
THE WAR

How do you talk about a war that ran from the early 1960s to 1973 – some would

say from the defeat of the French at Dien Bin Phu in 1954 to the fall of Saigon in
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The answer is you can’t.

I can only summarize that it was both a long and hard war -- one that not only cost

the lives of 58,281 Americans but when we include military and civilian deaths in

both North and South Vietnam along with Laos and Cambodia most tallies from
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were severely disabled and 23,000 of whom were 100 % disabled, a result of
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personnel by helicopter saving many who in past wars almost surely would have

died. None the less, the broken bodies of those that did survive went on to pay a

price for the rest of their lives, both physically and psychologically.

At home, the consequences of the war tore the country apart.  Not at first, but 
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Vietnam war. Not quite 3 million of them served in, over, or in adjacent waters of

Vietnam. At our peak, over 500,000 American troops were in country. All were

faced with Ă�ŚŽƐƟůĞ�ĞŶǀ ŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚ͘ ��̂ ƵƌĨĂĐĞ�ƚŽ�Ăŝƌ�ŵŝƐƐŝůĞƐ͕ �ĂŶƟ-ĂŝƌĐƌĂŌ�ŐƵŶƐ͕ �ŵŝŶĞĚ�

sea-going vessels, jungle, mountains, rice-paddies, monsoons, heat, leeches,

insects, exposure, jungle rot, merciless prisoner of war hellholes. There were

many ways to suffer and die in-country.   
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Trained assassins infiltrated the populated areas, Viet Cong treachery slew tens of 

thousands of their own countrymen and – when the opportunity arose – us as

well. Booby traps were everywhere, designed to kill and to maim. They caused
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Vietnamese Army was present throughout, reinforcing the local Viet Cong and

ready to strike at isolated American and allied units whenever the opportunity

presented itself.
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forces themselves.

THE SOLDIERS

They were young, younger than previous wars. Sixty-one percent were less than

21 years old. 11,500 were less than 19. The average age of those killed was 22.

And contrary to myth, the majority – two-thirds in fact – were volunteers, not
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they would do the same in Vietnam.
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individuals, without the benefit of known comrades alongside them.  And they 
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zone the next. They would serve for one year (13 months if you were a Marine),
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infantryman in Vietnam would experience 240 days of combat; the average for the

Pacific Theater in WWII was 40 days, over the stretch of four years.   
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Dak To, Khe Sahn, Tet, Hue, Hamburger Hill, the Easter Offensive, Rolling Thunder, 
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ambushing, search and destroy mission, convoy running, defending firebases 
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misery and death. What were the chances of surviving unscathed in a line unit. In
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tours under their belt. By the end of the war, we had to rebuild it, so many were

gone.

But they did their job: stoically, endlessly, and with surprisingly good humor. They

loved their country, our country, but they fought to stay alive, and they fought for
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safety, and a future.

THE FAMILIES

As in all wars, the families suffered along with their loved ones as they went off to 
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something very bad.

/Ŷ�ƌĞŐĂƌĚ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ůĂƩĞƌ͕�ƚŚĞ��ƌŵǇ�Ăƚ�Į ƌƐƚ�ŚĂĚ�ŶĞŐůĞĐƚĞĚ�ƚŽ�ƉƌĞƉĂƌĞ�ŝƚƐĞůĨ�ĨŽƌ�ŵĂƐƐ�

ĐĂƐƵĂůƟĞƐ͘ ��t ŚĞŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƌĞƐƵůƚƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ��ĂƩ ůĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�/Ă��ƌĂŶŐ�ŝŶ�ϭϵϲϱ�ďĞĐĂŵĞ�ŬŶŽǁ Ŷ͕ �

ŝƚ�ǁ ĂƐ�Ă�ƐŽƌƌǇ�ŵĞƚŚŽĚ�ŽĨ�ŶŽƟĨǇŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĞǆƚ�ŽĨ�ŬŝŶ͘ ��/Ŷ�ƚŚĞ��ŽůƵŵďƵƐ͕ �' ĞŽƌŐŝĂ�ĂƌĞĂ�

where mŽƐƚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƚƌŽŽƉƐ�ŚĂĚ�ĚĞƉĂƌƚĞĚ�ĨƌŽŵ͕ �ƚŚĞ�ŶŽƟĮ ĐĂƟŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŬŝůůĞĚ�ŝŶ�
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reach out to family members, Western Union used the local taxi company to go

the individual houses and ŶŽƟĨǇ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĞǆƚ�ŽĨ�ŬŝŶ͘ ��D ĂŶǇ�ůŝǀ ĞĚ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƐĂŵĞ�

neighborhoods as doorbells were rung drivers burdened with carrying the

message. The shock of the delivery soon reverberated throughout the area and

the sight of a yellow cab coming up led to sheer terror.
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news. At its peak, the war in Vietnam took over 500 hundred lives in a single
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no longer in one place; each one had become an individual island of worry as their

loved one entered as a singular replacement. There were no family structured

support systems to carry the wives, children, and parents through the strain.



But more than that, the family member could and did follow the nightly news with
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chants, their mocking, and their disparaging commentary, amplified by the press 
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Worst of all, they began to see shows of support for our enemies and with it the
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the families already gripped with concerns who now not only felt abandoned but

also betrayed by their countrymen.
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THE ROAD BACK


