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Advance Praise for Precious Freedom


“This is James Bradley doing what he does best. Diving in and talking to veterans, asking the hardest questions about the Vietnam War, and looking for actual answers. Precious Freedom is a David and Goliath story … and proof of the power of the ordinary person.”

—Brad Meltzer, #1 New York Times bestselling author

“If you have spent time with US veterans of the Vietnam War and with Vietnamese citizens who lived through it, and took part in it, you will immediately recognize in these pages the enormous nuance and complexity of that time in both countries’ histories. It’s likely in your daily routine that you meet someone who fought in Vietnam, and it’s almost guaranteed that they are still thinking of those days, the terror and camaraderie. At the same time, we struggle to find a way to talk about it. That’s where James Bradley comes in. Precious Freedom is an engrossing, highly-researched and essential part of this complex conversation. We undertake a new journey with James Bradley: he takes us inside the lives of the people, culture, and aspirations of the Vietnamese people who met on the battlefields with the older men you see today in the grocery stores, the coffee shops, at high school graduations. If we are to understand the experiences of these two countries, and to honor them, we must see they are inextricably bound. Bradley brings this relationship to dramatic light in a way we cannot forget or put down. Read this book for yourself, for the veterans of any conflict, and for the Vietnamese people who have become some of America’s steadfast allies, just as they had predicted they might be. Precious Freedom is an important and poignant homecoming of many, many kinds.”

—Doug Stanton, #1 New York Times bestselling author

“James Bradley journeyed to Iwo Jima and returned with Flags of Our Fathers and now ventures to Vietnam and brings us Precious Freedom, where he reveals that, if we’d known what happened in the 1960s in Vietnam, American mothers would never have sent their children to Iraq and Afghanistan. The truth is the best vaccination against great lies.”

—Oliver Stone

ii“James Bradley has produced another triumph. Anyone who has spent time talking with veterans and survivors of the American War in Vietnam will instantly recognize the people in this book. Precious Freedom offers a window onto the obscenity of the conflict and the episodes of courage and grace that nonetheless punctuated it. It’s a complex story told in a compelling and furiously honest fashion. If you think you’ve already read all the great Vietnam War novels, think again.”

—Nick Turse, author of Kill Anything That Moves: The Real American War in Vietnam

“James Bradley is in top form with Precious Freedom, displaying his gift for making complex subjects understandable. Precious Freedom is the place to start if you haven’t read about the Vietnam War and if you’re familiar with the genre, it will add significantly to your understanding.”

—Douglas Valentine, author of The CIA as Organized Crime

“For more than sixty years, Americans have looked at Vietnam through the wrong end of a telescope. Precious Freedom turns it around, bringing into sharp focus Vietnamese people who lived and died in the Pentagon’s gunsights. James Bradley’s profound novel illuminates the resilient spirit of Vietnam’s people and the historic aggression of America’s warfare state.”

—Norman Solomon, author of War Made Invisible

“James Bradley’s revelatory account of how the Vietnamese people defeated a better armed, better funded fighting force backed up by the richest country in the world offers an object lesson in why so-called advanced technology and vast expenditures are no match for superior morale, smart strategy, deep local knowledge, society-wide commitment and unity of purpose. … The stories Bradley conveys offer a cautionary tale about the dangers of an approach based on technological hubris and misplaced faith in the power and effectiveness of military intervention, divorced from an understanding of local conditions. War is a human endeavor, and Bradley captures that truth in compelling detail.”

—William D. Hartung, Senior Research Fellow at the Quincy Institute for Responsible Statecraft, author of The Trillion Dollar War Machine

iii“The world knows that Vietnam defeated the United States in a long war, but how did Vietnam accomplish that astonishing feat? James Bradley has come up with a magnificently rich and deeply researched answer. His book teaches us much about the war and about Vietnam, but most of all about the United States and why it embarks on such devastating misadventures.”

—Stephen Kinzer, author of Poisoner in Chief and The Brothers

“Precious Freedom is an extremely important book that counters the distorted revisionism about the Vietnam War prevalent in the US, presenting the US cause as a noble one, and America’s South Vietnamese allies as heroic. Bradley is a gifted storyteller and writer who gives voice to the Vietnamese people who successfully stood up to defend their country against brutal foreign invaders, backed by local collaborators. Drawing on dozens of interviews, including with aides to Ho Chi Minh, North Vietnamese army generals, and southern-based National Liberation Front (NLF) fighters, along with American Marines, Bradley explains how and why Vietnam won the Vietnam War, and how and why the US lost. Important lessons can be drawn from this history that sheds light on the barbarism and folly underlying US foreign policy in the Cold War.”

—Jeremy Kuzmarov, Managing Editor of CovertAction Magazine and author of Obama’s Unending Wars

“If we had truly understood what happened in Vietnam, no American would have let their children march off to Iraq or Afghanistan. Precious Freedom exposes the buried lessons of war, showing how forgotten history paves the road to repeated tragedy.”

—John Kiriakou, Author of The Reluctant Spy

“Like James Bradley, I have travelled to Vietnam and shared memories, food, laughter, and tears with these remarkable people and some of their leaders. Remarkable because as Americans invaded their land, killed five million people, raped their women, destroyed their triple canopy forests with chemical weapons, and dropped more bombs on their tiny country than were dropped by all sides in World War II—through it all Ho Chi Minh taught his people to feel sorry for American troops, to understand ivthe American mothers’ sorrows, and, above all, not to let corrosive hate enter their being. Ho taught that neither the Vietnamese nor American people wanted war, but Cold War–addled US leaders got in the way. Today in Vietnam, we Americans are forgiven and accepted. After besting the Mongols, Chinese, French, Japanese and Americans, Vietnam cannot afford to hate much of the world and they don’t. I found their spirit of resistance inspiring and I am humbled by Vietnamese forgiveness, which James Bradley brings out so poignantly in Precious Freedom.”

—Peter Kuznick, co-author with Oliver Stone of The Untold History of the United States, made into a ten-part Showtime documentary film series, Professor of History and Director of the Nuclear Studies Institute at American University

“In James Bradley’s powerful book, his protagonist, Chip, joins the Marines in 1967, gets sent to Vietnam, and tragically learns that the war had been a lie. The enemies were simply ordinary people fighting for their own country, not to take over ours. Like Chip, I joined the military in the 1960s but witnessed the war vicariously through reams of top secret messages at an intelligence headquarters far from the war zone. Nevertheless, I came to the same conclusion and joined the anti-war movement when I returned. Half a century after the tragic and bloody conflict ended, it’s time for a new generation to understand, both through Chip as well as those sadly on the other side of his bullets, what the war was really all about. As well as those that have followed.”

—James Bamford, bestselling author of The Puzzle Palace and Body of Secrets
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It was March of 1965. The US bombed Vietnam for the first time. I was an eighteen-year-old Hanoi schoolgirl. Uncle Ho’s voice came over the school loudspeaker. He said that the American invader had set foot in Vietnam. Uncle Ho asked all Vietnamese to stand up, men and women. This is our history. I imagined that I had died at that moment. My life now belonged to my country, it was not my life anymore. As Uncle Ho said, “Nothing is more precious than freedom.”

