained in the language, it’s so foreign to them to live in the type of government that we have, a republic. The longer I was there, the more I realized that we were not going to beat these people; they were just too tough. They had been at war for literally thousands of years without ever being substantially defeated. They’d been knocked down and they’d been occupied, but not defeated.
When I first got there, the Tet Offensive was happening. There were literally communists running all over the place, and I was shocked at first. I remember thinking, “We’re going to lose this war. We’re going to lose this war.” Walter Cronkite was saying the same thing on national TV. I didn’t know it at the time. And it got worse from there. Once Tet ended, the nature of the war changed and we went back out into the countryside: the American Army, the U.S. Marine Corps. I contend that we were there to pay the people back for helping the communists stage Tet through the villages.
We began search-and-cordon and search-and-destroy missions. I couldn’t help but think of the stories my grandfather used to tell me of how the British army would come through towns on the western shore of Ireland and search them for arms or ammunition or foodstuff, and if they found any of those things, they burned your house. And if they found it in a number of houses, they burned the village.
That’s what I did every day in Vietnam. I was only 18 and a dumb grunt, but I’m not stupid. It slapped me in the face that I, in light of my heritage, was on the wrong side; my country was on the wrong side. And, it may sound simplistic that you can’t kill for peace, but you can’t kill for peace. If you’re Vietcong and I kill you, your brother’s not going to pick up your weapon and join me.
Very quickly, the loyalty, any legitimacy that you’d give to your actions, came down to your brothers in the squad or your brothers in the platoon, or the guy right next to you. It didn’t go beyond that. It wasn’t about fighting for the U.S. or Saigon. It was fighting to get you and the guy next to you home. Politics had nothing to do with it.
The first time I came back, on leave, I had come off an ambush patrol at first light and got on a helicopter that took me to Regimental. They cut me orders for a leave. I got back on the same helicopter after it had refueled. It took me to Bien Hoa Air Force Base. I got on a Braniff 707 that took me to McGuire AFB in New Jersey. After a short bus ride to Newark and the hop to Logan, I was standing on my father’s front doorstep. I was a sergeant of the United States Army Infantry, but I was only 19 years old. I had no idea what I was supposed to think or say or do. And there was nobody there to help me. There was no decompression. There was no debriefing. At that point, too, in America… people were afraid of me.
We had already begun to be demonized in the press as walking time bombs and drug-crazed baby-killers, and nonsense like that. My own family was afraid to wake me up the next morning. My cousin, who I was very close to growing up, came over because she heard I had come home, and she said, “Well, I’m not afraid of him”—marched right in and woke me up.
When I come back the next time, it was even stranger, because I was done with the war at that point. There was growing antiwar sentiment, but there was also a growing right-wing support for the war, which people like me couldn’t understand. I know the myth of the spat-upon Vietnam vet, but I don’t believe, really, that it happened at all. If it happened, it happened rarely. I was spat upon by an iron worker, a right-wing iron worker, for protesting the war that I had fought and he didn’t.
I really wrapped myself up in trying to raise my family. I already had a daughter, and my writing to try to get my head straight, and protesting the war to try to stop it. I joined VVAW right away. I’m still a member. And I pretty much live my life like that. It’s not repentance, you know. It’s searching for understanding for me and for you and for America, and to try to stop war as a means of foreign policy.
Once I got to Vietnam and realized that I hadn’t walked into what I thought I had walked into, poetry became one of the ways that I tried to sort things out in my head to try to stay sane, to try to make some sense out of what was going on around me. And once I got home, it became even more so. If something woke me up in the middle of the night, some remembrance of a man’s death or whatever, I would sit and I’d think about it and I’d write about it. I’d try to almost exorcise the ghost.
To some extent it worked. I really credit my success in treating my own post-traumatic stress with poetry. To try to bring something that was horrible and change it to where it approaches being art, it’s very cleansing to the soul, very cleansing to the mind. And I think if you can do that, you not only create something that’s better than this terrible remembrance, but you also bring some credit and some justice and some remembrance to these men who died and these things that happened.
And if I can do that with art, fine, great, because I think poetry and art, by and large, will engage you more than just straight political rhetoric. I can tell you what I believe politically. Most people don’t want to hear it. But if I can engage you with a piece of art, engage you with a poem that grabs your heart or grabs your mind, I’m way ahead of the game.
I started dreaming again. I started having nightmares again in the spring of 2003. I had a friend who was over there, and I knew he was in a very precarious position. He was a platoon leader with 3rd Battalion, 4th Marines. And I guess fear for his safety was the most personal connection that I have for the war. Fear for his safety brought back dreams that I hadn’t had in a while. There are dreams that I still have, but, by and large, I don’t dream anymore. Not of combat and not of the war. I may dream of the men I was there with, but it’s usually sitting around, you know, relaxing.
When September 11 happened, it brought Vietnam back to a lot of my friends very hard, very heavy. And it didn’t do that to me. I was horrified by it. I think most Vietnam vets, most veterans—anyone who’s seen any kind of conflict like that—were really horrified more than the average American who could look at the picture on TV and see it as Die Hard 4.
I have friends over there in Iraq who are my age who are still in the military. And I have friends who are young men, one of whom just got sent back. He already did seven months over there, and they let him come home on compassionate leave while his child was born. And now they’ve sent him right back again.
By and large, the warfare that I engaged in in Vietnam was running up and down the roads. I was in an Armored Calvary unit, and the majority of the enemy forces that we faced came after us with booby traps and rocket-propelled grenades. That’s exactly what’s causing the majority of deaths in Iraq right now. And their mission is the same: Ride up that road until somebody shoots at you. And, believe me, I’m not making light of it, but I don’t believe that there’s any more of a mission planned beyond that. The military is still of the mindset that the way to root out insurgence is to stick men out there, these 19-year-olds, as bait.
