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Chapter 21: Nonfiction
BLACK ELK (1863–1950)
Black Elk was a Sioux medicine man and second cousin to Sioux leader Crazy Horse. In 1930 and again in 1931, John G. Neihardt, poet and student of Native American history, visited Black Elk. The medicine man, with his son Ben acting as translator, recounted his life story to Neihardt. From a stenographic transcript of Black Elk’s account, Neihardt pieced together a chronological narrative, which he published in 1932 as Black Elk Speaks. “The Butchering at Wounded Knee” is one of the later chapters of that oral history.

The Butchering at Wounded Knee1(1932)

That evening before it happened, I went in to Pine Ridge and heard these things, and while I was there, soldiers started for where the Big Foots were. These made about five hundred soldiers that were there next morning. When I saw them starting I felt that something terrible was going to happen. That night I could hardly sleep at all. I walked around most of the night.

In the morning I went out after my horses, and while I was out I heard shooting off toward the east, and I knew from the sound that it must be wagon-guns (cannon) going off. The sounds went right through my body, and I felt that something terrible would happen.

When I reached camp with the horses, a man rode up to me and said: “Hey-hey-hey! The people that are coming are fired on! I know it!”

I saddled up my buckskin and put on my sacred shirt. It was one I had made to be worn by no one but myself. It had a spotted eagle outstretched on the back of it, and the daybreak star was on the left shoulder, because when facing south that shoulder is toward the east. Across the breast, from the left shoulder to the right hip, was the flaming rainbow, and there was another rainbow around the neck, like a necklace, with a star at the bottom. At each shoulder, elbow, and wrist was an eagle feather; and over the whole shirt were red streaks of lightning. You will see that this was from my great vision, and you will know how it protected me that day.

I painted my face all red, and in my hair I put one eagle feather for the One Above.

It did not take me long to get ready, for I could still hear the shooting over there.

I started out alone on the old road that ran across the hills to Wounded Knee. I had no gun. I carried only the sacred bow of the west that I had seen in my great vision. I had gone only a little way when a band of young men came galloping after me. The first two who came up were Loves War and Iron Wasichu. I asked what they were going to do, and they said they were just going to see where the shooting was. Then others were coming up, and some older men.

We rode fast, and there were about twenty of us now. The shooting was getting louder. A horseback from over there came galloping very fast toward us, and he said: “Hey-hey-hey! They have murdered them!” Then he whipped his horse and rode away faster toward Pine Ridge.

In a little while we had come to the top of the ridge where, looking to the east, you can see for the first time the monument and the burying ground on the little hill where the church is. That is where the terrible thing started. Just south of the burying ground on the little hill a deep dry gulch runs about east and west, very crooked, and it rises westward to nearly the top of the ridge where we were. It had no name, but the Wasichus sometimes call it Battle Creek now. We stopped on the ridge not far from the head of the dry gulch. Wagon-guns were still going off over there on the little hill, and they were going off again where they hit along the gulch. There was much shooting down yonder, and there were many cries, and we could see cavalrymen scattered over the hills ahead of us. Cavalrymen were riding along the gulch and shooting into it, where the women and children were running away and trying to hide in the gullies and the stunted pines.

A little way ahead of us, just below the head of the dry gulch, there were some women and children who were huddled under a clay bank, and some cavalrymen were there pointing guns at them.

We stopped back behind the ridge, and I said to the others: “Take courage. These are our relatives. We will try to get them back.” Then we all sang a song which went like this:

A thunder being nation I am, I have said.

A thunder being nation I am, I have said.

You shall live.

You shall live.

You shall live.

You shall live.

Then I rode over the ridge and the others after me, and we were crying: “Take courage! It is time to fight!” The soldiers who were guarding our relatives shot at us and then ran away fast, and some more cavalrymen on the other side of the gulch did too. We got our relatives and sent them across the ridge to the northwest where they would be safe.

I had no gun, and when we were charging, I just held the sacred bow out in front of me with my right hand. The bullets did not hit us at all.

We found a little baby lying all alone near the head of the gulch. I could not pick her up just then, but I got her later and some of my people adopted her. I just wrapped her up tighter in a shawl that was around her and left her there. It was a safe place, and I had other work to do.

The soldiers had run eastward over the hills where there were some more soldiers, and they were off their horses and lying down. I told the others to stay back, and I charged upon them holding the sacred bow out toward them with my right hand. They all shot at me, and I could hear bullets all around me, but I ran my horse right close to them, and then swung around. Some soldiers across the gulch began shooting at me too, but I got back to the others and was not hurt at all.

By now many other Lakotas, who had heard the shooting, were coming up from Pine Ridge, and we all charged on the soldiers. They ran eastward toward where the trouble began. We followed down along the dry gulch, and what we saw was terrible. Dead and wounded women and children and little babies were scattered all along there where they had been trying to run away. The soldiers had followed along the gulch, as they ran, and murdered them in there. Sometimes they were in heaps because they had huddled together, and some were scattered all along. Sometimes bunches of them had been killed and torn to pieces where the wagon-guns hit them. I saw a little baby trying to suck its mother, but she was bloody and dead.

There were two little boys at one place in this gulch. They had guns and they had been killing soldiers all by themselves. We could see the soldiers they had killed. The boys were all alone there, and they were not hurt. These were very brave little boys.