Ms. Nguyen Un Thi
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To Vo Thi Sau

In memory of the millions who fought in Vietnam.




xiii

Contents



	Part I

	Chapter 1 Know Your Enemy

	Chapter 2 Deception

	Chapter 3 Deliberation

	Chapter 4 Preparation

	Chapter 5 Papal War

	Chapter 6 Doubt

	Chapter 7 Captive

	Chapter 8 Surprise

	Chapter 9 Resistance




	Part II

	Chapter 10 People’s War

	Chapter 11 Bait

	Chapter 12 The Small Against the Big

	Chapter 13 Route 9

	Chapter 14 Observation

	Chapter 15 Readiness

	Chapter 16 Propaganda

	Chapter 17 Intelligence




	Part III

	Chapter 18 Leadership

	Chapter 19 Surprise Attack

	Chapter 20 Victory

	Chapter 21 Surrounded

	Chapter 22 Magic Road

	Chapter 23 Not Enemies: On Opposite Sides

	Chapter 24 One Vietnam




	Acknowledgments

	Notes and Further Reading






xv

Part I





1

Chapter 1 Know Your Enemy



If you know the enemy and know yourself, you need not fear the result of a hundred battles. If you know yourself but not the enemy, for every victory gained you will also suffer a defeat. If you know neither the enemy nor yourself, you will succumb in every battle.

Sun Tzu



As the fifteen-year-old drew a breath to scream, the American shot her father in the face.

Bao had been standing under the overhang of his home’s thatched roof serving as a lookout for the meeting being held within. Sighting the Americans, Bao turned and shouted a warning to the men inside. When he turned back, the nineteen-year-old US Marine raised his old M-14 and shot May’s father in the right side of his head.

It was Friday, April 27, 1967.

The bullet ripped through Bao’s forehead and tore off the back of his head. Blood from the gaping wound exploded into the air. Bao collapsed onto the ground like a rag doll, twitched twice, and then lay still. For a split second, there was a great stillness; all that moved was the blood, which pulsed from the wounded man’s head and ran in a thick stream of red to the earth.

Fifteen yards away, May stood motionless, shielded behind a clump of banana trees, watching, helpless. Her scream of horror shattered the 2silence. Instantly, the Marine swiveled his body and his rifle toward her and for a second their eyes locked. For May, the only world she’d ever known disappeared in that moment. The American’s eyes held her, trapped. She was unable to fathom what had just happened, unable to comprehend the kind of hatred that drove this American Marine to her village to kill. Days later, all she could remember was the man’s large American face.

The scene exploded as the platoon, hearing the shot, burst into the clearing and then into the now-empty house. Weapons shouldered, they fanned out in pursuit of the men who had been meeting there. But those men were like ghosts. Bao’s warning had given them the seconds needed to flee. Each had headed in a different direction, racing along the familiar earthen walkways of the rice fields. They soon disappeared into the dense foliage that enveloped the Dong Ha farmland.

While the Marines searched for men they would never find, May and her mother, Thu, hurried toward Bao, but before they could reach him, three Marines returned to the small clearing where Bao’s body lay. In unison, May and Thu changed course. As May turned, she noticed something on the ground. After the shooting, something had fallen from the Marine’s pocket. With bare seconds to spare and hardly thinking, May reached for the small pocket comb lying on the ground next to her father. Grasping it tightly, she, too, disappeared.

Mother and daughter fled to a nearby neighbor’s home. May was fifteen years old; Thu was thirty-three. Both were shaking and crying. Neither knew what to do. They wanted to recover Bao’s body, but they were afraid of being killed. The neighbor who took them in had done so at great peril to herself. Would the Americans come to her house? Would they pursue May and Thu? Would they all die? As the three sat on the floor in the dark, few words were spoken, just jumbled articulations of pain that didn’t make sense because none of the women could make sense of what had just happened.

After a few minutes, May reached into her pouch and pulled out the plastic comb. It was green, about four inches long, and imprinted with the letters Z-O-B-E-L. May assumed it was a government-issued comb and that the man who killed Bao was named Zobel.

3After about an hour, her mother turned to May and softly said, “Uncle Ho says that when the foreigner puts one foot on Vietnam’s soil everyone stands up, even the women. This is your time, May. The Americans killed your father. Go into the forest. They will show you the way. Find Mr. Son. Mr. Son will tell you what to do.”



Years later, long after the Americans had been defeated, May would recall to her children that at that moment she knew calm. She felt as if she had died and been reborn so that she could give her life to her country. Her mother was right. It was her time to go to the forest.

Uncle Ho had not been the first to talk about all Vietnamese standing up—even the women—when the foreigner came. He was repeating what the Vietnamese had said for generations. Resistance and persistence … then more resistance and persistence … was the recurring theme of Vietnamese history. Even at fifteen, May knew this.

The neighbor and Thu quickly bundled a few things for May in a cloth knapsack: some balls of boiled rice, a few ears of roasted corn, two boiled sweet potatoes, a kitchen knife. They then stood silently and faced her. Thu slipped her wedding ring off her finger and placed it on May’s thumb. “You know what to do,” Thu murmured, tears in her eyes. “There’s only one Vietnam.”

May hugged Thu. For the rest of her life, she would remember that moment, the two beating hearts. Then May stepped back, bowed in respect, and went out the back door to fight for her country.

Go into the forest. They will show you the way.

May would never see her mother again.
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I was a teenager with pimples in 1967, a year when the Vietnam War was surging. In the 1970s, I attended university in Japan and hitchhiked across Asia, though Vietnam after the war had been off-limits. Years later, my writing career had me researching in Japan, South Korea, China, Taiwan, and the Philippines, but it wasn’t until 2007—when I was fifty-three years old—that I visited Ho Chi Minh City, which most residents 4referred to as Saigon. I not only had no intention of writing a book about the Vietnam War, I had an active aversion to the idea; to me, that period was just too negative. But Saigon’s bright sunshine seemed to wash away my dark foreboding. And I was surprised at the people’s acceptance of me, an American. I experienced a cheerfulness from the Vietnamese I could not have imagined after watching all the newsreels of US troops moving tensely through dark jungles in search of an unseen enemy.

The war had been a tragedy for America and those who fought there. For the Vietnamese, it was also a tragedy: they had suffered grievously to expel the Americans. But it was also a victory. They had accomplished their mission. I soon realized the Vietnamese I was meeting possessed the confidence of winners.

When traveling out of Saigon, north of the city, I couldn’t help but think about the war, about the landscape, about the more than 58,000 Americans who died there, and the millions of Vietnamese who did the same. The fighting was bloody and long, horrific. Yet the Vietnam I saw in 2007 was still largely rural. Farmers still plowed the land using water buffalo. How did the peasant farmers of a third-world agricultural country defeat what was economically and militarily the world’s most powerful country? It was a question I couldn’t get out of my head.

