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Advance Praise for A Rift in the Earth

“The divisions that ripped the country apart during the Vietnam War were rekindled in the struggle to bring the Vietnam Memorial to life. But unlike the war itself, that second struggle resulted in a shared reconciliation this extraordinary book charts.”

—Ken Burns, filmmaker

“Searing and sweeping, Reston’s narrative captures the political, cultural, and social ferment of those heady days of Vietnam and its aftermath with great skill and erudition. A Rift in the Earth is an indispensable guide through the cultural wars at the heart of the memorial itself, and a powerful reminder why it was so important that we find a way to move forward from the division of war to begin a healing within our country and between the United States and Vietnam.”

—John F. Kerry, 68th US Secretary of State

“This is a story that needs to be told, and James Reston, Jr., tells it very well. I believe that readers will soon find themselves taking and even changing sides as the Art War in his account heats up and then reaches its conclusion. For me, the Wall and the entranceway that resulted from the Art War controversy provide a place to find closure for those who fought the war, those whose loved ones did not return, and even those who violently opposed it.”

—Lieutenant General Ron Christmas, USMC (Retired), Former President & CEO, Marine Corps Heritage Foundation

“A Rift in the Earth is an absolutely fascinating account of the artistic, political, personal, and cultural tensions that arose from America’s most divisive war, and that led to one the country’s greatest works of public art. I followed the controversy over the Vietnam Veterans memorial when it was underway, but I learned from almost every page of this book. This is a great narrative and reportorial success.”

—James Fallows, The Atlantic

“James Reston’s clear-eyed account of how the Vietnam Veterans Memorial came to be is fascinating, wrenching, and ultimately uplifting. He illuminates the war and its complicated aftermath with a dramatic narrative of the fierce battle behind the Memorial’s creation. Told from a deeply affecting personal perspective, this is an important story about the significance of art to the nation.”

—Bobbie Ann Mason, author of In Country and The Girl in the Blue Beret

“Reston’s riveting history of the battle for Maya Lin’s unconventional and moving monument brings to life the personalities on both sides as well as the emotions that galvanized such intense disagreement and mirrored the deep rift of the war itself. Equally powerful is Reston’s final “Author’s Reflection,” about his journey to Vietnam today to recapture the last days of a friend killed in Hue whose name is on the Wall.”

—Myra MacPherson, author of the bestselling Long Time Passing: Vietnam and the Haunted Generation and the award-winning All Governments Lie: The Life and Times of Rebel Journalist I. F. Stone

“Powerful … Readers will find it nearly impossible not to have visceral reactions, taking sides in these events that, in light of fights over Civil War monuments today, still seem fresh.”

—Kirkus, starred review
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INTRODUCTION

This is a book about the memory of the Vietnam War and the five-year battle, from 1979 to 1984, to define that memory in the building of a memorial in Washington, DC. Initially, the effort was intended to honor those men and women who fought in the war, and by doing so, to aid in healing the wounds of a fractured nation. But the healing balm did not emerge from the ferocious fight over what manner of public art would serve the purpose. Indeed, the reverse was true. It was as if the Vietnam War was being fought all over again.

The competition for an appropriate design to commemorate America’s first national experience with a lost war was, at the time, the largest contest of its kind in the history of American or European art. The 1,421 entries represented a remarkable explosion of creativity. The surprising winner was a twenty-one-year-old Yale undergraduate named Maya Lin. But her concept of a simple, chevron-shaped black granite wall was instantly controversial. A cabal of well-connected, forceful veterans led the charge against it, denigrating the design as shameful and nihilistic, an insult to veterans and a paean to anti-war protesters. They did everything they could to scuttle the winning design and replace it with something more heroic … and they almost succeeded. When that effort failed, they did ultimately manage to impose an entirely different work of art on the winning design: a classical sculpture representing three soldiers in combat gear, fashioned by another remarkable artist, Frederick Hart.

Thus, the eventual memorial was really two memorials in one, and the “art war” featured a clash of two entirely different concepts of art—one modernist, the other traditional—while raising questions about the inviolability of an artist’s work. The process of compromise came to involve politicians at the highest level of the American government, both in the US Congress and at the White House. Art organizations and veterans’ groups also entered the fray, and the opposing positions were argued with force and passion. At several moments in the struggle, it seemed as if the contentiousness was simply too great for any memorial to be built at all. And yet, once the art war ended and the dream of a memorial was realized, it was embraced with near universal acceptance and has become a place of reflection about not only the Vietnam War but all wars.

The roots of this book reach back to my own service in the US Army (1965–1968), through the shock of losing a comrade during the Tet Offensive in January 1968. His story is told here as well. His fate could easily have been my own. Those three years as a soldier gave me a deep and abiding empathy for any soldier in harm’s way, regardless of the rightness or wrongness of the conflict. Like many soldiers of that generation, I turned against the war while I was still in the service. Afterward, perhaps by way of penance, I became deeply involved with the amnesty movement that sought relief and return for the tens of thousands who fled the United States to avoid the military draft. I probably wrote more about that issue than any other American writer, and I ended up advocating for universal amnesty in debates held all over the country.

Just as the Vietnam War memorial in Washington has transcended the specifics of the war it memorializes and ascended to the level of the universal, so the issue of reconciliation and reconstruction after a divisive war has also become timeless. Through the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan and beyond, the period of peace in a war’s aftermath will be, and should be, a time for reflection, and hopefully, for renewal. To have a permanent physical space to ponder those issues, a space that is almost sacred in feel, defines the brilliance of the Maya Lin and Frederick Hart creations. But there is also great value in revisiting the fierce struggle over divergent concepts of art and patriotism that brought their creations into existence.