And they’ll come for them. You can see what’s going on every day. It’s armored column attacked by RPGs. Black Hawk brought down by RPGs. Mortar attacks, booby traps. I was just out at Northshore Community College. I go out there every year and talk with two other Vietnam vets, one of whom was in the 10th Cav, which is the 4th Armored Division, and they have the unit that has sustained the most casualties right now in Iraq. And the casualties they’re sustaining are riding the roads and getting RPG’d.
The first Gulf War had those smart bombs and my kids would sit and say, “I can do better than that. It’s a pretty good video game, but I can do better than that.” But unless you’ve really had the connection, the experience, I don’t think it is as deep-seated. Not that it’s going to take me apart. I’m not going to go beat the wife or the dog, or drink myself to death. I’m going to write poetry and I’m going to agitate to stop it, and I’m going to try to influence, not just teach, but influence young men and young women to be smarter about their choices. For a lot of kids in this community, the only way out is the military. But that doesn’t mean you have to be a machine gunner, you know. I realize you’re a tough guy from South Boston, but I thought I was tough. The Vietcong women taught me I wasn’t tough!
Vietnam will always be a part of me, be a part of my psyche. It’ll be a part of how I see myself and how I move through the world. Within this community right here, South Boston lost more men per capita than anyplace else in the United States. I knew most of them who died. And that’s a part of why Vietnam stays with me. I can’t talk about a couple of them without filling up. But that’s also why I still do what I do. That’s why I write. That’s why I try to talk to young men, young women to try to influence them on making better choices. I don’t walk around all day saying “Vietnam.” There are days when I don’t even think about it. But there are days when I think about it a lot, especially when I open the paper and there are nine G.I.s dead in a Black Hawk crash and things like that.
And I’m in schools all the time and I look at these faces of the classes in front of me and I can’t help but think, “Okay, where are we gonna lose him? Where are we gonna lose her?” It’s an impetus for me to continue what I’m doing. Outside of the art form itself, there’s a real political adjunct to this to me.
I, you know, get weepy like a little girl over America, but I don’t like the U.S. government too much. They’re two completely separate things. I always tell classes when I go in and talk to them, “You’re America. God bless America. Watch out for the people in the White House. They do not love you. They do not care for you. To them, you are a number. To them, you are a warm body that they will plug in somewhere to do their bidding.”
Not that I’m just talking about the United States government. This is a form of government. They’re in the business of government. Again, it’s a problem that for a lot of governments, the little guy doesn’t count. That’s the bottom line, you know? They want to walk their way through the world to keep themselves in business, and what they have to do, they’ll do.
I was down in Georgia about four years ago at North Georgia State College and went into a restaurant for lunch. I had been there about 10 years before that, and the waitress started to recite one of my own poems to me.
And I said, “Boy, I got you, huh?”
And she said, “Oh, yeah. I’ll never forget that poem.”
And I said, “OK, that’s what we should be doing this for.”
This was a deliberate effort by me to carry this poem, to carry this message. And the best way I could think of to carry it was to write a rhyming poem: you know, “dah-deet-dah-deet,” which I usually do not do. I usually find that intrudes on bringing this point down. If you can do both, more the better. But there’s space for it, there are times for it. Poetry, the medium, is going to change by the people who participate in it.
I usually have to explain all of this poem, because even second-generation Irish-Americans don’t know their history. Here’s To the Irish-Americans Who Fought the Last War.
In the moans of the dying Vietcong,
from my grandda’s tales, the Banshee.
In the calmness of prisoners shot for spite,
the brave James Connolly.
In the hit-and-run of those we fought,
the Flying Columns of the IRA.
In Tet, so unmistakably,
that fateful Easter Day.
In the leaflets found in farmer’s huts,
the Proclamation of Pearse.
In all the senseless acts of racist hate,
I felt the growing fears.
In the murder of unarmed peasants
with our modern technology,
we became the hated Black and Tans
and we shamed our ancestry.
The waitress told me that I had ripped that page out of a book that I was reading and said, “You like that? Here.” So I gave her the means to study this poem and read it back to me over my bologna sandwich or whatever it was.
My poetry, it’s not Moon-in-June poetry. It’s not easy stuff to deal with. I hope that I’ve done a good enough job, that I’ve thought it out enough, so that it does engage you, so that you do understand the seriousness, you do understand the long-lasting effects, you do understand what we lost—what we lost in Vietnam, what we’re losing on the streets of Baghdad every day. I think any writer who writes anything, that is their end: to relay to you what is serious to the writer. But I think with war poetry, with poetry of conflict outside of war, street poetry, it becomes that much more serious to bring across just what the effects are on people, conflict, combat, whatever it is.
Rachel Bentham, a poet and novelist from Bristol, England, is widely published in the small press. Her stories and dramas are often broadcast on the BBC, and she appears in the documentary film Voices in Wartime.
contention between people
this is how we begin
specific conflicts
armed hostilities
the “art of war”
—it’s certainly not a science, is it?
but doesn’t art create?
strategy and tactics
been in the wars?
war baby
war bride
war crime that which violates
international laws of war
as if laws are effective
in wartime.
war cry
war of attrition
war of nerves
war grave
war weary, just hearing the words.
Nguyen Duy was born in 1948 in Dong Ve village, Thanh Hoa province in Vietnam, and now lives in Ho Chi Minh City. He began his career as a writer on the battlefields of Vietnam, and his poetry is suffused with an understanding of love, war, hardship, and suffering. Nguyen read the poem “Fire!” during a 1995 trip to the United States, from a podium shared with U.S. poets who were also veterans of the war in Vietnam.
1.
We are poets, once each other’s match,
our good fortune, we never became enemies.
Tonight we fire our cannons of poetry,
fire into the black night, shells of colorful flowers,
fire into each other, passion without borders,
fire into each other’s souls, melodies of kindness.