At the time of the war, America had five times the population of Vietnam and immense treasure. The United States threw 3,400,000 of its own soldiers into the fight, dominated the air and sea, pounded the country with 7.5 million tons of explosive bombs, and dropped 400,000 tons of napalm, Agent Orange, and other illegal toxins on Vietnam. In contrast, the Vietnamese had no secure bases and operated from primordial jungles and dark underground tunnels. They employed the same tactics they had used against the Mongols generations earlier. Their main supply network, the Ho Chi Minh Trail, was attacked continuously, becoming the most bombed spot in history. On paper, the United States looked invincible while the Vietnamese looked like the skinny, ragtag, poorly armed army it was.

So how did Vietnam win?

I had from birth been marinated in the question of how people and organizations succeed, how they won. Coach Vince Lombardi was the 5cultural icon of my northern Wisconsin youth. I was a Vince acolyte, believing his proclamation, “Winning is not a sometime thing; it’s an all the time thing. You don’t win once in a while; you don’t do things right once in a while; you do them right all of the time.” I grew up reading articles and watching documentaries explaining how Vince molded the Green Bay Packers into a winning machine.

To me, football was the great American sport. And analyzing football was the great American pastime. Teams and coaches butted heads. There were fumbles and sacks and yellow flags. And eventually there was a winner and a loser. We may have called out a missed play by the losing team or bemoaned their throwing averages, but we didn’t allow the losers to belabor their losses or go into detail explaining them. Nor did we spend millions of pages analyzing why they lost. We acknowledged the winner as the superior competitor and studied their methods to improve.

So, when I arrived in Vietnam, I put on my small-town Wisconsin hat and asked, “Who won this war?”

US leaders in the 1960s and 1970s said they were fighting to maintain “a free and independent South Vietnam.” This imaginary “Made in the USA” two-country construct of “North” and “South” was hogwash double-talk for American domestic consumption. The Vietnamese saw one Vietnam. Most of those Vietnamese not bribed by the Americans outed the “free and independent” propaganda as cover for the United States to keep half of Vietnam in foreign chains fronted by traitor puppets. Like patriotic American revolutionaries two hundred years earlier unhappy with their British “freedom,” the Vietnamese had long insisted on ruling their country their own way. Vietnamese leaders countered the American bluster and said they would not settle for a foreign power dividing their people in two, that “freedom and independence” meant there could only be one Vietnam.

I looked around. There was one Vietnam. The Americans had lost and the Vietnamese had won.

But that wasn’t the sense I had gotten back at home. I began to plow through American narratives, which are often about temporary tactical brilliance but do not mention the eventual strategic failure. Reading those books was like reading books about a quarterback who can throw 6a hundred-yard pass—and does so repeatedly—without mentioning that in the end he lost the game. An American professor of military history—Ivy League, smart guy, deeply steeped in the history of the war—recently completed another book on the Vietnam War. Each of his books examines how the losers lost. He concludes that in the 1960s the US military was the best fighting force in the world. Unfortunately, according to the professor, the US military just hadn’t been trained for conditions in Vietnam. Maybe so. But excuses or not, they still lost.

I began to interview American veterans—who I discovered are mostly still in a suspended state of, “We could have won …”

if only Congress had not cut off funding …

if only we had just rolled into North Vietnam like Patton …

if only the politicians had let the military win the war …

if only the media had not turned against us …

if only the anti-war movement hadn’t undercut us …



But even after a lot of digging, I still didn’t understand how tiny Vietnam had beaten big America. I began simply to ask the Vietnamese what they thought.

My questioning began in a Saigon coffee shop and for over a decade had me searching the breadth and length of Vietnam. I asked former government officials—including aides to Ho Chi Minh—North Vietnam Army (NVA) generals and soldiers, scholars, Viet Cong fighters, prisoners, current-day artists, authors, filmmakers, and many ordinary Vietnamese the question: “How did you win?”

I was excited when, in September 2017, a documentary on the Vietnam War debuted on PBS. But I was disappointed when it recounted many American missteps but, after many hours, left up in the air the question of how and why Vietnam beat the United States. Reexamining American mistakes—with the implied “we could have won if only” perception—is like trying to understand a winning coach’s career by studying the teams who lost to him. This is like assuming that the teams Coach Vince Lombardi’s Green Bay Packers bested were actually superior to the Packers, and that they could have, should have won. It’s the same as declaring that the boxers who lost to Muhammad Ali were in 7reality better than he—they just hadn’t trained as hard. Codirector Ken Burns said of his PBS documentary films, “They will inspire our country to begin to talk and think about the Vietnam War in an entirely new way.”

The Vietnamese veterans I interviewed don’t need to look at the war in an entirely new way. They got it right the first time.

To Americans, the “Vietnam War” was a hot potato tossed into unprepared hands, in that it was an unusual and strange historical event that bewildered them. As it still does today. To the Vietnamese, the “American War” was a familiar scourge. The central theme of Vietnamese history is resistance and persistence against foreign invaders, and they employed centuries-old, time-tested strategies and tactics to evict the Americans.

Vietnam won. America lost. How did this happen? I couldn’t find the answer.



I had previously authored Flags of Our Fathers, the story about my father fighting with the United States Marines on Iwo Jima in World War II. Two decades later, my older brother joined the Marines to fight in Vietnam, so I naturally zeroed in on the Marines’ experience. The Marines were stationed in the northern part of what the Americans had designated “South Vietnam.” Their main base was the enormous Da Nang airbase; their smaller bases radiated out from there. The largest subsidiary base was at Dong Ha, a market town on the Hieu River, ten miles inland from Vietnam’s coast on the South China Sea. Strategically located, Dong Ha was the gateway to the US-imposed Demilitarized Zone, or “DMZ,” the border area between what America termed North and South Vietnam. The Marines established Dong Ha Base in April of 1966, but most had withdrawn by November of 1969—six years before the US helicopters fled Saigon. I was shocked to learn that much of the fighting against the Marines had been conducted by Vietnamese civilians—whom we call Viet Cong—with no tanks or heavy armor. North Vietnamese tanks didn’t arrive in Dong Ha until 1972, almost three years after the heavily armed Marines had left. By the time most of the Marines retreated, the city of Dong Ha had already been flattened. No structures were left standing. As one who experienced Dong Ha’s destruction later told me, “Mr. Bradley, 8there was not even one bowl left unbroken.” But the Marines were gone and the people of Dong Ha stood tall. During World War II, my father’s Marine Corps fought until they had secured Iwo Jima. However, just a generation later, my brother’s Corps was ordered to leave Dong Ha without victory. How was this possible, I wondered? When I finally found the answers, I realized that if we had understood the what and how of what happened in Dong Ha back then, American mothers would not have dispatched their youth to Iraq and Afghanistan.

Today Dong Ha is a traditional Vietnamese country town of approximately ninety thousand citizens where few foreigners venture; it is off the tourist track and doesn’t even have a Chinese restaurant.

In order to find Dong Ha veterans and ask them about their war, I first spent months drinking tea with a variety of city leaders who were trying to discern my intentions. I couldn’t tell them what I would write because I didn’t know what had happened. I could only promise that I would tell the truth. For reasons never explained to me, these officials eventually parted the cultural and historical veil and allowed me to meet the Vietnamese veterans who had pushed the American Marines out of Dong Ha.

Thus began years of interviews animated by the simple single question “How did you win?”