In the essay accompanying her submission to the original memorial design competition, Maya Lin described her vision as a “rift in the earth.” Whether wittingly or unwittingly, that vision became a metaphor for the rift in the entire Vietnam generation. Those who came of age from 1959 to 1975 faced difficult choices. Many like my friend, Ron Ray, answered the call of their president without question as an obligation of citizenship. Others supported the war overtly, thought it was the right thing to do, and served willingly. But those who opposed the war faced an impossible moral choice: whether to serve in an ill-conceived and immoral war effort or to resist and avoid service … with all the consequences that entailed. The rift pitted soldiers against protesters, sons against fathers, citizens against politicians, friends against friends, veterans against veterans, all in the context of a war that should never have been fought and that involved terrible loss, not only of the soldiers who were killed, maimed, or driven crazy but to the moral standing of the nation before the world.


PART I

ART AND MEMORY


Chapter One

IT SHALL NOT COME NEAR YOU

On January 20, 1977, when Jimmy Carter assumed office as the thirty-ninth president of the United States, he faced the monumental task of national reconciliation after the most unpopular war in American history and the most divisive since the Civil War. At that time, the Vietnam War had been the country’s longest war, lasting from 1959 to 1975. As the first elected peacetime president afterward, his challenge to heal the nation’s wounds was paramount and daunting. Over 58,000 American soldiers had been killed in the conflict; more than 300,000 had been wounded, and some 245,000 would file for compensation for injuries they had suffered from exposure to the toxin-laced herbicide Agent Orange. These figures do not include the hundreds of thousands more who suffered from debilitating psychological wounds. More than two million Vietnamese, Cambodians, and Laotians died during the war.

Moreover, an entire generation of young Americans that came to be known as the Vietnam Generation was said to have “dropped out.” That was especially true of the best educated. The vast majority of them had found loopholes to avoid the universal military draft. The “trick knee” became the symbol of escape, but bone spurs, marriage, graduate school, and a psychiatric diagnosis of dire mental illness were just as effective. Of the 26.8 million men of the Vietnam generation, the majority—15.4 million men—received deferments or exemptions. Only a year into the first escalation in 1966, the unease and disenchantment of the American people toward the war was already being felt. By the summer of 1968, 65 percent of those Americans polled by the Gallup organization considered the war to be a mistake. The country had definitively turned against the conflict, partly because of the high casualty rate, partly because of the graphic images of death and destruction that were conveyed nightly on television, partly through the presidential candidacies of Eugene McCarthy and Robert Kennedy, partly because of the incessant street demonstrations by the young and vulnerable, and partly because of the shock of the Tet Offensive in January and February 1968 and the fall of Khe Sanh several months later, after the country had been reassured by its president and his generals that the war was being won. By early 1971, only 28 percent of those polled supported the war, and 72 percent favored withdrawal.

In his agenda for healing, President Carter reached out first to the young men in exile abroad in Sweden, Canada, and elsewhere. On his second day in office, he pardoned 12,800 draft evaders (deserters were not covered by the offer). Immediately, both vocal war hawks and passionate dissenters ridiculed the presidential action. By this time leaders of a well-established “amnesty movement” were arguing that to accept a pardon implied a confession of wrongdoing. What they wanted was a universal amnesty, wiping the slate clean of any criminal infraction in an act of collective amnesia. Only such a sweeping gesture would satisfy the anger of a generation faced with the impossible choice between service or flight in a bloody national endeavor that they viewed as sorely misguided. Those opposing Carter’s measure argued that to absolve draft evaders would dishonor the heroic service of those who did serve the nation when they were called. The debate would continue throughout the Carter presidency and beyond, as those in exile struggled with what they viewed as a moral dilemma. Was one to accept Carter’s pardon, accept guilt, and return home? Or stay abroad? Many stayed, smug in their moral rectitude. And those who had served, unpleasant and dangerous as their choice was, struggled to resume a semblance of normal life. That life was often conducted in a smoky netherworld of disgust and alienation and resentment.

Almost forgotten in this early period of the Carter presidency was the torment of the Vietnam veteran. More than 2.1 million men and women deployed to Vietnam over the course of the war, and returning soldiers were often scorned and humiliated as purveyors of death and torture and dupes of a discredited policy. As a veteran, having enlisted in the Army and served three years, from 1965 to 1968, I experienced this derision myself, even though I had not been to Vietnam. My college friends looked upon my service with mystification and disapproval, while they moved forward with their graduate careers or cared for their trick knees.

This identification of the American soldier with atrocity worsened after the revelation of the My Lai massacre in November 1969, twenty months after it took place. The image of blood-soaked women and children littering a ditch in that tiny village became an unforgettable snapshot of the war. My own disenchantment with the war had grown during my tour in the Army, and it grew more intense after a comrade of mine was killed, pointlessly, in Hue during the Tet Offensive.

How then should a country begin a healing process after a failed, divisive war? How was the rage and recrimination to end? How should President Carter act? How long would the process of reconstruction and reconciliation last, if indeed that healing would ever be accomplished? And what scars would endure, and how deep were they?

From 1978 to 1984, these profound questions were encapsulated in a brawl over how to commemorate that war, the first that the United States had lost. It was an extraordinary fight between groups with different attitudes toward what some called the lost cause of the twentieth century. It was also a fight between different notions about public art. It came to involve powerful forces in American politics and business, and it provoked debate over what constitutes honor and courage in times of national crisis. It prompted the question of how to thank the soldier who prosecuted the war at the same time as the protester who ultimately stopped it.

Long after the Vietnam conflict, these questions remain intensely relevant for all wars America may fight and try to end in the future.

The brawl over these issues would break out in an unusual forum: the largest competition for a public works project in the history of American or European art until that time. From this torturous battle, a work of genius emerged, and even more remarkably, that work has changed in its significance. The memorial on the National Mall is no longer just about veterans and their loss and sacrifice, no longer just about Vietnam, but about all wars and all service to country and all moral opposition to governmental authority. Its significance has profoundly changed. No one could have predicted this. It is no wonder that this simple space of contemplation remains one of the most visited of places in the nation’s capital. Even in its inscrutability, this simple V of black granite has risen to the universal.