When we drove the soldiers back, they dug themselves in, and we were not enough people to drive them out from there. In the evening they marched off up Wounded Knee Creek, and then we saw all that they had done there.

Men and women and children were heaped and scattered all over the flat at the bottom of the little hill where the soldiers had their wagon-guns, and westward up the dry gulch all the way to the high ridge, the dead women and children and babies were scattered.

When I saw this I wished that I had died too, but I was not sorry for the women and children. It was better for them to be happy in the other world, and I wanted to be there too. But before I went there I wanted to have revenge. I thought there might be a day, and we should have revenge.

After the soldiers marched away, I heard from my friend, Dog Chief, how the trouble started, and he was right there by Yellow Bird when it happened. This is the way it was:

In the morning the soldiers began to take all the guns away from the Big Foots, who were camped in the flat below the little hill where the monument and burying ground are now. The people had stacked most of their guns, and even their knives, by the tepee where Big Foot was lying sick. Soldiers were on the little hill and all around, and there were soldiers across the dry gulch to the south and over east along Wounded Knee Creek too. The people were nearly surrounded, and the wagon-guns were pointing at them.

Some had not yet given up their guns, and so the soldiers were searching all the tepees, throwing things around and poking into everything. There was a man called Yellow Bird, and he and another man were standing in front of the tepee where Big Foot was lying sick. They had white sheets around and over them, with eyeholes to look through, and they had guns under these. An officer came to search them. He took the other man’s gun, and then started to take Yellow Bird’s. But Yellow Bird would not let go. He wrestled with the officer, and while they were wrestling, the gun went off and killed the officer. Wasichus and some others have said he meant to do this, but Dog Chief was standing right there, and he told me it was not so. As soon as the gun went off, Dog Chief told me, an officer shot and killed Big Foot who was lying sick inside the tepee.

Then suddenly nobody knew what was happening, except that the soldiers were all shooting and the wagon-guns began going off right in among the people.

Many were shot down right there. The women and children ran into the gulch and up west, dropping all the time, for the soldiers shot them as they ran. There were only about a hundred warriors and there were nearly five hundred soldiers. The warriors rushed to where they had piled their guns and knives. They fought soldiers with only their hands until they got their guns.

Dog Chief saw Yellow Bird run into a tepee with his gun, and from there he killed soldiers until the tepee caught fire. Then he died full of bullets.

It was a good winter day when all this happened. The sun was shining. But after the soldiers marched away from their dirty work, a heavy snow began to fall. The wind came up in the night. There was a big blizzard, and it grew very cold. The snow drifted deep in the crooked gulch, and it was one long grave of butchered women and children and babies, who had never done any harm and were only trying to run away.

Study and Discussion Questions

1.
What is the narrator’s tone? Does it change?

2.
How is the narrative structured?

3.
In the narrative, what is the significance of ritual? Of the natural environment?

Suggestions for Writing

1.
What can we infer from “The Butchering at Wounded Knee” about the Native Americans’ way of life?

2.
Do some research on the history of Native Americans in the United States. What light does it shed on the narrative?

3.
In the past few decades, many have chosen to call themselves “Native Americans” rather than “Indians.” Why do you think that is?
RON KOVIC (b. 1946)
Ron Kovic was born on July 4, 1946, and grew up in Massapequa, New York, where he was a high school athlete. Impressed by a Marine recruiter who came to his school, he enlisted, fought in Vietnam, and was seriously wounded in 1968. After returning to the United States, he studied briefly at Hofstra University and soon became active in Vietnam Veterans Against the War. His autobiography, Born on the Fourth of July (1976), was made into a film in 1989. Kovic has also written a novel, Around the World in Eight Days (1984).

from Born on the Fourth of July(1976)

I

The blood is still rolling off my flak jacket from the hole in my shoulder and there are bullets cracking into the sand all around me. I keep trying to move my legs but I cannot feel them. I try to breathe but it is difficult. I have to get out of this place, make it out of here somehow.

Someone shouts from my left now, screaming for me to get up. Again and again he screams, but I am trapped in the sand.

Oh get me out of here, get me out of here, please someone help me! Oh help me, please help me. Oh God oh Jesus! “Is there a corpsman?” I cry. “Can you get a corpsman?”

There is a loud crack and I hear the guy begin to sob. “They’ve shot my fucking finger off! Let’s go, sarge! Let’s get outta here!”

“I can’t move,” I gasp. “I can’t move my legs! I can’t feel anything!”

I watch him go running back to the tree line.

“Sarge, are you all right?” Someone else is calling to me now and I try to turn around. Again there is the sudden crack of a bullet and a boy’s voice crying. “Oh Jesus! Oh Jesus Christ!” I hear his body fall in back of me.

I think he must be dead but I feel nothing for him, I just want to live. I feel nothing.

And now I hear another man coming up from behind, trying to save me. “Get outta here!” I scream. “Get the fuck outta here!”

A tall black man with long skinny arms and enormous hands picks me up and throws me over his shoulder as bullets begin cracking over our heads like strings of firecrackers. Again and again they crack as the sky swirls around us like a cyclone. “Motherfuckers motherfuckers!” he screams. And the rounds keep cracking and the sky and the sun on my face and my body all gone, all twisted up dangling like a puppet’s, diving again and again into the sand, up and down, rolling and cursing, gasping for breath. “Goddamn goddamn motherfuckers!”