What follows is a story. Is it true? Yes. Most of it is true. Is it a novel? Also yes: some parts of it have been fictionalized. Is the history factual? Yes, every bit of it. Are the characters real? Yes. May and I spent afternoons talking and drinking tea. Mr. Son also is still alive. I am honored to call him a friend. He was one of the most brilliant Viet Cong leaders. The hours I spent with Marine veterans are reflected in the stories here. The combat in the book is real. The politics are real. The nightmares and pain and struggle are real.

This story details how the Americans created and fought to maintain the Potemkin state of “South Vietnam,” at a time when the Vietnamese knew there was only one true Vietnam. They believed it should be controlled by them, not by yet another invading country. They believed freedom was precious and worth fighting for. Finally, this book reveals a surprising story of forgiveness that took me over a decade to truly fathom.
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Fifteen-year-old May walked west for hours. It was familiar territory. The province she lived in, and through which she now traveled, was Quang Tri, the northernmost province of what the Americans called “South Vietnam.” Fifteen miles north of her was the DMZ, the imaginary border between “North” and “South” Vietnam. East of her was the South China Sea and forty-five miles due west was the mountainous Laotian frontier. May was trekking across the coastal plain overlooked by the foothills of the Annamite Range. The land between the South China Sea and the hilly highlands through which May journeyed was marked by rocky headlands, belts of sand dunes, and, where the soil was suitable, rice fields. Streams flowing east toward the South China Sea or west to Laos crisscrossed the coastal plains and the highlands, which were characterized by steep slopes, sharp crests, and narrow valleys covered mainly by a dense, evergreen, broadleaf forest. Most of the peaks were from four thousand to six thousand feet high.

A helicopter view of the area would show lowland plains that had been planted for centuries in rice or were rainforests, and the highlands, which were covered with triple-canopy jungles. The steep, rugged mountains featured dense undergrowth. In this ecosystem, there were distinct wet and dry seasons with a wide range of temperatures.

Dong Ha was a market town located at the intersection of Route 1A and Route 9. A large US Marine base had been built there a year earlier, in April 1966. Surrounding Dong Ha were red roads, green farmland, water buffalo, rice fields, and bamboo thatch homes each with its own fishpond and shade trees. A walk around Dong Ha would reveal a neat, dusty town of cement buildings with corrugated iron roofs, few trucks, fewer passenger cars, many bicycles, men pedaling dressed in black pajamas, and women pedaling in their conical bamboo hats wearing trim white Ao Dai and black trousers.

The most important city in the broader region was Hue, the ancient capital of Vietnam, which was about forty-five miles south of Dong Ha and about ten miles from the sea. It was a city with over 100,000 people and was the center of Vietnamese imperial culture.

10As she journeyed to the forest, May walked mostly atop the earthen banks surrounding the rice fields but also beside the hedges which rimmed the neighbors’ farms, which grew cucumbers, potatoes, and a wide variety of the fruits and vegetables prized by the Vietnamese palate. She was in no danger as a young girl walking calmly through the Vietnamese countryside.

As May unconsciously moved her body forward, her conscious mind replayed the sight of the American shooter. She had watched as his body absorbed the recoil of his rifle. Over and over, she saw the spray of blood explode from the back of her father’s head and watched him fall. And then all she saw was the American’s face, his pink skin, and eyes that stared at her from beneath his helmet. This was what stood out. Over and over, it was the Marine’s eyes—not her father’s falling body—that ran through May’s mind.

Z-O-B-E-L.
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An observer in 1967 comparing a fifteen-year-old American girl to May might superficially observe that the former leads a more sophisticated life: her roads are paved; her house is heated; the family has indoor plumbing, a television in the den, a radio in the bedroom. There are Beatles posters on the wall and a closet full of clothes. In 1967, she would still be in high school, maybe making plans to meet a boyfriend. She might be thinking about her immediate future as a mother, or she might be preparing for college. There were great changes on the horizon for women in the late 1960s, and her mind might be exploring women’s equality and pushing against the traditional bonds that kept young women at home. In 1967, some American fifteen-year-olds already were beginning to question their role in society. Not so for the fifteen-year-old May. Her place in society was as it had been for women in Vietnam for millennia. She was already feeding her family. May could catch a fish in the family pond, gut and scale it, and serve it for lunch with hot fluffy rice and vegetables. She could behead a chicken on the chopping block, pluck its feathers, clean its carcass, and roast it for dinner. To May, her heritage was important. The plot of land 11she was living on had been farmed by her family for generations. Working with her father and mother, she already knew what to plant and harvest at what time of year and knew the local herbs and roots required to cure various ailments. May shadowed her father and mother to help them with the duties it took to raise and feed a family and run an efficient Vietnamese household. She attended school. She was literate. Though she didn’t have a television or a poster of the Beatles, she could read the rhythms of the sun, the moon, the land, and the stars, and was confident of who she was. May was a traditional young Vietnamese woman, a strong person who knew where she had come from and where she was going.

About 7 p.m., with the western hills just beginning to swallow the sun, May entered the forest and began to climb the hilly slopes. Not long after the land began to slope upward, two silent ghosts appeared on the trail. They were armed lookouts, but they did not raise their rifles in challenge: they were expecting her. They already knew the Americans had shot her father.

May gave a brief bow and asked to be taken to Mr. Son, but when she tried to explain about what had happened that afternoon, her eyes filled with tears.

“They killed Father,” she said.

The boys—just a couple of years older than May—nodded their heads silently, offered her fresh water, then pointed to the trail that she needed to follow and described its twists and turns. They told her if she was challenged, the passcode that evening was “ocean.”

After another hour of climbing and one more challenge by lookouts, May made it to Mr. Son’s camp. There were about thirty other people living and training in the camp, all led by Mr. Son, who was only twenty-one years old. An accomplished guerrilla leader, he was addressed with the “Mr.” honorific. As she was escorted into the open area, two women brought May a blanket and some hot food which had been cooked on the traditional, ingenious Vietnamese guerrilla stove: a pit of metal placed underground which had long metal tunnels that reached deep into the forest and dispersed the smoke, thus allowing the fighters to avoid detection by the Americans.

By 10 p.m., May was sleeping in a hammock, traumatized and exhausted.

12
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Eighty-five hundred miles east of May’s camp and thirteen hours earlier, members of the United States Senate and House of Representatives gathered in the ornate House Chamber. Every seat on the wraparound floor and up in the galleries was filled. There was a lively expectant buzz. At 12:20 p.m. on Friday, April 27, 1967, Vice President Hubert Humphrey and Speaker of the House John McCormack took their seats on the raised dais behind the speaker’s platform. Speaker McCormack called the House to order, and everyone stood with heads bowed as the Reverend Edward Latch intoned:


We pray for our men and women in Vietnam. For their loyalty to duty, for their response to the call of our country, for their courage in the midst of danger, and for their willingness to give themselves we thank Thee. We pray that the offering of their lives may not be in vain. Out of their suffering and sacrifice may there come a better nation and a better world for all mankind. Through Jesus Christ Our Lord. Amen.



At 12:31 p.m., the House Doorkeeper announced, “General William C. Westmoreland. Commander. The US Military Assistance Command Vietnam.” All present leaped to their feet and burst into welcoming applause as the handsome General Westmoreland entered and marched up the aisle. After shaking hands with the vice president and speaker, he stood ramrod straight in front of the lectern as the applause washed over him.