—

The process of reconciliation after a divisive and protracted war can take years, and even longer for the losers, for the bitterness on all sides of the issue is always severe. A process of coming to terms with what actually happened and why must precede a healing, a forgiving, and a forgetting. Dealing with the American defeat in Vietnam and digesting it into the national consciousness did not really begin until about five years after the last American soldier was lifted off the roof of the American Embassy in Saigon.

The Vietnam generation—those who came of age from 1965 to 1975—could roughly be split into four groupings. There were the soldiers who were drafted or volunteered, many of whom fought in Vietnam and were then scorned by the nation when they came home. Then there were the active, passionate dissenters who fueled the protests against the war and who gathered by the hundreds of thousands beneath the Washington monument in 1969. They deserve the lion’s share of credit for eventually stopping the war. Third, there were the malingerers, who had done everything they could to avoid service and sat silently on the sidelines, smirking with contempt at both the soldiers and the protesters. As the television toggled between horrific images of bloody combat and angry demonstrations in the streets of America, politicians pitted these three groups against one another with the cynical purpose of tamping down the turmoil that roiled the nation. And finally, after a lottery began in late 1969 and the volunteer military was established in July 1973, two years before the official end of the war, there were the lucky ones who were excused with high lottery numbers or who came of age after the draft was eliminated altogether.
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I Want Out protest poster, Committee to Help Unsell the War, 1971

The debate over the Vietnam War featured a new concept in American discourse: the immoral war. By that was meant a war that was undeclared by Congress, that was initiated under the false pretense of a nonexistent attack (such as the alleged incident that led to the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution), that was based on a bogus geopolitical premise (the domino theory), and that was waged, colonialist-style, against an Asian people who possessed legitimate aspirations to be free of foreign domination. Policy makers concluded that the path to victory was the pacification of those peoples.

Well after the war was over, popular media spearheaded efforts to acknowledge what happened and why. Only with the passage of time was the wider public ready to address the profound issues of the war as presented in books, articles, and films.

There was one exception: a documentary film called Hearts and Minds (1974) that came out shortly before the last Americans fled Vietnam. Garnering an Academy Award for best documentary feature from liberal, anti-war Hollywood, it took its title from a phrase President Lyndon B. Johnson invoked multiple times as a definition of what had to happen—to “win” the hearts and minds of the Vietnamese people themselves—if America was to win the war. The film had several indelible interchanges. In one, General George Patton, Jr., son of the World War II hero, was shown at a funeral of several war victims, when he turned to the camera and said soberly, “They’re reverent, determined, a bloody good bunch of killers.” The second was even more revealing. The supreme commander of American forces, General William Westmoreland, remarked, “The Oriental doesn’t put the same price on life, as does the Westerner. Life is plentiful there. Life is cheap in the Orient.” But the timing was too early for the film to have a lasting effect on the reconciliation process.

Toward the end of the 1970s the psychological toll on soldiers who had been in Vietnam rose to the surface as a major issue, taking its place alongside the enormous casualty rate. It gradually became clear that hundreds of thousands of surviving veterans were suffering from severe psychological distress, including depression, anxiety, alcoholism, and insomnia, not to mention thoughts of suicide. This was, of course, not a new issue. After World War I, Virginia Woolf defined the problem best through the main character of her novel, Mrs. Dalloway. Septimus had been a brave warrior, but after the war he descended into an abyss of desolation. “Now that it was all over, truce signed, and the dead buried, he had, especially in the evening, these sudden thunderclaps of fear. He could not feel.” He had expended all his bravery on the battlefield, Woolf imagined, and could not relate either to his fellow man or to postwar England. Dating back well beyond World War I to ancient Greece and Rome, the issue transcends Vietnam. The veterans of Iraq and Afghanistan know this all too well. Only in the late 1970s was this mental disorder given a new, medical diagnosis: post-traumatic stress disorder, or PTSD.

On the official side, President Carter’s administrator of Veterans Affairs, Max Cleland, led a campaign for “readjustment” therapy with a modest proposal to Congress to fund treatment counselors around the country to deal with servicemen’s psychological problems. Cleland himself is an amazing case. A captain in the First Cavalry Division who joined the army for the most noble of reasons, he had experienced the Tet Offensive and then volunteered for the perilous mission to relieve the siege of Khe Sanh. But on the day the siege was finally lifted, April 8, 1968, after three months of “total war,” Cleland was horribly wounded by friendly fire. A grenade exploded immediately behind him as a fellow trooper carelessly handled his weapons. Cleland lost two legs and an arm.

As a triple amputee, he spoke with great authority and feeling in support of a modest allotment to counsel returning soldiers for drug and alcohol addiction. He likened coming back to civilian life to the explosions that often followed an airstrike in combat. “Coming home [was like] a series of secondary explosions, where the Vietnam veteran is left alone with his pain and his agony, to try to explain it by himself. That was one reason why we needed the support of psychological counseling in the Veterans Administration which had never been done before unless you’re psycho.”
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Max Cleland in Vietnam, circa 1966 (left) and with President Jimmy Carter at the White House, July 28, 1978

After 1971, Congress repeatedly rejected proposals for veterans’ counseling services. As VA administrator, Cleland pleaded for a mere $10 million to start a nationwide network of three hundred counselors. At the time, there were only nineteen Vietnam-era veterans in Congress, whereas in 1946, sixty-nine World War II veterans were elected to Congress. But with dogged persistence Cleland finally carried the day, and on June 13, 1979, Public Law 96–22 finally passed.

Coupled with the awareness of widespread mental disease among returning veterans was the discovery of the physical damage that the toxic defoliant known as Agent Orange had done to the thousands who had come into contact with it. In GI Guinea Pigs (1980), authors Todd Ensign and Vietnam veteran Mike Uhl chronicled the wanton disregard for soldiers’ well-being that the broadcasting of this poison throughout Vietnam had caused for the soldier on the ground.