And finally I am dragged into a hole in the sand with the bottom of my body that can no longer feel, twisted and bent underneath me. The black man runs from the hole without ever saying a thing. I never see his face. I will never know who he is. He is gone. And others now are in the hole helping me. They are bandaging my wounds. There is fear in their faces.

“It’s all right,” I say to them. “Everything is fine.”

Someone has just saved my life. My rifle is gone and I don’t feel like finding it or picking it up ever again. The only thing I can think of, the only thing that crosses my mind, is living. There seems to be nothing in the world more important than that.

Hundreds of rounds begin to crash in now. I stare up at the sky because I cannot move. Above the hole men are running around in every direction. I see their legs and frightened faces. They are screaming and dragging the wounded past me. Again and again the rounds crash in. They seem to be coming in closer and closer. A tall man jumps in, hugging me to the earth.

“Oh God!” he is crying. “Oh God please help us!”

The attack is lifted. They are carrying me out of the hole now—two, three, four men—quickly they are strapping me to a stretcher. My legs dangle off the sides until they realize I cannot control them. “I can’t move them,” I say, almost in a whisper. “I can’t move them.” I’m still carefully sucking the air, trying to calm myself, trying not to get excited, not to panic. I want to live. I keep telling myself, Take it slow now, as they strap my legs to the stretcher and carry my wounded body into an Amtrac packed with other wounded men. The steel trapdoor of the Amtrac slowly closes as we begin to move to the northern bank and back across the river to the battalion area.

Men are screaming all around me. “Oh God get me out of here!” “Please help!” they scream. Oh Jesus, like little children now, not like marines, not like the posters, not like that day in the high school, this is for real. “Mother!” screams a man without a face. “Oh I don’t want to die!” screams a young boy cupping his intestines with his hands. “Oh please, oh no, oh God, oh help! Mother!” he screams again.

We are moving slowly through the water, the Amtrac rocking back and forth. We cannot be brave anymore, there is no reason. It means nothing now. We hold on to ourselves, to things around us, to memories, to thoughts, to dreams. I breathe slowly, desperately trying to stay awake.

The steel trapdoor is opening. I see faces. Corpsmen, I think. Others, curious, looking in at us. Air, fresh, I feel, I smell. They are carrying me out now. Over wounded bodies, past wounded screams. I’m in a helicopter now lifting above the battalion area. I’m leaving the war. I’m going to live. I am still breathing, I keep thinking over and over, I’m going to live and get out of here.

They are shoving tubes and needles in my arms. Now we are being packed into planes. I begin to believe more and more as I watch the other wounded packed around me on shelves that I am going to live.

I still fight desperately to stay awake. I am in an ambulance now rushing to some place. There is a man without any legs screaming in pain, moaning like a little baby. He is bleeding terribly from the stumps that were once his legs, thrashing his arms wildly about his chest, in a semiconscious daze. It is almost too much for me to watch.

I cannot take much more of this. I must be knocked out soon, before I lose my mind. I’ve seen too much today, I think. But I hold on, sucking the air. I shout then curse for him to be quiet. “My wound is much worse than yours!” I scream. “You’re lucky,” I shout, staring him in the eyes. “I can feel nothing from my chest down. You at least still have part of your legs. Shut up!” I scream again. “Shut the fuck up, you goddamned baby!” He keeps thrashing his arms wildly above his head and kicking his bleeding stumps toward the roof of the ambulance.

The journey seems to take a very long time, but soon we are at the place where the wounded are sent. I feel a tremendous exhilaration inside me. I have made it this far. I have actually made it this far without giving up and now I am in a hospital where they will operate on me and find out why I cannot feel anything from my chest down anymore. I know I am going to make it now. I am going to make it not because of any god, or any religion, but because I want to make it, I want to live. And I leave the screaming man without legs and am brought to a room that is very bright.

“What’s your name?” the voice shouts.

“Wh-wh-what?” I say.

“What’s your name?” the voice says again.

“K-K-Kovic,” I say.

“No!” says the voice. “I want your name, rank, and service number. Your date of birth, the name of your father and mother.”

“Kovic. Sergeant. Two-oh-three-oh-two-six-one, uh, when are you going to . . .”

“Date of birth!” the voice shouts.

“July fourth, nineteen forty-six. I was born on the Fourth of July. I can’t feel . . .”

“What religion are you?”

“Catholic,” I say.

“What outfit did you come from?”

“What’s going on? When are you going to operate?” I say.

“The doctors will operate,” he says. “Don’t worry,” he says confidently. “They are very busy and there are many wounded but they will take care of you soon.”

He continues to stand almost at attention in front of me with a long clipboard in his hand, jotting down all the information he can. I cannot understand why they are taking so long to operate. There is something very wrong with me, I think, and they must operate as quickly as possible. The man with the clipboard walks out of the room. He will send the priest in soon.

I lie in the room alone staring at the walls, still sucking the air, determined to live more than ever now.

The priest seems to appear suddenly above my head. With his fingers he is gently touching my forehead, rubbing it slowly and softly. “How are you,” he says.

“I’m fine, Father.” His face is very tired but it is not frightened. He is almost at ease, as if what he is doing he has done many times before.