In the White House, President Lyndon Baines Johnson was monitoring the scene. Lyndon Johnson was a political animal, a creature of Congress, the former “Master of the Senate,” infinitely more concerned about Washington’s view of the war than the facts on the ground in Vietnam. LBJ viewed America through the prism of Congress. His every step regarding the conflict was to keep his political enemies from destroying him with the cudgel of Who lost Vietnam? This fear had roots in the peculiar historical relationship between Asia and America.

In 1882, the US Senate, due to many factors, including complaints from labor unions, decided that Chinese brains could not process democracy as 13well as European brains and enacted the Chinese Exclusion Act, which all but completely halted Chinese immigration. Large-scale Chinese immigration was not restored until the passage of the Immigration Act of 1965. Accordingly, because of the prohibitive size of the Pacific Ocean and the Chinese Exclusion Act, a miniscule number of Asians had come to the United States. Moreover, very few Americans had ventured to Asia. For more than eighty years, there was only limited contact between the average American and an Asian person.

In 1967, America was still a Eurocentric country. There were many French restaurants in New York City, Italian eateries everywhere, you could order up a plate of bratwurst, but there were no Japanese sushi bars or Vietnamese noodle eateries. A few adventurous uptown Manhattanites might taxi downtown to Chinatown, but the two societies were separate, never the twain shall meet. America was covered with Protestant and Catholic churches and a sprinkling of synagogues, but good luck locating a nearby Buddhist temple.

Educated Americans learned French and studied in Oxford, Heidelberg, or Rome. American diplomats could meet with their French, Italian, Russian, and German counterparts and speak their language. But almost no one in the United States government could conduct themselves fluently in Tokyo, Beijing, or Hanoi.

Americans understood European reality because most of their ancestors had immigrated from the Old World. But there was a gap wider and deeper than the Pacific Ocean in the American mind regarding Asia. That vacuum was filled by myths perpetuated mostly by religious missionaries who ventured to Asia to save souls and returned to paint mirages on blank American mental screens. It was these myths about Asia that Lyndon Johnson was forced to accommodate.

During the Franklin Delano Roosevelt administration, there existed the mirage that Asians wanted to be just like us Americans, if only extended a helping Yankee hand. Another myth was that America “had” China—Asia’s most populous country. That the Chinese wanted to be like Americans, democratic and capitalistic. When Mao Zedong shattered this false American narrative in 1949, Americans were shocked. The citizenry did not examine the conditions in far-off Asia that resulted in Mao’s rise. 14Instead, their gaze fixed accusingly on Washington. They assumed that because America had “had” China, someone in the Truman administration had “lost” it. A Who lost China? political tsunami arose. Senator Joe McCarthy rode the wave, and it washed away the political careers of many in the latter stages of the Truman administration.

The political knife fight of Who lost China? was witnessed by the young senators Kennedy, Nixon, Humphrey, and Johnson. They learned nothing about Asia in these fights. Who lost China? was not about Asia at all—it was a political maelstrom echoing within the halls of the American Congress.

Who lost China? was not a rhetorical question, but rather an all-encapsulating fear that the Truman administration was not strong or competent enough to fight communism. “Treason at the top, stupidity just below,” cried Senator McCarthy. Who lost China? suspicions empowered Congress to hold hearings and delve into the doings of the executive branch. The slightest incompetency was splashed across newspaper headlines as treachery ruled and careers were terminated.

Who lost China? was not an airy concept, but a true, concrete political stumbling block, as politically deadly as the Teapot Dome scandal had been to Warren Harding, as the Profumo affair had been to British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan, as debilitating as Watergate would later be for President Richard Nixon.

Just as the Iranian hostage crisis would later illustrate and amplify President Jimmy Carter’s supposed weakness, Who lost China? doomed President Truman, who was pilloried by Senator McCarthy: “Communists and queers have sold 400 million Asiatic people into atheistic slavery and they now have the American people in a hypnotic trance, headed blindly toward the same precipice.”

In the 1950s, the myth lived on that Asians wanted to be just like Americans. With China “lost,” American commentators began to focus on a smaller Asian country, Vietnam. According to them—perpetuating the same myth—the Vietnamese wanted to be just like us Americans.

So now Johnson faced the same specter that had destroyed the administration of fellow Democrat Harry Truman. The American public began to believe that we “had” Vietnam, that the Vietnamese wanted to follow the American way.

15LBJ never thought in terms of winning in Asia. He was fixated instead on preventing a Who lost Vietnam? chorus in Washington. In his first statement about Vietnam—just two days after the assassination of JFK—Johnson didn’t speak of victory in Asia; instead, in a conversation with Henry Cabot Lodge Jr., the ambassador to South Vietnam, he recalled the long shadow of the Truman knife fights:


I am not going to lose Vietnam. I am not going to be the president who saw Southeast Asia go the way China went.



When Johnson was later faced with escalating the war, he spoke not of military strategy, but rather the political stakes:


If I don’t go in now and they show later I should have gone, then they’ll be all over me in Congress. They won’t be talking about my civil rights bill, or education and beautification. No, sir, they’ll push Vietnam up my ass every time. Vietnam. Vietnam. Vietnam. Right up my ass.



Americans would not judge Johnson’s progress in the Vietnam War in the same way they had weighed FDR’s progress during World War II. In the 1940s, Americans had understood that Okinawa and Sicily were occupied by the enemy and realized that US forces were going to have to battle for every inch of territory. In contrast, 1960s Americans believed that the United States already “had” part of Vietnam and that there was an Asian populace yearning to be just like us. As the Marine colonel proclaimed in the movie Full Metal Jacket, “We are here to help the Vietnamese, because inside every gook there is an American trying to get out.” As well, LBJ had begun the war in Vietnam two steps behind the eight ball with an American public that was not asking Can We Win? like they had in World War II. With Vietnam, the question was, instead, How could we possibly lose?

Military failure in Vietnam would not be judged by consequences on the ground in Asia but would create a political tempest of Who lost Vietnam? in the teapot that was Congress. Calming that tempest was the purpose of bringing General Westmoreland back to the United States in 16April 1967—to mount a “Progress Offensive.” Johnson was desperate to push the thought of “losing” in Vietnam as far back in the American mind as possible. He couldn’t claim victory—would never be able to claim victory—and, indeed, rarely spoke of winning. Instead, his actions in April 1967—and throughout the entire time he presided over the war in Vietnam—were geared to avoid accusations of losing. He was terrified of hearing the knell of political death: Who lost Vietnam? The next year—1968—was a presidential election year. And already there were anti-war Democrats considering a primary challenge. Johnson and his speechwriters carefully crafted Westmoreland’s words to reassure Congress—and hence America—that LBJ was not losing in Vietnam.

If the president had mounted a Hollywood talent search for a commanding general, he could not have found one more impressive than Westmoreland. Trim of body, six feet tall, bushy black eyebrows, thick, graying hair, movie-star good looks, and a commanding voice—Westmoreland had it all. His appearance before Congress was surprising: Westmoreland was the first American general to leave the battlefield to address a joint session of Congress during wartime.