Each side in the debate over the war had their heroes and their villains. For the hawks, the icon was John Wayne in the 1968 film The Green Berets. For the war protesters, there were the songs of Joan Baez and the brazen actions of Father Daniel Berrigan and others. The symbols of this dissent were the unforgettable images of the massacre at My Lai, the murder of four students at Kent State University during an anti-war protest, the naked Vietnamese girl fleeing the fire of American napalm, the last helicopter to lift off from the roof of a Saigon apartment house, flower-wielding protesters confronting soldiers with fixed bayonets at the Pentagon, and a Vietnamese police chief assassinating a Viet Cong soldier.

The most incendiary figure of the anti-war movement was actress Jane Fonda. She would later say that her anger over Vietnam began after seeing US carpet bombing on French television when she lived in Paris with her first husband, Roger Vadim. Between 1970 and 1972, while the war was still raging, she barnstormed the country on an anti-war road show and lecture tour. She then famously traveled to North Vietnam and visited with American POWs. John McCain, the navy flyer and later US senator, who was held in the infamous Hanoi Hilton, refused to see her, saying later that he did not think she would be a very good emissary of the truth back home. During this provocative two-week visit to the enemy’s lair, she made broadcasts on Hanoi radio, denounced the bombing of Hanoi’s dikes, and blasted American war policy in general, earning her the label “Hanoi Jane.” She also allowed herself to be photographed next to a North Vietnamese anti-aircraft gun. In later years that photograph was the only aspect of her anti-war campaigning that she came to regret. For many, her behavior qualified as bald-faced treason for giving aid and comfort to the enemy.

Meanwhile, in early 1972, as she was divorcing Vadim, she collected her first Oscar as best actress for her performance in Klute. She wore a black Maoist pantsuit—itself a provocative statement—to the ceremony, and Academy Award officials cringed at the possibility that she might use the platform to rant about Vietnam.

“I wanted to make a speech about Vietnam,” she said later, but her father, Henry Fonda, counseled against it. “He said to me: ‘Just say: There is a lot to be said. But tonight is not the time.’”

Counterintuitively, Fonda developed and starred in Coming Home (1978), a moving film about returning veterans. Contrary to her harsh reputation in real life, Fonda’s character, Sally, is shy, torn by divided loyalties, and married to a hard-bitten Marine (Bruce Dern). But after her husband goes off to Vietnam, she falls in love with a war-scarred paraplegic (Jon Voigt) in a veterans’ hospital. The movie did a great deal to refocus public attention on the war wounded, both physical and psychological. Despite Fonda having conceived the film and gotten it made, the movie did not change her reputation as an inflammatory symbol that hawks and many veterans would resent for decades to come.

Another powerful and tragic movie, released in late 1978, reflected the shifting mood of the American public toward the war. The Deer Hunter is the story of three Russian-American steel workers from Pennsylvania who live in grimy houses, labor near the cauldrons of molten steel in the smoky factories, and who play and dance with tremendous gusto, especially with Linda (Meryl Streep) before they go off to experience horrific combat and imprisonment in Vietnam. “Do you think we’ll ever come back?” one of them asks another. Only the lead character, Michael (Robert de Niro), outlives the horrors, while one buddy, Nick (Christopher Walken), survives the war only to kill himself during a game of Russian roulette. The third (John Savage) ends up a paraplegic after being badly wounded in an escape from a barbarous Viet Cong prison. Michael is the only one strong enough to bear the numbing dislocation of returning home.

The movie was received as a relentless indictment of a war that had destroyed lives in a purposeless endeavor. Yet the characters themselves try to hold on to their love of country even as they are disconnected and aimless in their return. The film ends with a gathering after Nick’s funeral, as the victims sing “God Bless America” quietly and sadly. An editorial in the Washington Post observed that The Deer Hunter “depoliticizes the war almost entirely, exchanging considerations of historical rightness for strictly human concerns. Depoliticization is what you do to a war you haven’t won. It makes its memory easier to take.”

“The evidence of these two movies,” wrote commentator Stephen S. Rosenfeld, “is that we are halfway, but only halfway, home from the war.”

In the literary world three strong voices emerged to challenge conventional wisdom. The first belonged to Tim O’Brien, whose novel, Going After Cacciato, caused a stir when it was published in 1978. (In Italian cacciato means “hunted.”) The story is about a soldier who goes absent without leave to walk from Vietnam to Paris and the men who went after him. To endure the endless slog of war, the protagonist deludes himself. “Waiting, trying to imagine a rightful but still happy ending, Paul Berlin found himself pretending, in a wishful soft way, that before long the war would reach a climax beyond which everything else would seem bland and commonplace. A point at which he could stop being afraid. Where all the bad things, the painful and grotesque and ugly things, would give way to something better. He pretended he had crossed the threshold.” The novel received the National Book Award for Fiction in 1978.

Philip Caputo’s book, A Rumor of War (1977), had a different take. It is a classic war memoir that chronicles Caputo’s searing experience as a Marine lieutenant in Vietnam in 1965–66. He had arrived in-country as a twenty-four-year-old romantic, a literature major in college, entranced by the novels of Rudyard Kipling and Saul Bellow and the poetry of Wilfred Owen and Dylan Thomas. He was an adventurer for whom war had seemed like the ultimate “chance to live heroically.” He arrived in Vietnam with swagger and idealism. But after his first blistering summer in the combat zone, he aged, technically, three months, “but emotionally about three decades.” In the fierce fights for one forgettable numbered hill after another, in watching his unit depleted from 175 to 95 men in one four-month period, and in rebelling against his superiors’ obsession with body counts, he chronicles his descent into disillusionment. Caputo is appalled when his fellow soldiers go berserk. Of all the ugly sights in Vietnam, he wrote, the ugliest was seeing that “the change in us, from disciplined soldiers to unrestrained savages and back to soldiers, had been so swift and profound as to lend a dreamlike quality to the last part of the battle.” The book ends with his humiliating court-martial for allegedly encouraging the assassination of a Vietnamese informant in a case of mistaken identity. After seventeen months in Vietnam, having witnessed unspeakable carnage, Caputo survived without a scratch, but he emerged as a “moral casualty.” The book was later made into a television mini-series.