“I have come to give you the Last Rites, my son.”

“I’m ready, Father,” I say.

And he prays, rubbing oils on my face and gently placing the crucifix to my lips. “I will pray for you,” he says.

“When will they operate?” I say to the priest.

“I do not know,” he says. “The doctors are very busy. There are many wounded. There is not much time for anything here but trying to live. So you must try to live my son, and I will pray for you.”

Soon after that I am taken to a long room where there are many doctors and nurses. They move quickly around me. They are acting very competent. “You will be fine,” says one nurse calmly.

“Breathe deeply into the mask,” the doctor says.

“Are you going to operate?” I ask.

“Yes. Now breathe deeply into the mask.” As the darkness of the mask slowly covers my face I pray with all my being that I will live through this operation and see the light of day once again. I want to live so much. And even before I go to sleep with the blackness still swirling around my head and the numbness of sleep, I begin to fight as I have never fought before in my life.

I awake to the screams of other men around me. I have made it. I think that maybe the wound is my punishment for killing the corporal and the children. That now everything is okay and the score is evened up. And now I am packed in this place with the others who have been wounded like myself, strapped onto a strange circular bed. I feel tubes going into my nose and hear the clanking, pumping sound of a machine. I still cannot feel any of my body but I know I am alive. I feel a terrible pain in my chest. My body is so cold. It has never been this weak. It feels so tired and out of touch, so lost and in pain. I can still barely breathe. I look around me, at people moving in shadows of numbness. There is the man who had been in the ambulance with me, screaming louder than ever, kicking his bloody stumps in the air, crying for his mother, crying for his morphine.

Directly across from me there is a Korean who has not even been in the war at all. The nurse says he was going to buy a newspaper when he stepped on a booby trap and it blew off both his legs and his arm. And all that is left now is this slab of meat swinging one arm crazily in the air, moaning like an animal gasping for its last bit of life, knowing that death is rushing toward him. The Korean is screaming like a madman at the top of his lungs. I cannot wait for the shots of morphine. Oh, the morphine feels so good. It makes everything dark and quiet. I can rest. I can leave this madness. I can dream of my back yard once again.

When I wake they are screaming still and the lights are on and the clock, the clock on the wall, I can hear it ticking to the sound of their screams. I can hear the dead being carted out and the new wounded being brought in to the beds all around me. I have to get out of this place.

“Can I call you by your first name?” I say to the nurse.

“No. My name is Lieutenant Wiecker.”

“Please, can I . . .”

“No,” she says. “It’s against regulations.”

I’m sleeping now. The lights are flashing. The black pilot is next to me. He says nothing. He stares at the ceiling all day long. He does nothing but that. 
But something is happening now, something is going wrong over there. The nurse is shouting for the machine, and the corpsman is crawling on the black man’s chest, he has his knees on his chest and he’s pounding it with his fists again and again.

“His heart has stopped!” screams the nurse.

Pounding, pounding, he’s pounding his fist into his chest. “Get the machine!” screams the corpsman.

The nurse is pulling the machine across the hangar floor as quickly as she can now. They are trying to put curtains around the whole thing, but the curtains keep slipping and falling down. Everyone, all the wounded who can still see and think, now watch what is happening to the pilot, and it is happening right next to me. The doctor hands the corpsman a syringe, they are laughing as the corpsman drives the syringe into the pilot’s chest like a knife. They are talking about the Green Bay Packers and the corpsman is driving his fist into the black man’s chest again and again until the black pilot’s body begins to bloat up, until it doesn’t look like a body at all anymore. His face is all puffy like a balloon and saliva rolls slowly from  the sides of his mouth. He keeps staring at the ceiling and saying nothing.  “The machine! The machine!” screams the doctor, now climbing on top of the bed, taking the corpsman’s place. “Turn on the machine!” screams the doctor.

He grabs a long suction cup that is attached to the machine and places it carefully against the black man’s chest. The black man’s body jumps up from the bed almost arcing into the air from each bolt of electricity, jolting and arcing, bloating up more and more.

“I’ll bet on the Packers,” says the corpsman.

“Green Bay doesn’t have a chance,” the doctor says, laughing.

The nurse is smiling now, making fun of both the doctor and the corpsman. “I don’t understand football,” she says.

They are pulling the sheet over the head of the black man and strapping him onto the gurney. He is taken out of the ward.

The Korean civilian is still screaming and there is a baby now at the end of the ward. The nurse says it has been napalmed by our own jets. I cannot see the baby but it screams all the time like the Korean and the young man without any legs I had met in the ambulance.

I can hear a radio. It is the Armed Forces radio. The corpsman is telling the baby to shut the hell up and there is a young kid with half his head blown away. They have brought him in and put him where the black pilot has just died, right next to me. He has thick bandages wrapped all around his head till I can hardly see his face at all. He is like a vegetable—a nineteen-year-old vegetable, thrashing his arms back and forth, babbling and pissing in his clean white sheets.

“Quit pissin’ in your sheets!” screams the corpsman. But the nineteen-year-old kid who doesn’t have any brains anymore makes the corpsman very angry. He just keeps pissing in the sheets and crying like a little baby.

There is a Green Beret sergeant calling for his mother. Every night now I hear him. He has spinal meningitis. He will be dead before this evening is over.