Time magazine wrote of the president and his general:


Johnson considers Westmoreland “the very best man” for the job in Viet Nam and believes that he will one day be rated as a truly great general. In every major war in the past century, US generals faltered at first—and only later gained momentum. In the Civil War, both World Wars and Korea, the pattern was the same—defeats followed by heroic turnabouts. In Viet Nam, by contrast, Westmoreland’s men started winning almost from the hour they arrived in force two years ago.



A hush fell over Congress as Westmoreland began:


I am deeply honored to address the Congress of the United States. I stand in the shadow of military men who have been here before me, but none of them could have had more pride than mine in representing the gallant American fighting men in Vietnam today. 17These servicemen and women are sensitive to their mission and, as the record shows, they are unbeatable in carrying out that mission.



The great hall broke into applause. “Support Our Troops” was a familiar bumper sticker seen across America.

Westmoreland defined America’s mission and referred to the other parties involved in the war—China and Russia:


The Republic of Vietnam [South Vietnam] is fighting to build a strong nation, while aggression—organized, directed, and supported from without—attempts to engulf it. This is an unprecedented challenge for a small nation. But it is a challenge which will confront any nation that is marked as a target for the communist stratagem called war of national liberation. I can assure you here and now that militarily this strategy will not succeed in Vietnam. In three years of close study and daily observation, I have seen no evidence that this is an internal insurrection. I have seen much evidence to the contrary—documented by the enemy himself—that it is aggression from the North.



To the commanding general, the mission seemed clear: to defend democracy in South Vietnam against communist aggression from North Vietnam:


In evaluating the enemy strategy, it’s evident to me that he believes our Achilles’ heel is our resolve. Your continued strong support is vital to the success of our mission. … Backed at home by resolve, confidence, patience, determination, and continued support, we will prevail in Vietnam over the communist aggressor.



Resolve. Westmoreland’s twenty-eight-minute speech was interrupted nineteen times by applause, but when he called for American resolve, he received his most enthusiastic ovation. There had, by April 1967, been demonstrations in America against the war, mostly on the coasts. At Westmoreland’s conditioning of victory on resolve, confidence, patience, determination, and continued support for the war, the entire Congress, 18twenty-three governors, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the diplomatic corps, and Johnson’s entire cabinet stood up and cheered, signaling American resolve to the world.

When Westmoreland finished his speech, the audience broke into thunderous hosannas. The good soldier smiled, turned, and saluted Vice President Humphrey and Speaker McCormack, then saluted three times—to the left, center, and right. The kudos washed over him.

LBJ’s Progress Offensive was looking like a success.
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Ho Chi Minh, the president of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, paid great attention to American resolve. Ho was a keen student of the Chinese general Sun Tzu’s The Art of War. As a young man, Ho had followed Sun Tzu’s first maxim—“Know Your Enemy.” In the early 1900s, many of Ho’s revolutionary contemporaries were “looking East” at Japan’s 1905 defeat of Russia in the Russo-Japanese War, the Orient’s first victory over Westerners in Asia. But Ho did the opposite; he went west to study the colonial mentality and media habits of the Americans and Europeans. All told, Ho spent an incredible thirty years in the West—in Brooklyn, Boston, London, Paris, and Moscow—studying the enemy.

What he learned—and what he taught—was that tiny Vietnam could never conquer Western militaries. Specifically, Vietnam could never fight them tank by tank, airplane by airplane, or helicopter by helicopter. Instead, Vietnam must do two things, very simple to enumerate but terribly difficult to execute: Vietnam must weaken the West’s resolve in the battlefield and back at home. And Vietnam must outlast the enemy. No matter what the West threw at Vietnam, Vietnam must show greater resolve.

As it had always done.

In the second century bce, the Han dynasty had invaded the lands they called Vietnam—and for 1,100 years, the people of Vietnam fought the Chinese invader. During this entire time, the Vietnamese resolve to be free held out despite their Chinese overlords. In 948 CE, the Chinese were defeated. In the thirteenth century, the Mongols invaded Vietnam three separate times, only to be defeated each time. During what the West 19calls the Golden Age of Exploration, from the fifteenth to the seventeenth century, Vietnam drew the attention of European traders. Soon, Catholic missionaries—mainly French—found their way to the country to proselytize and convert the largely Buddhist, Taoist, and Confucian population. Beginning with their missionaries but ascending through political leadership, the French spread their influence throughout Vietnam. When they encountered fierce resistance to their leadership from the Vietnamese people, the French formally invaded the land in an attempt to conquer the unconquerable. It would be an eighty-year effort at colonization undermined by national dissent, uprisings, and violence.

In the twentieth century, Vietnam was claimed by not one but three invading powers. France, with its attention and resources drawn by the German invasion, was supplanted by Japan, which invaded and occupied French Indochina, including Vietnam, in 1940. After Japan was defeated in World War II, a united Vietnam announced its independence on September 2, 1945, under the leadership of Ho Chi Minh. But again, the invaders came, this time with France returning to rule the country.

And again, the Vietnamese fought the invader … and won. France was thrown out following its defeat at Dien Bien Phu in May 1954. Once again, Ho Chi Minh declared Vietnam’s independence. And once again, a larger power stepped in take control of the small nation.

Yet the Americans, too, would run up against the resolve of Ho Chi Minh and the Vietnamese people, who were determined to have one Vietnam, not a divided country with two Vietnams. Two Vietnams was America’s central misconception.

One Vietnam was the great desire of the Vietnamese people.

One Vietnam was what May’s mother had whispered to her.

One Vietnam … this was May’s goal, now.



Ho Chi Minh, giving prescient homage to Vietnamese resolve, said, “Viet Nam has the right to enjoy freedom and independence and in fact has become a free and independent country. The entire Vietnamese people are determined to mobilize all their physical and mental strength, to sacrifice their lives and property in order to safeguard their freedom and independence.”

20Now it was America’s turn to heed the resolve of the Vietnamese people, who were fighting for their right to be free and not have half their country controlled by Americans.

The right to be free. It was a fervent cry for independence and a clarion call for unity in this small nation. It was also a sentiment that should have held great significance for the United States, which knew all too well how determined a people can be when fighting for their freedom.
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Chapter 2 Deception



All warfare is based on deception.

Sun Tzu



“Miller, Caldwell, Shorty, see if they left anything behind,” Robertson yelled. “Zobel, confirm that gook is dead.”

Still talking loudly, three of the men turned and strode into May’s family home. Alone outside, Chip Zobel moved to the man’s body, certain of his head shot, certain it was a kill, and, as he looked down, there was no doubt: a quarter of the guy’s head was missing. Blood slowly seeped from the gaping wound.

Observers would have been very surprised at the true emotions that had filled the American’s head—the fear, the doubt, the confusion, the revulsion at having just killed a man.

Chip Zobel was still a teenager—a small-town Minnesota virgin. He had led a simple boyhood, was a good kid. Went to Mass every week with his family, was excited to serve as an altar boy, and worked at shunning such venial sins as lying or stealing. Never, not even when he enlisted, had he realized the effect of transgressing the mortal-sin commandment, “Thou Shalt Not Kill.”