Finally, there was Michael Herr’s Dispatches (1977). It is a compilation of a few long pieces he had written as a journalist for several leading magazines. Adopting a stream-of-consciousness style and writing primarily from the viewpoint of the grunts in the field, Herr delivered a tour-de-force portrayal of the combat soldier and the landscape of battle. Herr’s writing is beautiful and intimate, empathetic and terrifying, especially in its treatment of the siege of Khe Sanh, America’s version of the French debacle at Dien Bien Phu, in the winter of 1968. “All that anyone could see of the hills had been what little the transient mists allowed,” he wrote of Khe Sanh’s surroundings, “a desolated terrain, cold, hostile, all colors deadened by the rainless monsoon or secreted in the fog. … Mostly, I think, the Marines hated those hills; not from time to time, but constantly, like a curse. … I heard a grunt call them ‘angry,’ … So when we decimated them, broke them, burned parts of them so that nothing would ever live on them again, it must have given a lot of Marines a good feeling, an intimation of power.” And Herr is brilliant in locating what Virginia Woolf called the “creative fact or the fertile fact,” the fact that elucidates character. Once he finds himself seated next to a Marine in a helicopter ride from Cam Lo to Dong Ha. The soldier is overweight, but “you could see from his boots and his fatigues that he’d humped it a lot over there.” The Marine pulls out a Bible, leafs to Psalm 91:5, and shows it to Herr:


Thou shalt not be afraid for the terror by night; nor for the arrow that flieth by day.

Nor for the pestilence that walketh in darkness; nor for the destruction that wasteth at noonday.

A thousand shall fall at thy side, and ten thousand at thy right hand;

but it shall not come nigh thee.



Amid the noise of the chopper Herr scribbled “beautiful” on a piece of paper and handed it to the Marine. But later he would write that he was thinking to himself of a counter verse, Psalm 106:39:


Thus were they defiled with their own works

And went a-whoring with their own inventions.



It was these works—and even soldiers’ poems—that did so much to drive a cultural shift in the late 1970s. A time of gestation was needed for the country to absorb the defeat and come to terms with it. Such powerful, intimate, and emotional works that made the experience of the soldier real and immediate did far more to move the nation than the words of politicians and activists.

One noteworthy poem was written by Lewis Bruchey, who had performed perhaps the most dangerous mission any soldier could endure in Vietnam. As the leader of a five-man Long Range Reconnaissance Patrol for the Army Rangers, his job was to roam far from his unit in lonely scouting missions searching for the elusive enemy. He was later awarded the Silver and Bronze Stars for bravery. The awards, he said wryly, were for “staying alive for a year, I guess.” His poem, “Cold, Stone Man,” includes these lines:


They pin

A star

Upon my chest,

A subtle nod,

No more, no less.

Alone

I stand.

I AM THE BEST.

But wait.

Remember

The rockets,

The jungle,

The rain?

Remember

Evil, masked

In pain?

Remember

Night sounds

Eyes strain’d

To see?

Remember

Death stalking

The darkness,

A reaper

To reap me?

I do! I do!

So speak softly

To me,

And do not

Stare.

Save your judgment,

Your sorrow,

Your pity,

Your prayer.

For I am

A cold, stone man

Of Vietnam.

Beware! Beware!




Chapter Two

REMEMBER US

Jimmy Carter finally turned to the anguish of the Vietnam veteran late in his presidency. On Wednesday, May 30, 1979, at a White House reception for veterans after the Memorial Day holiday, the president proclaimed that the nation was, at last, ready to change its heart and mind toward the Vietnam soldier and recognize his valor, sacrifice, and commitment. For the melody of the moment, he drew on Philip Caputo’s book and the author’s moving tribute to a fallen comrade:

“You were part of us, and a part of us died with you, the small part that was still young …. Your courage was an example to us, and whatever the rights or wrongs of the war, nothing can diminish the rightness of what you tried to do. Yours was the greater love.”

The president’s focus had been nearly a year in coming, and Jan Scruggs, a shy, somewhat awkward twenty-nine-year-old veteran, deserved much of the credit. As a teenage member of the 199th Light Infantry Brigade, Scruggs had been badly wounded by a rocket-propelled grenade in a bloody battle northeast of Saigon in May 1969. In the time he spent in a hospital in Cam Ranh Bay recovering, he came to accept his injury without bitterness but as a predictable event of war. He had earned his “red badge of courage,” he would say. Two months later he returned to duty. Then in January 1970 he saw twelve of his comrades pulverized when an ammunition truck exploded. “That’s what gave me PTSD,” he would say later. Over the course of his tour, he had seen half of his company killed or wounded.

[image: image]

Meeting at the US Capitol, December 1979. From left to right: Senator Mack Mathias, Senator Robert Dole, Jan Scruggs, Tom Carhart, Senator Dale Bumpers, and Robert Doubek

Back home he graduated from American University in 1975 and went on to earn a master’s degree in psychology a year later, focusing on Vietnam veterans’ painful readjustment to civilian life and Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), from which he himself suffered. In May 1977, he penned an article for the Washington Post entitled “Forgotten Veterans of that ‘Peculiar War.’” “Perhaps a national monument is in order to remind an ungrateful nation of what it has done to its sons,” he wrote. Fifteen months later he published his second bitter editorial about the “continued indifference” toward the Vietnam veteran. He had come to believe that something more than hypocritical political rhetoric was needed to honor soldiers like himself who had answered the country’s call.