The Korean civilian does not moan anymore. He does not wave his one arm and two fingers above his head. He is dead and they have taken him away too.

There is a nun who comes through the ward now with apples for the wounded and rosary beads. She is very pleasant and smiles at all of the wounded. The corpsman is reading a comicbook, still cursing at the baby. The baby is screaming and the Armed Forces radio is saying that troops will be home soon. The kid with the bloody stumps is getting a morphine shot.

There is a general walking down the aisles now, going to each bed. He’s marching down the aisles, marching and facing each wounded man in his bed. A skinny private with a Polaroid camera follows directly behind him. The general is dressed in an immaculate uniform with shiny shoes. “Good afternoon, marine,” the general says. “In the name of the President of the United States and the United States Marine Corps, I am proud to present you with the Purple Heart, and a picture,” the general says. Just then the skinny man with the Polaroid camera jumps up, flashing a picture of the wounded man. “And a picture to send to your folks.”

He comes up to my bed and says exactly the same thing he has said to all the rest. The skinny man jumps up, snapping a picture of the general handing the Purple Heart to me. “And here,” says the general, “here is a picture to send home to your folks.” The general makes a sharp left face. He is marching to the bed next to me where the nineteen-year-old kid is still pissing in his pants, babbling like a little baby.

“In the name of the President of the United States,” the general says. The kid is screaming now almost tearing the bandages off his head, exposing the parts of his brain that are still left. “. . . I present you with the Purple Heart. And here,” the general says, handing the medal to the nineteen-year-old vegetable, the skinny guy jumping up and snapping a picture, “here is a picture . . . ,” the general says, looking at the picture the skinny guy has just pulled out of the camera. The kid is still pissing in his white sheets. “. . . And here is a picture to send home. . . .” The general does not finish what he is saying. He stares at the 
nineteen-year-old for what seems a long time. He hands the picture back to his photographer and as sharply as before marches to the next bed.

“Good afternoon, marine,” he says.

The kid is still pissing in his clean white sheets when the general walks out of the room.

I am in this place for seven days and seven nights. I write notes on scraps of paper telling myself over and over that I will make it out of here, that I am going to live. I am squeezing rubber balls with my hands to try to get strong again. I write letters home to Mom and Dad. I dictate them to a woman named Lucy who is with the USO. I am telling Mom and Dad that I am hurt pretty bad but I have done it for America and that it is worth it. I tell them not to worry. I will be home soon.

The day I am supposed to leave has come. I am strapped in a long frame and taken from the place of the wounded. I am moved from hangar to hangar, then finally put on a plane, and I leave Vietnam forever.

II

The bus turned off a side street and onto the parkway, then into Queens where the hospital was. For the first time on the whole trip everyone was laughing and joking. He felt himself begin to wake up out of the nightmare. This whole area was home to him—the streets, the parkway, he knew them like the back of his hand. The air was fresh and cold and the bus rocked back and forth. “This bus sucks!” yelled a kid. “Can’t you guys do any better than this? I want my mother, I want my mother.”

The pain twisted into his back, but he laughed with the rest of them—the warriors, the wounded, entering the gates of St. Albans Naval Hospital. The guard waved them in and the bus stopped. He was the last of the men to be taken off the bus. They had to carry him off. He got the impression that he was quite an oddity in his steel frame, crammed inside it like a flattened pancake.

They put him on the neuro ward. It was sterile and quiet. I’m with the vegetables again, he thought. It took a long while to get hold of a nurse. He told her that if they didn’t get the top of the frame off his back he would start screaming. They took it off him and moved him back downstairs to another ward. This was a ward for men with open wounds. They put him there because of his heel, which had been all smashed by the first bullet, the back of it blown completely out.

He was now in Ward I-C with fifty other men who had all been recently wounded in the war—twenty-year-old blind men and amputees, men without intestines, men who limped, men who were in wheelchairs, men in pain. He noticed they all had strange smiles on their faces and he had one too, he thought. They were men who had played with death and cheated it at a very young age.

He lay back in his bed and watched everything happen all around him. He went to therapy every day and worked very hard lifting weights. He had to build up the top of his body if he was ever going to walk again. In Da Nang the doctors had told him to get used to the idea that he would have to sit in a wheelchair for the rest of his life. He had accepted it, but more and more he was dreaming and thinking about walking. He prayed every night after the visitors left. He closed his eyes and dreamed of being on his feet again.

Sometimes the American Legion group from his town came in to see him, the men and their wives and their pretty daughters. They would all surround him in his bed. It would seem to him that he was always having to cheer them up more than they were cheering him. They told him he was a hero and that all of Massapequa was proud of him. One time the commander stood up and said they were even thinking of naming a street after him. But the guy’s wife was embarrassed and made her husband shut up. She told him the commander was kidding—he tended to get carried away after a couple of beers.

After he had been in the hospital a couple of weeks, a man appeared one morning and handed him a large envelope. He waited until the man had gone to open it up. Inside was a citation and a medal for Conspicuous Service to the State of New York. The citation was signed by Governor Rockefeller. He stuck the envelope and all the stuff in it under his pillow.