Back home, joining up had been easy, the cause clear: his country needed good boys like him to oppose evil. In boot camp, he was commanded to “kill a Commie for Mommy,” and found it easy to shoot 22the plywood pop-up targets with their conical hats. In Vietnam, his sergeants and fellow Marines told him the enemy wasn’t fully human. He was told about the “mere gook rule,” where offing Vietnamese wasn’t really killing.

At first, these justifications were enough. But being surrounded by the killing, day in and day out, had begun to penetrate Chip’s protective mental barriers. No one had told him about the screams of the dying. When his lieutenant’s foot had been blown off by a hidden charge on the trail and the morphine ran out at 2 a.m., the lieutenant started to scream and didn’t stop until he was dead. When Chip held his friend Clark in his arms, his chest ripped open by a round from an AK-47, Clark had screamed, “Don’t let me die. Don’t let me die,” until Chip—unable to do anything—let him die. The gooks caught in the concertina wire screamed; the girls his squad mates raped screamed; even the water buffalo and pigs screamed when they were shot.

Chip had come to Vietnam to do good, not to kill. He had come to Vietnam to make the oppressed South Vietnamese free from communism. Now he had just shot a man in the head … and caused a young girl to scream—another he would never forget. A daughter? It was all so unclear to him: he wanted to do his duty and be a good Marine. He wanted to help the Vietnamese. But he had just shot a man in the head. The girl’s cry pierced his being. He wanted to scream, too. But he was on a mission, surrounded by his platoon, pushed by a momentum bigger than himself.

To Chip, the girl could have been any other Vietnamese wearing rubber sandals, black pajamas, and the traditional conical hat. But her scream devastated him. His eyes met hers for just a millisecond. In that moment, Chip had to fight the urge to comfort her, to apologize. To tell her that she would be okay. But he couldn’t tell her that.

Satisfied his victim was dead, Chip turned to leave, but as he stepped over the body, its legs suddenly spread open like the blades of scissors. The supposed corpse arched its back, kicked Chip between his legs, and then swept Chip’s right ankle, toppling the big American to the ground. Chip lost control of his rifle as he fell but quickly recovered. As he stood, slightly stunned, he was astonished to find himself 23facing someone, who he was sure was dead just a second ago. Chip was ten inches taller than the bloody corpse now punching him in the head and kicking him in his groin. He could see the white of the bone protecting his left-brain lobe; thick red blood had lacquered the side of his face and neck. Blood was clumped into red globs on his shirt. As the smaller man lashed out, his blood pulsed from his head with each swing of his fists. Unable to process what was happening—that he was getting hammered by a guy who should be dead—Chip threw his hands up defensively. But only for a brief second. After that, muscle memory and his Marine Corps training took over. He grabbed for the KA-BAR knife hanging from his right belt. With one seamless move, Chip grasped the handle, unsnapped the clasp, and pulled the long blade from its sheath. The KA-BAR was the world’s best killing knife. Chip pulled the bloodied figure close to him and plunged the seven-inch blade under his rib cage and then up under the breastbone, pointing the tip of the knife at his heart. He buried the blade in the man’s body to the hilt and twisted it. Chip had been meticulously trained how to kill with a knife; going in under the rib cage and rotating the knife twists the victim’s heart, lungs, and liver. There is no surviving a proper attack with a KA-BAR.

The man’s face screwed into a grimace. He made the same grunting noises as the one other man Chip had killed. By twisting the knife, Chip was slicing through his victim’s diaphragm, the membrane which held his guts in place. Once you’ve cut the diaphragm, your opponent’s viscera fall out. Once that happens, the body immediately goes into shock. Then the body dies. When the man’s guts fell at Chip’s feet, and his body slumped against him, Chip felt a rush of warm blood soak his shirt. The kill was hugely powerful; the kind of rush most people never get to feel. It’s terrifying to be involved in hand-to-hand combat. But when you survive, it’s the biggest high ever.

The other time Chip had killed a man this way, that man had fallen to the ground and died. But this guy wasn’t on the ground, Chip still had him in a clinch. And Chip was shocked to his core when his victim’s eyes opened wide, and he spit in his face.

“I no die!” the smaller man shouted.

24Furious, Chip shouted back, “You die!”

The Vietnamese looked at Chip with eyes of hatred and growled, “I no die!”

With his bloody knife covered with entrails, Chip screamed, “You die now! You die! You die!”

“Zobel … shut the fuck up.”

In a second, Chip found himself sitting bolt upright in his cot.

“Shut up man, you were dreaming,” said Larkin, another Marine who called out of the darkness.

Chip’s sheets were soaked with his sweat. Dazed and in a fog, he looked around and realized he was in his rack at the Dong Ha base. It was night. He could see and feel the reality of his hooch.

This wasn’t the first time he had awakened like this. It wasn’t a nightmare. And it wasn’t like dreaming, where you wake up and realize that you had been having a dream. It was more like … going from one reality to another.

Months into his tour, when these nightmares or whatever they were started, he began to slip. All the killing and death. He had started liking it. But he was losing friends … and his sense of who he was. Riding around in choppers full of dead Marines. That screwed him up. The dead bodies would be dumped into the choppers in awkward positions. The men covered them with ponchos, but then they were still dead Marines. Covering them didn’t change anything for Chip. Then the helicopter would take off, ascending to about three thousand feet. The wind would start rushing through the open doors. He’d be sitting on the floor of the chopper with those dead guys. The wind would blow the ponchos away. And then there they were. Dead Marines.

Sometimes when he was walking a trail in the jungle, instead of watching for traps or Viet Cong, he would imagine he was walking around in his hometown of Alta, in Minnesota. His body might be on a trail in southeast Asia but the real-time images in his head were of Minnesota. Then he’d come to, and he would be in the jungle. On a trail in Vietnam. The nightmares and daydreams were incredibly vivid. He would think he was back in America. And then, while walking, he would awaken, “What the fuck? I’m still in Vietnam?”

25According to psychiatrists working for the US Department of Veterans Affairs, the clinical definition of insanity is when you can no longer differentiate between being awake and dreams.

Chip had reached that point.
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A million miles and a lifetime away, Chip’s mom was sitting at the kitchen table in Alta, Minnesota, population 9,700, scolding thirteen-year-old Claire, who had snatched a plastic-wrapped peanut butter cracker from out of the cardboard box.

“Claire, stop it. Now. Those are for your brother!” Betty Zobel said, only partly seriously, to her youngest.

“All right, Mum, but there are plenty for Chip,” said Claire, her mouth crammed with peanut butter cracker.

Betty was “Mum” to her children and Betty to her husband, Hank. That afternoon, she and Claire and Mary, Chip’s girlfriend, were packing a care package for Chip. Peanut butter crackers, each sealed in their own plastic package, were Chip’s favorite. Claire had stolen one and shoved the entire thing in her mouth.

The three were in the family apartment above the Zobel Funeral Home. Betty was genuinely happy that Mary could help; she was home for the weekend, taking a break from her sociology studies at Mankato State College. The whole family liked Mary a lot. In fact, everyone liked Mary. She had gone through St. John’s grade school with Chip and was the popular girl there. At high school, too.