Scruggs’s notion of a national memorial for Vietnam veterans was percolating. And he was channeling Carl Jung’s concept of “collective unconscious,” which he had encountered in his psychology classes. Jung argues that all humans share certain fundamental values, one of which is the deep appreciation for those who give their lives for others. And Jung’s definition of the archetypical hero—one who overcomes immense obstacles, achieves extraordinary goals, and transcends inner darkness—also captivated him. From these Jungian notions, Scruggs imagined a memorial of names. The names of the fallen on a memorial, he felt, would guarantee overwhelming public and political support. Ultimately, however, it was seeing The Deer Hunter in early 1979 that galvanized him, solidifying his idea of building a memorial to his fellow soldiers and realizing that, if it was to happen, he would have to lead the effort himself. As he remembered later, “I was thinking things over and I got very depressed. I started getting flashbacks, it was just like I was in the Army again and I saw my buddies dead there, twelve guys, their brains and intestines all over the place, twelve guys in a pile where mortar rounds had come in.”

A month later the movies again had an impact on public awareness when 64 million viewers watched a television program entitled Friendly Fire about a mother in rural Iowa, fighting against government obfuscation to find the truth about her son’s death from soldiers on his own side. Starring Carol Burnett, Ned Beatty, and Sam Waterston, the movie is based on a 1976 book of the same title by C. D. B. Bryan.

That spring, with $2,800 of his own money and being somewhat clueless about the immense hurdles he would be facing, Scruggs began to mobilize a campaign for a memorial that would honor the poignant sacrifices of US servicemen in Vietnam. He imagined such a memorial in a prominent place on the National Mall in Washington, DC, with a garden-like setting where visitors would come for rest and reflection. He hoped as well that there might be some sort of a realistic sculpture of the Vietnam soldier. In late April, Scruggs and friends formed a corporation called the Vietnam Veterans Memorial Fund (VVMF). They held a press conference over Memorial Day weekend and boldly announced their intent to raise one million dollars to build their memorial.

But the effort got off to a rocky start. In June, Roger Mudd of CBS News reported that the group had raised exactly $144.50. Shortly afterwards, their efforts were spoofed on late night television.

Then there was the matter of the creation and its execution: who could design and build such a memorial? Scruggs thought he knew the very people who could provide just the right combination of setting and art: Joseph E. Brown, a prominent landscape architect who was already engaged in designing a park and pond on the Mall to honor the fifty-six signers of the Declaration of Independence and Frederick Hart, a brilliant young artist who was then working on a sculpture for the main entrance of the Washington National Cathedral. That early relationship with Scruggs and company gave Brown and Hart an inside track to be chosen for creating and building the memorial, should the project go forward.

But Hart would have the misfortune of attending an elegant dinner party on July 29 at the home of Wolf Von Eckardt, the art and architecture critic for the Washington Post. Von Eckardt was already a big fan of Hart’s: he had written glowingly about the sculptor’s classical works at the cathedral. Also present at the soiree was the critic’s friend and colleague, Judith Martin, the future etiquette advice columnist known as Miss Manners, who was then a drama and film critic at the Post. To the surprise of all, Hart announced, with a certain pride and humility, that he had been chosen to provide the sculpture for the Vietnam Memorial. Von Eckardt rose up in a passionate outburst, voicing strong objection. Martin thought her friend might leap across the table with a knife. This memorial was far too huge and important, Von Eckardt fumed. How could Scruggs and company blithely award such an important prize to their favorite sculptor, no matter how nice and talented that artist might be? There had to be a national competition, Von Eckardt insisted, and he, by golly, would see to it that it happened.

The idea of design competitions for public art has a long and storied tradition in America. After George Washington’s death, a number of proposals surfaced for honoring the first president. The first attempt was Horatio Greenough’s sculpture of Washington as a seated and half-naked Roman hero draped with a toga. His statue was received with universal scorn. Meanwhile, a memorial commission of prominent Washingtonians was formed with Chief Justice John Marshall as the honorary chairman. Subsequently, artists presented designs from Greek, Roman, Renaissance, and Mayan traditions. The winning design by Robert Mills called for a five-hundred-foot Egyptian obelisk whose base was a pantheon of thirty columns and whose top featured Washington in a horse-drawn chariot. Construction began in 1848, but the Civil War interrupted the work, leaving the obelisk at 150 feet, well short of its planned height. After the war, Mark Twain described the unfinished stump as “a factory chimney with top broken off [and] cow sheds around its base, and the contented sheep nibbling pebbles in the desert solitudes that surround it, and the tired pigs dozing in the holy calm of its protecting shadow.” Not until 1884, through the intercession of many architects and politicians, was the Mills design modified to its current, simple pyramid finish with all the embellishments scrapped. Upon its completion critics again lambasted it, but the public quickly embraced its spare, simple elegance.

A century later the protracted and troubled campaign to craft a memorial in Washington for Franklin Roosevelt met with disappointing results. For that design competition Congress established an advisory committee in 1955 that was to include such luminaries as historian Lewis Mumford, Pietro Belluschi, the dean of architecture at MIT, and Hideo Sasaki, head of the Harvard School of Design. Even with such a distinguished panel, the initial efforts for an FDR monument woefully failed, when the winning design was contemptuously dubbed “instant Stonehenge” and then discarded. Lewis Mumford provided the dirge: “The notion of a modern monument is veritably a contradiction in terms. If it is a monument, it is not modern, and if it is modern, it cannot be a monument.”

It was not until 1978 that a design was finally approved; another nineteen years would pass before FDR’s memorial opened to the public on the Tidal Basin near the Jefferson Memorial.

Nevertheless, the failure of the FDR effort notwithstanding, Von Eckardt argued forcefully that something similar should be organized for this memorial. Eventually, he calmed down and became again the good host that he was. All congratulated Hart on his good fortune.

In a subsequent column in the Washington Post, Von Eckardt stated his case. He cited a few memorials around the world that moved him: the Fosse Ardeatine in Rome that holds the graves of Italian villagers murdered by the Nazis, the Ossip Zadkine sculpture in Rotterdam called simply May 1940, the month that the Luftwaffe destroyed that city, and the Hall of Remembrance in Jerusalem that inscribes in stone twenty-one of the largest Nazi death camps.