Fire! Fire! guns of poetry,
thunder! thunder! gunners of words!
2.
Why didn’t we live like this when we were young,
when we learn to love each other, we’ve grown old.
Why was there a time when poetry was dead,
when patches of sky lay in ruins,
limbs lay splattered in blood,
hearts bruised with hatred,
and valleys were traps of tropical death?
Why the time of young men stolen,
the time of young women robbed,
the time of childhood singed in crackling fire?
Our lines lurch like lines of wounded soldiers,
our words stand headless, armless, legless, stirring like red ants.
When will all the wounds heal?
3.
This tear in our poetic soul should not be patched over,
this torn flesh continue to spurt new blood,
pain, hot and fresh, continue to pour on the page,
to remind us of a past,
to remind the world not to play games with blood.
Thunder! Thunder! Gunners of words,
guns of poetry,
pour into the black night shells of colorful flowers!
Fire!
Bombs plowed into the red earth, berry red.
Scorching sunlight burned the noon air like kiln fire.
Bomb-raked funnels turned into rose-water wells,
A noiseless stream of blue water rushing up.
That’s our country, isn’t it, friend?
The maddening agony, the honey comes from within.
Jonathan Shay, M.D., is a psychiatrist for the United States Department of Veterans Affairs in Boston. He treats combat veterans with severe psychological injuries and is the author of Achilles in Vietnam: Combat Trauma and the Undoing of Character, and Odysseus in America: Combat Trauma and the Trials of Homecoming. This narrative was adapted from his interview with Rick King for the film Voices in Wartime.
Post-traumatic stress disorder sounds like an illness. It’s not an illness; it’s an injury. It’s a result of something bad that has happened to you. In the case of combat veterans, it is the experience of having people trying to kill you, or witnessing them killing people that you know and care about, as well as the vast array of terrifying and despairing things that happen to people in a long fight.
Post-traumatic stress disorder, as the American Psychiatric Association defines it, is the persistence into civilian life of valid adaptations to combat: the shutting down of emotions that don’t immediately serve survival. In a fight, anger is an emotion that is very effective support to fighting for your life. Unfortunately, anger doesn’t get shut down. So there is the persistence of anger into civilian life. Willard Waller, a World War I combat veteran, wrote one of the great books on the subject of veterans returning to civilian life, The Veteran Comes Back. He says, “The veteran comes home angry.” And that is something that we need to remember and have some compassion for because veterans don’t like that. They don’t like being angry all the time.
Simple post-traumatic stress disorder is like any other war injury. It can be small or enormous or anything in between, but it does not automatically destroy a person’s capacity for a good human life. I use a physical analogy that an artillery shell that goes zooming by might take off this part of my little finger on my left hand and I’m right-handed. That is a traumatic amputation, but unless I’m a concert violinist, that’s not going to lead to a major disability. I might even cease to notice the absence of that last digit of my little finger very quickly. However, the soldier standing next to me might lose both of his arms right here in the middle of the forearm as that shell that took off my finger goes zooming. A third person might be hit in the head and suffer a permanent brain injury that absolutely devastates his capacity for rehabilitation. He is just a permanently deranged, demented from total loss of the capacity for a human life.
Simple post-traumatic stress disorder can have the kind of extreme range, starting with someone who just has some nightmares seasonally and maybe startled reactions. There might be certain emotions that are just difficult for them to reach. Or the person may be unable to go into an open space in a crowd because of the fear of snipers or mortar-men, even though he can rationally tell you that here in the corner there are no mortar-men.
So it can range anywhere from mild to devastating. I’ve had a patient tell me that at every moment of every day in his peripheral vision he could see scenes from combat. He could bring himself with great effort into the here and now, but sometimes that reality would close in so that no matter how much effort he made, he was in that past reality. When he sat back in the sofa in his living room, he said, “It’s like when we were humping the boonies and we got a chance to rest, and I’d lean back on my pack.” The past was just constantly there for him.
So the severity matters. The fact is that once the capacity for social trust has been destroyed, once the injury has invaded good character, any possibility of a flourishing human life is lost. Unfortunately, it’s one of the most accessible kinds of change that can happen to a combat veteran.
And I emphasize we’re talking about a combat veteran. In modern forces in a war, there are usually 10 people in the rear in support capacities for every one who is at the point of spear. So there were 3.1 million veterans who served in and around Vietnam in the whole 10 years of that war.
“War trauma,” “PTSD,” “shell shock,” and “combat fatigue”—the names have changed, but the phenomena have not. In the Civil War, the neurologists—some of them very wonderful medical scientists—called it “nostalgia.” They had some theories that somehow produced that term. In World War I, it was called “shell shock.” In World War II, it was called “combat neurosis.” And now it’s called post-traumatic stress disorder. But it’s all the same phenomenon. This isn’t something that was invented during the Vietnam War or by Vietnam veterans. It’s something that’s been with us since the beginning of the human species.
The persistence of these adaptations can actually last a lifetime. They don’t always. Most of the time they don’t. I don’t believe that they are the most destructive and damaging part of what some soldiers come back with. The seriously destructive part in simple PTSD is its persistence. They’re unable to get good sleep, because the body is still so keyed up. If you’re not getting good sleep, and enough sleep—chronically—everything begins to go to pot. People lose their emotional self-restraint. They lose their social judgment. They’re very irritable. It’s really bad news not to be able to sleep.
Another thing is the emotional shutting down. If that switch for the tender, softer, sweeter, more nuanced capacities for emotion remains jammed in the “off” position, then negotiating a life with a family, with a sweetheart or a wife, or with children becomes extraordinarily difficult.