None of the men on the wards were civilian yet, so they had reveille at six o’clock in the morning. All the wounded who could get on their feet were made to stand in front of their beds while a roll call was taken. After roll call they all had to make their beds and do a general clean-up of the entire ward—everything from scrubbing the floors to cleaning the windows. Even the amputees had to do it. No one ever bothered him, though. He usually slept through the whole thing.

Later it would be time for medication, and afterward one of the corpsmen would put him in a wheelchair and push him to the shower room. The corpsman would leave him alone for about five minutes, then pick his body up, putting him on a wooden bench, his legs dangling, his toes barely touching the floor. He would sit in the shower like that every morning watching his legs become smaller and smaller, until after a month the muscle tone had all but disappeared. With despair and frustration he watched his once strong twenty-one-year-old body become crippled and disfigured. He was just beginning to understand the nature of his wound. He knew now it was the worst he could have received without dying or becoming a vegetable.

More and more he thought about what a priest had said to him in Da Nang: “Your fight is just beginning. Sometimes no one will want to hear what you’re going through. You are going to have to learn to carry a great burden and most of your learning will be done alone. Don’t feel frightened when they leave you. I’m sure you will come through it all okay.”

I am in a new hospital now. Things are very different than in the last place. It is quiet in the early morning. There is no reveille here. The sun is just beginning to come in through the windows and I can hear the steady dripping of the big plastic bags that overflow with urine onto the floor. The aide comes in the room, a big black woman. She goes to Willey’s bed across from me, almost stepping in the puddle of urine. She takes the cork out of the metal thing in his neck and sticks the long rubber tube in, then clicks on the machine by the bed. There is a loud sucking slurping sound. She moves the rubber tube around and around until it sucks all the stuff out of his lungs. After she is done she puts the cork back in his throat and leaves the room.

There are people talking down at the end of the hall. The night shift is getting ready to go home. They are laughing very loud and flushing the toilets, cursing and telling jokes, black men in white uniforms walking past my door. I shut 
my eyes. I try to get back into the dream I was having. She is so pretty, so warm and naked lying next to me. She kisses me and begins to unbutton my hospital shirt. “I love you,” I hear her say. “I love you.” I open my eyes. Something strange is tickling my nose.

It is Tommy the enema man and today is my day to get my enema. “Hey Kovic,” Tommy is saying. “Hey Kovic, wake up, I got an enema for you.”

She kisses my lips softly at first, then puts her tongue into my mouth. I am running my hands through her hair and she tells me that she loves that. She is unbuttoning my trousers now and her small hand is working itself deep down into my pants. I keep driving my tongue into her more furiously than ever. We have just been dancing on the floor, I was dancing very funny like a man on stilts, but now we are making love and just above me I hear a voice trying to wake me again.

“Kovic! I have an enema for you. Come on. We gotta get you outta here.”

I feel myself being lifted. Tommy and another aide, a young black woman, pick me up, carefully unhooking my tube. They put my body into the frame, tying my legs down with long white twisted sheets. They lay another big sheet over me. The frame has a long metal bar that goes above my head. My rear end sticks out of a slit that I lie on.

“Okay,” shouts Tommy in his gravel voice. “This one’s ready to go.”

The aide pushes me into the line-up in the hallway. There are frames all over the place now, lined up in front of the blue room for their enemas. It is the Six o’Clock Special. There are maybe twenty guys waiting by now. It looks like a long train, a long assembly line of broken, twisted bodies waiting for deliverance. It is very depressing, all these bodies, half of them asleep, tied down to their frames with their rear ends sticking out. All these bodies bloated, waiting to be released. Every third day I go for my enema and wait with the long line of men shoved against the green hospital wall. I watch the dead bodies being pushed into the enema room, then finally myself.

It is a small blue room and they cram us into it like sardines. Tommy runs back and forth placing the bedpans under our rear ends, laughing and joking, a cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth. “Okay, okay, let’s go!” he shouts. There is a big can of soapy water above each man’s head and a tube that comes down from it. Tommy is jumping all around and whistling like a little kid, running to each body, sticking the rubber tubes up into them. He is jangling the pans, undoing little clips on the rubber tubes and filling the bellies up with soapy water. Everyone is trying to sleep, refusing to admit that this whole thing is happening to them. A couple of the bodies in the frames have small radios close to their ears. Tommy keeps running from one frame to the other, changing the rubber gloves on his hands and squirting the tube of lubricant onto his fingers, ramming his hands up into the rear ends, checking each of the bodies out, undoing the little clips. The aide keeps grabbing the bedpans and emptying all the shit into the garbage cans, occasionally missing and splattering the stuff on the floor. She places the empty pans in a machine and closes it up. There is a steam sound and the machine opens with all the bedpans as clean as new.

Oh God, what is happening to me? What is going on here? I want to get out of this place! All these broken men are very depressing, all these bodies so emaciated and twisted in these bedsheets. This is a nightmare. This isn’t like the poster down by the post office where the guy stood with the shiny shoes; this is a concentration camp. It is like the pictures of all the Jews that I have seen. This is as horrible as that. I want to scream. I want to yell and tell them that I want out of this. All of this, all these people, this place, these sounds, I want out of this forever. I am only twenty-one and there is still so much ahead of me, there is so much ahead of me.