“None of these … is ‘good art’ or popular art, abstract or representational, ‘modern’ or ‘traditional,’” Von Eckardt wrote. “They are simply powerful ideas translated into a powerful emotional experience. And that is what I think the Vietnam Veterans Memorial group needs. To elicit powerful ideas, there must be a competition. It would be corrupt for some more or less self-appointed committee to pick some favorite.” He did not mention Hart by name. The critic would have his way. And Frederick Hart would feel as if the prize had been snatched away from him.

In August, the group got its first political breakthrough when Senator Mack Mathias of Maryland contacted the organizers and offered help. In the year that followed, a bill to erect some sort of a Vietnam memorial began to make its way through Congress. Senator John Warner of Virginia joined Mathias, and together they spearheaded the congressional effort. But central to the plan was the Congressional requirement that funds for the memorial be privately raised. Early in 1980 VVMF sent out two hundred thousand fundraising letters for the cause, and later, on Memorial Day, they sent out a million more. A disparate group of celebrities lent themselves to the effort, including Jimmy Stewart and Bob Hope. The money began to pour in. Scruggs became the face of the endeavor, and he proved himself to be an adept promoter.

In November 1979, he wrote a powerful op-ed piece in the Washington Post, railing against the media’s portrayal of Vietnam veterans as “violence-prone, psychological basket cases.” Such a characterization was, he wrote, “collective character assassination.” The title of his piece was “We were young. We have died. Remember us,” a line borrowed from Archibald MacLeish’s poem “The Young Dead Soldiers Do Not Speak,” which the poet had written when he was Librarian of Congress during World War II. The poem, often etched on war memorials, reads in part:


They say, We have done what we could but until it is

finished, it is not done.

They say, We have given our lives but until it is

finished no one can know what our lives gave.

They say, Our deaths are not ours: they are yours:

they will mean what you make of them …

They say, We leave you our deaths: give them their

meaning: give them an end to the war and a true peace: give

them a victory that ends the war and a peace afterwards: give

them their meaning.

We were young, they say. We have died. Remember us.



Tom Chorlton, a dissident who had spent six years protesting against the war, responded to Scruggs’s piece.

“If this memorial is to serve any positive purpose, however, it must include those who also suffered by recognizing the tragedy of this war and therefore resisted the draft. … I must resist any attempt to apologize to those who served in the military by white-washing the realities of that brave struggle. … We must make absolutely clear to ourselves and to history that we are not honoring the Vietnam War itself. At the very least, this memorial must include all war resisters who were imprisoned for resisting the draft. This is the minimum, the very least that must be demanded by the tens of thousands of us who also suffered by trying to bring our country to its senses.”

No one was listening.

—

As the push behind the idea of a memorial grew stronger, Scruggs was shown a number of possible sites for his tribute. The guardians of Washington’s public spaces were stingy in ceding ground in central Washington. The US Commission on Fine Arts suggested space near the Arlington Cemetery. But the organizers were not disposed to accept some small, out-of-the way niche. To hide the memorial was to sideline the war, as if it was something to be ashamed of. Scruggs had his eye on something far more prominent: a corner of the National Mall itself, a two-and-one-half acre plot of rolling ground just northeast of the shrine to Abraham Lincoln. On its face, this was an outrageous proposition. There was still no World War II memorial in Washington to honor the sixteen million Americans who served and the four hundred thousand who were killed. And there was no national monument in the nation’s capital to commemorate the 116,000 Americans who died in World War I. But Scruggs was very persistent.

For decades “temporary” military structures set up during World War I had occupied the area. With the American bicentennial celebration in 1976, the cleared area was set aside as a pastoral place of reflection and eight years later became a tribute, known as Constitution Gardens, to the founding fathers. The resistance to any further “improvement” was great among the city’s planners, who believed that this portion of the Mall should remain a quiet byway of planted trees, serene waters, and twisting pathways somewhat like the Bois de Boulogne in Paris. During his presidency, Richard Nixon had noticed the area’s pristine emptiness on one of his helicopter rides off the White House lawn and seized on the idea that this would be a perfect spot for an amusement park along the lines of Tivoli Gardens in Copenhagen, replete with a carousel, bandstand, puppet shows, jugglers, and café. Fortunately, as the Watergate scandal came to dominate Nixon’s attention, this proposal, like Nixon, languished.
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Plan of the National Mall, Washington, DC, circa 1980, with the projected site for the Vietnam Veterans Memorial indicated on the left.

Ultimately, Senator Mathias and twenty-five cosponsors introduced a bill specifying Constitution Gardens as the site for a Vietnam War memorial. As Memorial Day of 1980 approached, it passed unanimously in the US Senate and sailed easily through the House of Representatives.

The critical government agency to approve or reject the project was the National Commission on Fine Arts. Immediately, the commission chairman, J. Carter Brown, voiced strong objection to the designated site. “It is the commission’s belief that if Constitution Gardens should become the setting for major memorials … the intended character of the park will be seriously diminished, if not lost altogether.” This objection created a momentary hiccup in the process. But patriotic fervor always trumps artistic quibbles. This would be the first of many instances in this saga in which political forces would override artistic considerations. The objections were ignored.

On July 1, 1980, President Carter signed the bill into law. In celebrating its passage, the president returned to the words of Philip Caputo. This time, however, he quoted a Caputo passage he had omitted a year earlier. In the continuation of Caputo’s letter to his fallen comrade, the author mourned that the country had not matched the faithfulness of his friend. There were no monuments or memorials, no statues, or plaques, the author insisted, because such symbols would make Vietnam harder to forget.

Now, at last, that would change. There would be a remembrance, if the right artistic concept could be found that would pass the muster of the Washington salons, and if the money for its construction could be raised. When the ground in Constitutional Gardens was finally consecrated, after the strains of the Battle Hymn of the Republic echoed to the Lincoln Memorial, a clergyman delivered the hopeful invocation.