Emotion is an essential part of reason. We’ve all been raised with a kind of folk stoicism that says that reason is over here and emotion is over here, and the less emotion you have, the more reason you have. We’ve also been taught the same thing about virtue: the more emotion you have, the less virtue you have. Well, it turns out that they’re both wrong. Without some degree of emotion, people become moral morons. And someone with no emotions—literally no emotions and no ability for emotions—is incapable of the simplest kind of social conduct that is free of harm to other people.
The truth is that, except for the Vietnam War, where very good epidemiological work was done, we really don’t know how many soldiers from any given war suffer from PTSD. In Vietnam, we can say that of the 750,000 who had high war-zone exposure—that is, those who did get shot at and did shoot at people—about 35 percent met the full diagnostic criteria for post-traumatic stress disorder 20 years later. If you take the whole 3.1 million who were in-country during that period, it’s about 16 to 17 percent.
About a third of all people in actual combat will have long-lasting psychological consequences. There are two-thirds who don’t, and I can’t explain the difference between those who are injured and those who aren’t. But even within this broad umbrella of in-combat or not, there are enormous differences in what the experiences are.
I had a patient who was in a platoon of tanks in Vietnam that was knocked out in an ambush within 90 seconds. All five tanks were knocked out. Of the 17 people in the five tanks, only two of them walked away; the rest were either dead or had to be evacuated. Of the two who walked away, let’s say, for the sake of argument, that the other guy has no post-traumatic stress disorder today. They were both in the same fight at the same time. Are they the same? I don’t know.
What I do know is that about an hour before this ambush, my patient witnessed the platoon commander in the copula of his own tank—for no observable reason—throwing grenades ahead of his tank, one after another. And then he took a splinter from one of these grenades in his upper lip, called in a medivac, and was medivac’d out; he was not there when the ambush took place. My patient subsequently read in the divisional newspaper that he had put himself in for a Bronze Star, for this battle, and had been awarded the Bronze Star for this battle that he wasn’t even at. So, did the other person, who walked away and who, according to our hypothetical example does not have PTSD, know these facts about the leader? Is that what makes the difference? I don’t know.
The fact is that just as two people who are brother and sister or two brothers in the same family, don’t have the same experience of growing up in that family, we don’t know how to say, “These are the experiences that we have to count, measure, detect, and those are the ones that we can ignore.” This is still an area of developing knowledge, and we don’t know everything about it.
Clearly, robustness counts. It would be absurd to say that some people aren’t more vulnerable to injury than others. You take a stone the size of a golf ball, and you drop it on the shin of an elderly person and that shin breaks. You drop the same stone from the same height on the shin of the circus strong man, and it bounces off without leaving a bruise. So it would be absurd to say that differences in robustness don’t matter. Of course they matter, but we don’t know exactly how; we don’t know the range of tolerance. If you take a two-ton boulder and drop it on the leg of the circus strong man, that leg turns to mush. There are some challenges—some traumas—that nobody is robust enough to survive without injury. And there’s a whole vast range of traumas that some people can survive without injuries, and others not.
My message to the military is that cohesion, leadership, and training greatly increase the robustness and resiliency of the troops going into danger. That is the fire in my belly: preventive psychiatry. I want to help the military modify its practices and policies and culture so as to best protect the people that we send into danger to protect us.
The primary prevention of combat trauma is the elimination of the human practice of war. Barring that, the best way to reduce the frequency and severity of injury is to attend to the qualities of our military institutions: keeping people together; expert, ethical, and properly supported leadership; and prolonged, cumulative, and highly realistic training. These three things —cohesion, leadership and training—are demonstrated protective factors against both physical and psychological casualties because they’re combat strength multipliers. My pitch when I talk to military audiences is: Let’s help win fights more handily, and you’ll be protecting the forces. You’ll be protecting their spirit, their soul, their mind.
A soldier in a fight, especially one that goes on for a period of time, undergoes a series of psychological and physiological adaptations to this situation where people really are trying to kill him. The body and the mind make adaptations for survival.
First, you pay attention. That sharpening of the senses and focus of alertness that people think of as jumpiness, being on edge, nervousness is actually part of the adaptation. Second, you shut down all emotions that do not directly serve survival. You shut down all the sweetness, all the attention to subtleties and gradations of things—unless they happen to be subtleties and gradations that signal an ambush a few steps ahead, such as trampled grass or other signs of disturbance. These two things— alertness and emotional shutdown—are what everyone does who is going to live through a real fight—a fight to the death. We’re basically wired to do this.
The deep grief that soldiers experience when their closest comrades have been either severely injured or killed comes from the intensity of the prior bonding that happens to people when they are together in this situation. They have trained together, they have drilled together, and they go into this terrible danger together. That bonding is a phenomenon of nature. It is incredibly intense. In my book Achilles in Vietnam, I say that I don’t believe that the metaphor of the brotherhood of arms is strong enough. In combat, men become each other’s mothers. We are talking about a clicking in of some very deep emotional mechanisms that bond soldiers to each other. The grief that a soldier feels when a comrade is killed or severely maimed is akin to the grief of a mother whose child has just been killed. I cannot explain why one mother whose child has been killed can eventually reconnect to other parts of her life and to her other children and why another mother is totally fixated on the child who died and cannot even see the other children she has. Some veterans returning from war appear to be like that mother who cannot even notice the other children in her family.
It is a terrible, terrible experience for the wives, the parents, and the children of the veteran who comes back that way. They usually try to figure out, “What did I do wrong? He doesn’t love me anymore.” And there are these heartbreaking stories from veterans who have heard their mothers say, “This isn’t my son, I don’t know who this is, but it’s not my son. This is not the same person that I raised.” Or, even worse: “Better for you to have died over there than to come back like this…” It just twists my guts to even imagine such a thing. And, yet, some veterans with these terrible psychological injuries hear just such words from their close family.