I am wiped clean and pushed past the garbage cans. The stench is terrible. I try to breathe through my mouth but I can’t. I’m trapped. I have to watch, I have to smell. I think the war has made me a little mad—the dead corporal from Georgia, the old man that was shot in the village with his brains hanging out. But it is the living deaths I am breathing and smelling now, the living deaths, the bodies broken in the same war that I have come from.

I am outside now in the narrow hallway. The young black woman is pushing my frame past all the other steel contraptions. I look at her face for a moment, at her eyes, as she pushes my frame up against another. I can hear the splashing of water next door in the shower room. The sun has come up in the Bronx and people are walking through the hallways. They can look into all the rooms and see the men through the curtains that never close. It is as if we are a bunch of cattle, as if we do not really count anymore.

They push me into the shower. The black woman takes a green plastic container and squirts it, making a long thin white line from my head to my legs. She is turning on the water, and after making sure it is not too hot she hoses me down.

It’s like a car wash, I think, it’s just like a big car wash, and I am being pushed and shoved through with the rest of them. I am being checked out by Tommy and hosed off by the woman. It is all such a neat, quick process. It is an incredible thing to run twenty men through a place like this, to clean out the bodies of twenty paralyzed men, twenty bloated twisted men. It is an incredible feat, a stupendous accomplishment, and Tommy is a master. Now the black woman is drying me off with a big white towel and shoving me back into the hallway.

Oh get me back into the room, get me back away from these people who are walking by me and making believe like all the rest that they don’t know what’s happening here, that they can’t figure out that this whole thing is crazy. Oh God, oh God help me, help me understand this place. There goes the nurse and she’s running down the hall, hitting the rubber mat that throws open the big green metal door with the little windows with the wire in them. Oh nurse please help me nurse, my stomach is beginning to hurt again like it does every time I come out of this place and my head is throbbing, pounding like a drum. I want to get out of this hall where all of you are walking past me. I want to get back into my bed where I can make believe this never happened. I want to go to sleep and forget I ever got up this morning.

I never tell my family when they come to visit about the enema room. I do not tell them what I do every morning with the plastic glove, or about the catheter and the tube in my penis, or the fact that I can’t ever make it hard again. I hide all that from them and talk about the other, more pleasant things, the things they want to hear. I ask Mom to bring me Sunrise at Campobello, the play about the life of Franklin Roosevelt—the great crisis he had gone through when he had been stricken with polio and the comeback he had made, becoming governor, then president of the United States. There are things I am going through here that I know she will never understand.

I feel like a big clumsy puppet with all his strings cut. I learn to balance and twist in the chair so no one can tell how much of me does not feel or move anymore. I find it easy to hide from most of them what I am going through. All of us are like this. No one wants too many people to know how much of him has really died in the war.

Study and Discussion Questions

1.
Why does Kovic spend so much time describing the physical condition of other men in the hospital?

2.
Why might he find it so disturbing that the hospital staff joke while they try to save the man whose heart has stopped?

3.
Near the end, Kovic describes the shower he and the others are given as “like a car wash.” What is the significance of this comparison?

4.
Trace the changes in tense and person (“I” versus “he”). What is the effect?

5.
Why do you think Kovic titled his book Born on the Fourth of July?
Suggestions for Writing

1.
Discuss the meaning and significance of Kovic’s last sentence: “No one wants too many people to know how much of him has really died in the war.”

2.
Discuss the various ways the hospital, as an institution, denies Kovic’s suffering as an individual. Why is it this way?
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from A Time to Break Silence1(1967)

IMPORTANCE OF VIETNAM

Since I am a preacher by trade, I suppose it is not surprising that I have seven major reasons for bringing Vietnam into the field of my moral vision. There is at the outset a very obvious and almost facile connection between the war in Vietnam and the struggle I, and others, have been waging in America. A few years ago there was a shining moment in that struggle. It seemed as if there was a real promise of hope for the poor—both black and white—through the poverty program. There were experiments, hopes, new beginnings. Then came the buildup in Vietnam and I watched the program broken and eviscerated as if it were some idle political plaything of a society gone mad on war, and I knew that America would never invest the necessary funds or energies in rehabilitation of its poor so long as adventures like Vietnam continued to draw men and skills and money like some demonic destructive suction tube. So I was increasingly compelled to see the war as an enemy of the poor and to attack it as such.

Perhaps the more tragic recognition of reality took place when it became clear to me that the war was doing far more than devastating the hopes of the poor at home. It was sending their sons and their brothers and their husbands to fight and to die in extraordinarily high proportions relative to the rest of the population. We were taking the black young men who had been crippled by our society and sending them eight thousand miles away to guarantee liberties 
in Southeast Asia which they had not found in southwest Georgia and East Harlem. So we have been repeatedly faced with the cruel irony of watching Negro and white boys on TV screens as they kill and die together for a nation that has been unable to seat them together in the same schools. So we watch them in brutal solidarity burning the huts of a poor village, but we realize that they would never live on the same block in Detroit. I could not be silent in the face of such cruel manipulation of the poor.