Mary was the daughter of a prominent potato farmer in the area, and when she and Chip started dating seriously, the family had welcomed her. Mary was beautiful—a petite brunette with round soulful eyes—and the type of person who softened the sharpness of her intelligence with a kind wit and ever-present smile. She was deferential and polite to Betty and Hank, and she treated Claire with respect and addressed her as a peer, which was a welcome change from being treated as a little kid. When Chip was home, Claire was the target of constant ribbing.

26Chip’s dad, Hank Zobel, was the proprietor of Alta’s Zobel Funeral Home, which was located in a huge two-story gabled structure, one of the biggest buildings in town. Alta was about what you’d think of when you thought of small-town Minnesota: there was a historic Main Street, most of the people who lived out in the country and came into town to shop were farmers or loggers, just like in the olden days. There had been a railway connection built in the late nineteenth century, which had made it a prosperous logging town, and the beautiful surrounding lakes made it a resort town. The recent construction of Highway 35, which ran straight through to Minneapolis and all the way to Oklahoma, meant Alta folks could go to the Twin Cities in two hours, though most didn’t drive quite so fast as that would take, as you had to watch out for deer and black bears.

In the kitchen that afternoon, Chip’s mom had taken out a box that was sized according to the Marine Corps’ mailing specifications and lined it with plastic. She, Claire, and Mary were presently filling it with care package goodies: Chip’s favorite banana cake; peanut butter cracker packages (less one); dried apricots; suntan lotion, though Betty wasn’t sure Chip would use it; extra underwear; socks; a pair of sunglasses; letters; and photos from family and friends. Betty had also been collecting articles from the local papers and the diocesan newspaper, which she carefully folded and laid on top.

The Zobels were devout Catholics. The diocesan newspaper—Betty hoped—would keep Chip in contact with his faith.

The nightly news was now thirty minutes, not fifteen like it used to be. They all watched it, staring at the little screen intently, holding their breath. No news on the television of Chip’s death meant Chip was okay. That is what they held in their hearts.

Sometimes there were war protesters on TV. Claire’s dad said they were mostly kooks who lived in California. No one in Alta would ever protest the war. People here were completely behind President Johnson and the troops. Claire’s teacher said it was important to fight the communists. No flesh-and-blood human within Claire’s experience had ever expressed any doubts about the importance of fighting the communists. Americans just needed to stand strong and support the troops so they could win and come back home. Claire believed President Johnson when he told the nation we 27were strong. So did her parents. Johnson’s words captured the spirit of Alta. Claire thought LBJ’s words captured the spirit of everyone … everyone except the kooks.


We are strong. No nation has ever been stronger. Our troops have courage. None ever have been braver or better trained. Our spirit is sharp. Our cause is just, and it is backed by strength. Our cause will succeed.



Claire was also aware of the general’s speech before Congress. How could America not win when General Westmoreland was in charge? The papers said there were only 285,000 Viet Cong in South Vietnam, and we had 500,000 troops opposing them. Claire could do that math. It was a simple matter of us killing enough of them until we reached the “crossover point,” the general said, when the communists would have taken so many losses that they would realize they had no hope of beating America, and then they would come to terms. President Johnson had even said publicly that it was now “impossible” for the bad guys to win.

Claire was sure about Vietnam; she felt reassured that President Johnson and General Westmoreland knew what they were doing.

We were fighting the communists. And we were going to win.
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For Chip, growing up in the 1950s and early 1960s, the conventional wisdom—drummed into him by the nightly news, the Church, the nuns at school, his neighbors, and the postman—was that there were two types of humans in the world. The first group was made up of Americans and their allies, who were fortunate to live and thrive in the Free World. The second group was made up of the rest of humanity, who were either already slaves to communism, forced to eke out gray lives behind the Iron Curtain, or living in those countries waiting to be toppled by men like Stalin and Khrushchev, Mao Zedong, Kim Il Sung, Fidel Castro, and Ho Chi Minh.

America, which had vanquished the Nazis and the Japanese, was now engaged in an epic struggle between democracy and communism; between 28good and evil; between light and dark. Chip and others like him learned that communism was a type of disease that if unstopped would pass from country to country, poisoning all who lived there. They were taught that communists were godless heathens. That they were sinners to be hated. They were the enemy.

Each year for four years running, the Catholic nuns at St. John’s school showed Chip a film meant to scare the bejesus out of him and his classmates about the evils of communism. The film was titled The Communist Takeover of Mosinee, Wisconsin. Mosinee was a real place—a small lumber mill town of 1,500 people due east of Alta. The film opened with bustling restaurants, retail stores, three churches, and clean streets; it resembled Chip’s hometown. Just as the view got comfortable, the music turned darkly dramatic and a narrator intoned, “We think of communism as a distant menace. But what can happen right here?” Suddenly scary-looking Russian soldiers began pounding on the front door of the mayor’s office and that of the chief of police. Both men are executed. Priests and Catholic nuns are rounded up and confined to a concentration camp surrounded by barbed wire. Frightened citizens wearing Red Star buttons are forced to march down Main Street holding signs reading, “Stalin is our leader.” City Park is renamed “Red Square.” A dark, jowly communist official barks out that Russia has taken over Alaska and the United States has been renamed the “United Soviet States of America.” Workers are expected to labor for extra hours while their pay is cut by 25 percent. The Mosinee Library is invaded by communist soldiers who toss books out the front door into a pile to be burned. The restaurants are closed and residents are forced into a bread line in front of a huge soup kettle. Formerly free citizens humbly hold out their cups to be ladled thin gruel soup and handed a chunk of black bread. The editor and writers at the Mosinee Times are hustled off to the concentration camp and the newspaper is renamed The Red Star. A huge photo of Joseph Stalin dominates the front page. At the end of the film, the narrator solemnly intones, “It can happen here. This is what it looks like.”

As one of Chip’s former classmates later said:


We really got Commie-ized, almost from the day I was born. You’d hear it in the churches and schools. It was a religious war, it was about Christianity stopping the godless communists. If we don’t 29stop them, they’ll take our churches away. I didn’t have an image of who the communists were. They were amorphous, not a clear picture. They were just out there. Therefore, they could be Cuban, Russian, Chinese or Vietnamese. As long as you can convince people that communists are threatening, that’s all that matters. The face doesn’t matter because you can change it. It was like living in a stew, you had anti-communism around you constantly. From the news, school, church, it was cooked into you.
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Hank Zobel was a veteran of the ferocious Battle of Saipan in World War II. Hank didn’t talk about the war to his children, but he had the physique and carriage of a warrior. The battle for Saipan was famous, and Chip and Claire basked in the aura of the presumed heroism of their father. The iconic war movie Sands of Iwo Jima played from time to time on television. Chip and Claire imagined their dad fighting the Japanese like John Wayne’s character, Sergeant Stryker. At the end of Sands of Iwo Jima, the “Marine Corps Hymn” was sung, and the words were printed on the screen. But Chip and Claire didn’t need to see the words on the TV; they had memorized them long ago.


From the Halls of Montezuma To the Shores of Tripoli; We fight our country’s battles In the air, on land and sea; First to fight for right and freedom And to keep our honor clean; We
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