Themis is the Homeric word for what’s right. If that is betrayed, first of all, it physiologically jacks up the people who’ve been betrayed. They’re in a rage, they can’t sleep, they’re restless, they’re irritable, they’re just a mess. There’s this enormous desire for revenge, to get payback. If you bring that back to the civilian world, boy, there’s real trouble.
If themis, or what’s right, has been betrayed in a high-enough-stakes situation, you get a destruction of the capacity for social trust. When I say destruction of social trust, I mean not blind naïve childlike trust. I’m talking about the kind where a patient goes into a hospital with a stomach pain and that person expects people at the hospital to hurt him, to exploit him, or to humiliate him. That is a fixed expectation of someone whose capacity for social trust has been destroyed. So, someone who comes back from war with that kind of injury becomes intensely character deformed. Every interaction that person enters into is framed as “I have to strike first.” Or “What’s your gain, doctor so-and-so? How are you deceiving me by expressing these good intentions?” The injury caused by destruction of social trust and the deformities of character wrecks their lives much more than nightmares, much more than a startled reaction, much more than a shutting down of some emotions, and much more than just being alert to who’s on rooftops or between parked cars.
One of the most lurid and dramatic psychological changes that can happen to people in war is for them to totally lose interest in, concern for, or attention to their own safety, and for them to just want to rain down destruction— just kill, kill, kill, destroy. It’s not a practical military thing; it’s just a personal berserking that seems to leave a physiological imprint that can be triggered again years later, and repeatedly. The word “berserk” comes from the Norse and Icelandic world. It is a state of iciness that I refer to as “burning ice” because of this paradox that it’s an emotional coldness and yet a fierce and burning energy. One of my patients described it as feeling like “electricity coming out of the top of my head.” And this is a guy who would have blood-pressure spikes when his physiology got aroused this way. People were afraid he was going to stroke out, just boom! The berserk state seems to bring about an irreversible readiness to be triggered, and it can be very dangerous.
The primary group in war assumes this enormous emotional and spiritual importance to the person who is fighting in it. And that isn’t necessarily saying that these were all heroes and all wonderful people. People do remember each other’s failures and shortcomings, moments of selfishness and cruelty, and everything else. But that primary group is primal and is likely to be remembered as the closest relationships that the veteran will ever experience in his life. Some veterans are continually seeking this closeness, and that in itself is a form of injury.
I have had some e-mail messages from soldiers who are in the Iraq war, or who are back from it. And, these messages are neither worse nor better than those from other wars. There will always be psychological injuries in war just like there are always physical injuries. And the historical record is that they rise and fall together. What spills blood, spills spirit.
Narrative is central to recovery from severe trauma. It’s not simply the telling of the story; it is the whole social process. The first steps in the communalization of trauma—what I call this process—is to be empowered to tell the story. You have to be empowered to hear and to believe and to remember it. The final step that closes the loop is to retell the story to others. And this is one place where artists have played a role from the beginning of time
The whole cycle of communalization is the telling, the hearing, the leaving and remembering, and then the retelling. The artist can play a role in any one of these steps or in all of them. But it’s not necessary for the artist to personally have been the trauma survivor, or to personally witness it. Homer retold the story of the Trojan War hundreds of years after it happened. You need to retell the story in a form so that the person who experienced it says, “Yes, you were listening, you heard at least some of it. And you retold it with the truthfulness, with the emotion, that I can recognize.”
We tend to forget that the fate of most of the human race throughout history and in most parts of the world, even today, is to be ridden down again and again by the four horsemen of the apocalypse. Whether it’s famine (related to war, or not), plague or pandemic (related to war or not), or war itself, the normal experience of the human race is to be ridden down by the horsemen of the apocalypse.
The consequences of this are that people shut down. They become numb, they are in it, they’re impulsively explosive. The premodern world was not a pretty world, and I’m convinced that a lot of historical mysteries are best solved by understanding the dynamics of trauma.
For instance, the mentality of peasants in medieval times who were continually at war was that of people who were repeatedly traumatized. They couldn’t think very well. They didn’t have very much spirit, which is to say they were numb, shut down. In countries today such as Liberia, there is a vast amount of psychological and social pathology that is generated by the pathogenic load of the civil wars that have been going on there for decades.
And this is one of the fundamental problems in both modernization, in an economic sense, and democratization in that if you cannot be here in the present, it’s very hard to do productive work in the economy. If you cannot believe that the future is real, and that words are at least possibly trustworthy, you cannot engage in democratic process. If you think that every struggle and every conflict is a matter of either kill or be killed, how can you engage an election? It just doesn’t compute. I think that there is enormous work to be done in understanding how to rebuild – or build for the first time – the invisible social and psychological substructure of democratic process and of higher level economic activity.
You can’t just bring those things into existence by the snap of a finger, especially when they’ve been destroyed by war or where they’ve just never existed to begin with because it was a constant tyranny. Tyranny is a state of war. To come from tyranny to a democracy is not something that you just make happen by saying, OK, we’re going to have it now.
In ancient war, the fighting was suspended at night. It’s only a very recent and a modern thing to be fighting round the clock. There’s only one night action in the whole of The Iliad, and that’s basically a reconnaissance, not really an action. So in the ancient world, people slept at night during war. The Iliad gives several examples of truces to both collect the dead and perform the religious rites of cleansing and burying,: cremating and burying the cremated remains. As it stands now, there is enormous cultural pressure to just move on, keep on truckin’. Clearly you cannot, in the middle of a firefight, stop to hold a funeral service. I offer as the rule of thumb that if it’s safe enough for people to sleep without doing rotating watches, it’s safe enough to grieve and that units should grieve as units.