“For those who yet suffer wounds, for those not yet home, let this be a mecca for healing.” Some saw this as equivalent to tears as well as joy at a wedding, appreciating what trials lay ahead.

For more than a year the VVMF had toiled on in the thankless task of soliciting donations for an abstract idea. Things had started slowly, but there were a few early successes. Most significant was a call Jan Scruggs made to the Texas billionaire Ross Perot. A proud navy veteran, Perot was one of the greatest fast-talking salesmen in America. His data collection company, Electronic Data Systems (EDS), had had a stratospheric rise into the top ranks of American business, fueled by fat government contracts and deals with corporate giants such as General Motors. He was also passionately involved in POW/MIA issues, partly because his roommate at the US Naval Academy had been killed in Vietnam. In 1979, he achieved considerable publicity after several of his EDS employees were taken hostage in Iran, then in the throes of the Ayatollah Khomeini revolution.

To rescue his employees, Perot had recruited a band of seasoned warriors, led by a notorious ex-Green Beret colonel, Arthur “Bull” Simons. In 1970, Simons led a perilous mission into North Vietnam to free Americans, including a navy fighter pilot named John McCain, from a prison at Son Tay. The mission failed, but it forced the North Vietnamese to consolidate American captives in a prison at Hòa Lo in central Hanoi. That prison would be dubbed the “Hanoi Hilton.” In the Iran operation, the Simons team melted into a huge pro-Khomeini rally and freed the EDS employees as well as a large number of political prisoners. Simons then successfully spirited them out of the country to safety.

So, Perot, now among the richest men in America and an acknowledged super-patriot, was a good target for a donation. Scruggs’s first call to him netted a cool $10,000.

Another success came at the hands of Scruggs’s most important political connection, Senator John Warner. In December 1979 Warner hosted a breakfast with thirteen corporate executives at his tony Georgetown mansion across from Dumbarton Oaks. He would later claim that when his wife, Elizabeth Taylor—he was her sixth husband—made a grand entrance in a pink bath robe with dangling fluffy white balls and pink slippers, the businessmen tripled their donations.

Warner and Taylor had a much more public encore ten months later when they hosted a black-tie extravaganza at the old Pension Building in downtown Washington. Warner looked grand in his tuxedo with the medals he earned as an ensign in World War II and as a marine in the Korean War prominently on display over his left lapel. Besides Senators Warner and Mathias and a number of crusty veterans, the headliners for this event included Perot, General William Westmoreland, Veterans Affairs administrator, Max Cleland, twenty-five generals and admirals, and a handful of corporate chairmen from such firms as General Electric and General Dynamics. Perot, gabby as ever, gave a breezy rendition of his now-famous Iran rescue operation and told of how he had insisted that his commandos be Vietnam veterans. “You take these young guys out and give ’em a mission and cut out all the chatter and they do just fine,” he told a reporter.

Elizabeth Taylor looked pretty good too that night in a blousy red dress with Greek designs that the Washington Post described as “flimsy.” In the estimation of some, the actress did not really look like she wanted to be at the gala, as if she had been trotted out for show against her will. Perhaps as a result, she displayed a flash of her famous temper. When she passed a table and a brash veteran shouted out, “Hey, Miss Taylor, can I take your picture?” Taylor turned on him with a fiery look and said, “It’s Mrs. Warner, chump,” whereupon the veteran’s wife, a tough-looking, no-nonsense woman, jumped up to defend her man, and the two started jawing at one another. The muscle was called in to break up the fight.

There would be other awkward moments. General Westmoreland looked very much the marble man as he assumed the podium. When he began to spout the usual stuff about honor, duty, and country, a veteran in a wheelchair whispered to his dinner partner that he thought Westmoreland was “out of his fucking mind. If they’d given him what he wanted over there, he would have blown the hell out of everything.” And even Scruggs, whom the audience might have assumed to be an uncritical flag-waver, gave voice to inner conflict. The author of the memorial to honor soldiers perfectly represented the overwhelmingly anti-war sentiments of most Vietnam veterans and indeed the inner conflict of the entire Vietnam generation.

“I basically think that the war was a serious mistake,” he told a reporter. “I’m not pro-war, and not a right-wing warrior. … I later protested against the war. I gotta admit I’m still quite confused about the damn thing.”

So, it was left to a stocky ex-Marine with curly red hair to express an unqualified love of country. “The key thing that’s been missing is simply according to the people who served, the dignity of their experience,” he said. “The hardest reentry point for Vietnam guys was their own peer group.” His name was James Webb. By this time, he was best known for his gritty Vietnam novel, Fields of Fire (1978), which had sold more than seven hundred thousand copies. Webb had convinced his publisher to provide several hundred copies of his book as party favors at the gala, and he was on the VVMF’s advisory committee.

All the same, for all the fun and folderol the event at the Pension Building grossed $85,000 for the Memorial Fund. By mid-March 1981, the patrons had $820,000. Then at the end of April, only days before the winner of the grand design contest was announced, Perot stepped forward with an additional $160,000 to underpin the entire cost of the competition.


Chapter Three

NOTHING TO ADD, NOTHING TO TAKE AWAY

In 1980, the campus of Yale University had settled into a malaise of relative quiet after an era of turbulence over civil rights and the Vietnam War. Students had turned their gaze inward to their courses and their grades. Indifferent toward national and international concerns, their minds and hopes were fixed on their future careers. The Vietnam War was now a distant memory. The draft had been scrapped seven years earlier as the volunteer army had relieved every young male of concern over conscription. Apart from the revolutionary regime of the Ayatollah Khomeini that had taken American hostages in Iran and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, the world was experiencing a comparative lull from large-scale bloody conflict. Ronald Reagan had been elected that fall in a landslide and Mount St. Helens had blown its top in Oregon. But among the top news stories that year, students on campus were inclined to be most upset over the assassination of John Lennon.
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