There are some in the military—both line leaders and chaplains—who are working on something called grief leadership, where the commander actually takes the lead in showing that this is the time to mourn and that the deaths of those in his command matter. They matter to him. And some of them are even willing to let other people see them weeping for the dead. In The Iliad, everybody weeps. If you ask the question in The Iliad “Who weeps?”, the answer is everyone. Simple. No discount. Everyone. The love and sacrifice that soldiers bring to their comrades in war is a phenomenon of astounding beauty and preciousness. It is painful that so much love can be mobilized and squandered for often such foolish and venal and wrongheaded reasons by the political leaders who caused the wars to begin with.
I make no hesitation in talking to military audiences, which I do often, in displaying my animosity to the phenomenon of war, and I’ve discovered that the people in uniform don’t love war. I’ve met plenty of civilians who seem excited by war. They regard it as some grand form of entertainment. But the people who’ve actually been in war hate it far more than I do.
John Akins enlisted in the Marine in 1967at age 19, serving as a marine rifleman in I-Corps near the DMZ and working with platoons made up of squads of Marines and South Vietnamese troops. In 2000, he started writing to tell people what violence does to soldiers. His memoir, Nam au Go Go (Vineyard Press, New York), came out in spring 2005. He currently lives with his wife and 18-year-old son near Seattle.
1.
Boot Camp, San Diego, 1967
The herd falls in formation,
learns how to march.
Four lines across,
columns of troops
spaced with precision.
The recruits taper
tall down to short.
Each troop stares into the glare
of a fresh-buzzed head.
Me and other little guys grab ass
at the end of the platoon.
Up and down
the grinder
the back row weaves
a do-si-do.
Our platoon pulls up
at a graduation parade.
The drill instructors command us
to watch platoons that look tight.
Eyes straight ahead,
front rows watch boot Marines strut.
Positioned in back,
we can’t see shit.
We eyefuck the area;
a glimmer of chrome
flashes from an officer’s jeep.
2.
Vietnam, Quang Tri Province, 1968
Our strung-out column hacks the jungle for days.
Us little guys walk point, at the front of the line.
Maybe your gut steers a route past harm’s way.
I move like a teenager seeking his first dance.
My squad leader is anxious to score before dark.
He brushes me aside,
barrels into a burst from an AK.
He goes home early.
I walk point for the duration.
Slip dense tangles, smooth and quiet.
Listen for a click, a rustle, a cough.
Watch for a glint, see a blade move;
toes flex to feel any wire.
Muzzles flash, rounds crack near;
swing right, swing left,
front guys return fire.
Back guys hug the ground.
3.
Vietnam War Memorial, 2001
Now the ranks are tight,
every line spaced even.
Troops form columns in chronological order.
Each troop marks time;
each troop holds position;
each troop stays rigid.
I look for names
in the gleam
of chiseled granite.
Emily Warn is a poet, teacher, and activist—and the author of The Novice Insomniac and three other collections of poetry. The following narrative was adapted from her interview with Rick King for the documentary film Voices in Wartime.
My father was a paratrooper on D-Day in World War II. Like many men, he arrived back home after the war and was thought of as a war hero. He was Irish Catholic, from Cheyenne, Wyoming, and attended the University of Chicago, where he met my mother. He came from a family of railroad workers, and my mother came from a family of Jewish shopkeepers in Detroit. I think they saw each other as a ticket out of their pasts.
But my father suffered from combat trauma, something that did not have a name then. He drank a lot, fought a lot, was unable to hold down a job. The marriage ended when I was quite young. I always thought of him as a failure who had begun his life with a bright future. He was very handsome, intelligent, athletic, but that war and the effects of it caused him to drink and to die young: at the age of 55. He was walking home from a tavern and died in a snowdrift.
The effect on us was really one of emptiness. He was missing. When they divorced in 1961, my mother packed her three kids in a car and drove across the country to Detroit, where we moved in with her parents, who were orthodox Jewish. My father was never mentioned, he never called, we never spoke to him. He spent most of his life in and out of VA hospitals. He remarried, but that marriage too ended in divorce.
At that time there was no treatment for someone like him, and we just thought of him as someone who had failed in life. Growing up in our family there was a kind of despair and silence and loneliness because of his absence—and emptiness we couldn’t fill.
I did eventually reunite with my father. My brother was hitchhiking around the country, as people did back then, and he gave my mother an address: Josh Warn, General Delivery, Spokane, Washington. Well, it turned out my father’s second wife worked in the post office in Spokane. She attached a note to a letter which said, “If you’re Jack Warn’s son, contact me.” He contacted her and found out where my father was. But I kept my distance. My brother and my sister both went out to Cheyenne, where he had moved back in with his parents. He was on disability. They reconnected with him. But I somehow couldn’t.
But when I was 19, at the end of the summer, I went hiking in the Sierra Nevada Mountains, and on my way home to Detroit, we passed right through Cheyenne. I said to the friends I was traveling with, “I’m going to get out in Cheyenne.” I got out, and they went on to Detroit. I found a pay phone and called my father’s phone number. My grandfather answered—he was 87 at the time. I said, “Is Jack Warn there?” He said, “No, no, who’s calling?” I said, “It’s Emily. Emily! Emily!” And it was if I had never left, as if there had not been an entire childhood and life of silence. He said, “Hold on, I’ll come get you.”
Well, my father had to sober up. So my grandfather drove the few blocks into downtown Cheyenne, and he took me to the Wrangler store and bought me cowboy boots and a hat,. Then we went back to the house and I met my father. I was 19, I hadn’t seen him since I was 4 or 5, and he burst into tears.
Then all the family came over,, and they were telling stories. It was the absolute opposite of my Jewish family in Detroit, where there was a kind of reserve and a quiet. I asked him about the war, and he burst into tears again. I spent three days in Cheyenne, and then he put me on a train back to Detroit. Six months later, he died.
In 1998, just a few months after my mother died, and many, many years after my father had died, we received a phone call from a veteran of World War II, whose name was Tom Purcella. Unlike my father, he had kept in touch with other D-Day veterans and with the people of Normandy. Every year, he would go back to visit villages in Normandy, and over that time he had collected much war memorabilia. He decided to donate all of it to a museum in a small village in Normandy. One of the pieces of war memorabilia was the cover of Newsweek in 1944, and it showed an American GI holding a wounded French boy. Purcella, located the boy, who was by then a retired electrician living in Normandy, and he wanted to find the GI, who was my father.
Tom Purcella told us that the dedication of the memorabilia museum would correspond with the 55th anniversary of D-Day, so my brother and I decided to go. While we were in Normandy, we visited the wounded French boy and his family. And, of course, their being French, we couldn’t just visit them; we stayed with them and were hosted by them. We lived with this French family for four days, and went from village to village, where people would take photographs of my brother and this magazine and have him sign it and tell us what they remembered of Normandy. My father went from being a failure in my eyes to being a war hero who had actually liberated the very people that we were meeting and talking to.
I do think that my father was a war hero. I think the evil seemed clearer then than it does now: that it was essential that Hitler be defeated. And my father, along with many many thousands of men, jumped out of airplanes, jumped into the water, and crawled up onto the shore, giving themselves utterly to defeat what was then a real evil in the world.
Going to Normandy, it struck me in a way it never had before: that my father had been banished from my life when we moved into a Jewish community that closed ranks and did not recognize that he had helped save them from Hitler. He suffered the fate of circumstance, of when he was born in history. When these men returned from Europe or the Pacific front, women like my mother fell in love with the hero, with the returning soldier. And she suffered, as many women suffered, a great disappointment when she realized that the heroes were human beings who suffered in a way they had no name for and no treatment to help them recover from their wounds.
So I do think that he was a victim in that we had no way then to help the men who had suffered from the trauma that one experiences in battle. My family’s experience did cause me to have strong feelings about invading Iraq. I grew up without a father. He was, in effect, “missing in action.” He was a war hero, and then the rest of his life he suffered from being a war hero. So in the poem I wrote called Skeet Shooting, where I imagine him as vulnerable as a clay pigeon hanging in the Normandy night, I do not wrap it up in saying I redeem my father. All I do is say, “I trace your name across the sky.” It’s an emptiness, an acknowledgement, in a way, that his life was empty. Now I can move on beyond that emptiness.
Walt Whitman, one of my favorite war poets, wrote very movingly about war because of his compassion for the soldier who is wounded or dying in battle. Now compassion, of course, means suffering with, so he didn’t necessarily lionize or glamorize the soldier, but he spoke about [war] in terms that were very real. His beautiful poem Vigil Strange I Kept on the Field One Night is about staying up with a very young soldier who died when he was with him. He just sat with him all night until it became light enough that he could bury him. That poem was about how soldiers have to respect the burial rights of their special comrades. So he could write in that poem about digging a grave and wrapping the soldier in a blanket, and at the same time talk about the boy as someone who had felt but could no longer respond to kisses.
Whitman does what the best poets do: He creates a poem, which is just words, and he organizes the words in such a way that they become a felt presence. And when we read that poem we encounter ourselves in it. In his great poem Leaves of Grass, when he says, “I celebrate myself, I sing myself, what I shall assume you shall assume, and every atom belonging to me that is good, belongs to you,” does he mean we literally have his atoms? No. He is making audible a connection between us and other human beings, between us and nature. In Crossing the Brooklyn Ferry, he says, “For me, the many long gone voices, voices of the interminable prisoners and slaves, voices of the diseased and the despairing, of the thieves and dwarves, voices of the preparation and accretion of cycles, of the threads that connect the stars.”
Whitman writes poems with a current moving through them, and that current is one in which there is sympathetic suffering and sympathetic joy. That is one of the functions of poetry. Unlike prose, poetry organizes language so that it approximates music. And because it’s rhythmic, and because we then speak it in our own bodies, because we embody the voice of Whitman, we continue this transfer of energy. That’s what Muriel Ruckhauser called the poem, a transfer of human energy.
There are actually many roles a poet can play in relation to war and many different types of war poems: protest poems, poems of witness, poems of grieving. Poetry has the ability to express and evoke the full range of human emotion, so in part it’s just an expression of the range of emotion that men and women feel going to war.
But I think poetry plays a role terms of healing victims of combat trauma. Psychiatrist Jonathan Shay says that trauma fractures the cohesion of consciousness, and that narrative pieces that back together. But he also says that in order for narrative to be healing, there needs to be a trustworthy listener, and that trustworthy listener is someone who can listen with emotion, who can experience some of the emotion that the soldier is experiencing without doing harm to themselves. Good poems about war, that bear witness to the reality of war, imply a trustworthy listener. They have organized the language both rhythmically and syntactically to evoke those emotions in such a way that one can listen and experience it. So writing poetry, if you’re a soldier, could help you heal by knitting together your consciousness.
I think poetry also helps a culture grieve. If we’re going to reintegrate into our communities people who have suffered from war, from violence that’s so extraordinary that it fractures consciousness, we need in some way to make the grief communal. Poetry can do that. Poetry, unlike prose, has a great deal of silence surrounding it. There are two kinds of silence: There’s a kind of silent emptiness I felt growing up—that’s a deadness, that’s a despair that many sufferers of combat trauma feel—but there’s also a silence that’s a sense of emptiness in which all things arise and fall away. I think poetry does this in a way that allows us to re-experience trauma without harming ourselves, so that it isn’t something that we need to be continually fixated on.
I think this is what combat trauma victims like my father suffer from: They are continually reliving the experience of emptiness or being fractured in hopes of mastering it, but they’re continually losing because they have no way to organize something that was the absolute definition of disorder. For some reason, poetry, whether it’s war poetry or poetry about anything else, creates an order out of something that was disorderly. But in creating that order, in putting together words in a certain way, you actually unlock consciousness, you can open it up to possibility. That is what to me is the joy of being human, that there are endless possibilities of who we might become as individuals in relation to one another.
Poems about war and grieving don’t necessarily end with everyone feeling good, or they don’t redeem, or they don’t offer some meaning that allows you to go on. What they do is provide you an experience of grief or uncertainty or anxiety that rises up and falls away, so that you know the next time something like that happens, such as a car backfiring, you say, “OK, I’m going to feel this but it’ll rise up and fall away.”
Clouds hid earth from sky, invisible as you
strapped in a chute, hanging in the Normandy night
until tracer flares, machine guns split the dark.
A clay pigeon had more chance of staying whole.
I listen for the thud of your chute,
collapsing, slapping the ground,
for the thump of your feet, planting
in sodden pastures, boxed in by hedgerows
where German snipers hid. There you stayed,
rooted in fear, though you went on fighting,
drinking, fathering, piecing together shards
into a replica that shattered each time
a car backfired, or a baby wailed.
Your footsteps filled with muddy water.
I fit my sneakers in their shape.
I walk breathing your fear.
I cut a willow branch and trace your name
scrawled across the sky as you fell.
I was crying for you.
You brought me a California poppy
in the scented warmth
under the eucalyptus.
You knelt beside me
and let your eyes be my eyes
to the bottom of the earth.
Was that the look we held
that later was no more?
A weight settled in me
as I became the person raised
without you. Come back,
moment in the grass.
Come back momentary father.
Lt. General William Lennox is the superintendent of the United States Military Academy at West Point. He wrote his Ph.D. dissertation on American war poetry. This narrative was adapted from General Lennox’s interview with Jonathan King for the documentary film Voices in Wartime.
West Point cadets are very interested in war poetry, short stories, and novels because that is their business. Soldiers who have not been in combat always wonder what it is like. These cadets know that they will probably be in combat pretty quickly after they graduate, so they want to get as much information as they possibly can. War poetry, short stories, and novels provide us a way to get that information to them.
For an infantryman who is in combat, it’s very hard to articulate what they experience. They go through a whole series of emotions: joy, elation, horror, fear. What genre allows you to portray that better than poetry? I don’t know. Poetry can capture all of those emotions at one time and transfer them. That’s why poetry is so important. We integrate poetry into the curriculum at West Point, offering a course on war poetry and a writing course.
Now we have veterans: lieutenants, captains, and senior officers coming back in to talk to the cadets. For most soldiers coming out of combat, telling about their experience is very important to them. I think it is also very difficult, and I think that causes some soldiers never to talk about it, which produces a lot of pain. It’s our responsibility to talk them through the experiences people have over there, to bring people back to talk to the cadets, and to introduce the cadets to the literature of war so they have a better understanding of what they will be getting into and what they need to know to do the job over there. The literature is always available for us, so we provide it and discuss it in the classroom with combat veterans. It satisfies, a little bit, their desire to know what it’s like.
We’ve had graduates recently, who, after a year of subsequent training, end up in Iraq or Afghanistan. A first captain we had two years ago arrived in Iraq, was given a platoon, and that night was hit. Giving them that kind of exposure to war literature and veterans gets them better prepared to deal with that sort of situation and do very well.
War poetry is a reaction to the situation that the soldier finds himself in. As man confronts combat, a couple of things happen. First, each individual measures the cause against the sacrifice he or she is making. “Why am I here, and is it worth the risk I am going through right now?” I think on many levels it’s an awakening for the individual. Second, they are seeing, probably for the first time, their lives passing before them and the threat that they might not be here in the next second, or in the next hour. That’s tough. So people confront for the first time their mortality. And that theme comes into play in poetry quite frequently.
I particularly like Walt Whitman, because I think Whitman changed when he saw war close up. We all know the Walt Whitman of the earlier days, singing the story of America. I think when he as a reporter visiting his brother [who was wounded fighting in the American Civil War], he saw the horrors of war for the first time. When he went up to the hospital tent and saw the limbs next to the tent where the doctors had been doing amputations, he recoiled. At the beginning of Drum Taps, he questions whether he can ever write again the way he had been writing. You start seeing the transition he goes through. I think he was trying to reconcile the great Song of America with all the terror and the horror that he saw on the battlefield. Ultimately, I think he matured because he went through the process of assimilating those war experiences.
Herman Melville started singing the praises of fighting for an America that was on its millennial track but also started to recoil later. We see some of the same themes in Melville that we see in Wilfred Owen and some of the World War I British poets, recoiling from what had been an absolutely great progress in technology over the years. Melville, being a sailor, wrote about the sea, but he saw the move from the romantic to “crankin’ screws,” as he called it, as we put more technology into warfare. I see that trend proceeding throughout American poetry.
The Vietnam War produced soldier poetry where soldiers were trying to make sense of what was going on. Their sense of time was greatly distorted. Most of those soldiers were there for just one year; they knew how much time was left in their tour, and they counted down those days very carefully. Every second counted to them: a day at a time, an hour at a time, a second at a time— this time-counting shows up in much of their war poetry.
Walt Whitman lived from 1819–1892 and was a groundbreaking U.S. poet, writer, teacher, journalist, and Civil War nurse. He was the author of Leaves of Grass.
Vigil strange I kept on the field one night:
When you, my son and my comrade, dropt at my side that day.
One look I but gave, which your dear eyes return’d, with a look I shall never forget.
One touch of your hand to mine, O boy, reach’d up as you lay on the ground;
Then onward I sped in the battle, the even-contested battle;
Till late in the night reliev’d, to the place at last again I made my way;
Found you in death so cold, dear comrade—found your body, son of responding kisses, (never again on earth responding);
Bared your face in the starlight—curious the scene—cool blew the moderate night-wind;
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