My third reason moves to an even deeper level of awareness, for it grows out of my experience in the ghettos of the North over the last three years—especially the last three summers. As I have walked among the desperate, rejected and angry young men I have told them that Molotov cocktails and rifles would not solve their problems. I have tried to offer them my deepest compassion while maintaining my conviction that social change comes most meaningfully through nonviolent action. But they asked—and rightly so—what about Vietnam? They asked if our own nation wasn’t using massive doses of violence to solve its problems, to bring about the changes it wanted. Their questions hit home, and I knew that I could never again raise my voice against the violence of the oppressed in the ghettos without having first spoken clearly to the greatest purveyor of violence in the world today—my own government. For the sake of those boys, for the sake of this government, for the sake of the hundreds of thousands trembling under our violence, I cannot be silent.

For those who ask the question, “Aren’t you a civil rights leader?” and thereby mean to exclude me from the movement for peace, I have this further answer. In 1957 when a group of us formed the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, we chose as our motto: “To save the soul of America.” We were convinced that we could not limit our vision to certain rights for black people, but instead affirmed the conviction that America would never be free or saved from itself unless the descendants of its slaves were loosed completely from the shackles they still wear. In a way we were agreeing with Langston Hughes,2 that black bard of Harlem, who had written earlier:

O, yes,

I say it plain,

America never was America to me,

And yet I swear this oath—

America will be!

Now, it should be incandescently clear that no one who has any concern for the integrity and life of America today can ignore the present war. If America’s soul becomes totally poisoned, part of the autopsy must read Vietnam. It can never be saved so long as it destroys the deepest hopes of men the world over. So it is that those of us who are yet determined that America will be are led down the path of protest and dissent, working for the health of our land.

As if the weight of such a commitment to the life and health of America were not enough, another burden of responsibility was placed upon me in 1964; and I cannot forget that the Nobel Prize for Peace was also a commission—a commission to work harder than I had ever worked before for “the brotherhood of man.” This is a calling that takes me beyond national allegiances, but even if it were not present I would yet have to live with the meaning of my commitment 
to the ministry of Jesus Christ. To me the relationship of this ministry to the making of peace is so obvious that I sometimes marvel at those who ask me why I am speaking against the war. Could it be that they do not know that the good news was meant for all men—for Communist and capitalist, for their children and ours, for black and for white, for revolutionary and conservative? Have they forgotten that my ministry is in obedience to the one who loved his enemies so fully that he died for them? What then can I say to the “Vietcong” or to Castro or to Mao as a faithful minister of this one? Can I threaten them with death or must I not share with them my life?

Finally, as I try to delineate for you and for myself the road that leads from Montgomery3 to this place I would have offered all that was most valid if I simply said that I must be true to my conviction that I share with all men the calling to be a son of the living God. Beyond the calling of race or nation or creed is this vocation of sonship and brotherhood, and because I believe that the Father is deeply concerned especially for his suffering and helpless and outcast children, I come tonight to speak for them.

This I believe to be the privilege and the burden of all of us who deem ourselves bound by allegiances and loyalties which are broader and deeper than nationalism and which go beyond our nation’s self-defined goals and positions. We are called to speak for the weak, for the voiceless, for victims of our nation and for those it calls enemy, for no document from human hands can make these humans any less our brothers.

STRANGE LIBERATORS

And as I ponder the madness of Vietnam and search within myself for ways to understand and respond to compassion my mind goes constantly to the people of that peninsula. I speak now not of the soldiers of each side, not of the junta in Saigon, but simply of the people who have been living under the curse of war for almost three continuous decades now. I think of them too because it is clear to me that there will be no meaningful solution there until some attempt is made to know them and hear their broken cries.

They must see Americans as strange liberators. The Vietnamese people proclaimed their own independence in 1945 after a combined French and Japanese occupation, and before the Communist revolution in China. They were led 
by Ho Chi Minh. Even though they quoted the American Declaration of Independence in their own document of freedom, we refused to recognize them. Instead, we decided to support France in its reconquest of her former colony.

Our government felt then that the Vietnamese people were not “ready” for independence, and we again fell victim to the deadly Western arrogance that has poisoned the international atmosphere for so long. With that tragic decision we rejected a revolutionary government seeking self-determination, and a government that had been established not by China (for whom the Vietnamese have no great love) but by clearly indigenous forces that included some Communists. For the peasants this new government meant real land reform, one of the most important needs in their lives.

For nine years following 1945 we denied the people of Vietnam the right of independence. For nine years we vigorously supported the French in their abortive effort to recolonize Vietnam.

Before the end of the war we were meeting eighty per cent of the French war costs. Even before the French were defeated at Dien Bien Phu, they began to despair of the reckless action, but we did not. We encouraged them with our huge financial and military supplies to continue the war even after they had lost the will. Soon we would be paying almost the full costs of this tragic attempt at recolonization.

After the French were defeated it looked as if independence and land reform would come again through the Geneva agreements. But instead there came the United States, determined that Ho should not unify the temporarily divided nation, and the peasants watched again as we supported one of the most vicious modern dictators—our chosen man, Premier Diem. The peasants watched and cringed as Diem ruthlessly routed out all opposition, supported their extortionist landlords and refused even to discuss reunification with the north. The peasants watched as all this was presided over by U.S. influence and then by increasing numbers of U.S. troops who came to help quell the insurgency that Diem’s methods had aroused. When Diem was overthrown they may have been happy, but the long line of military dictatorships seemed to offer no real change—especially in terms of their need for land and peace.

The only change came from America as we increased our troop commitments in support of governments which were singularly corrupt, inept and without popular support. All the while the people read our leaflets and received regular promises of peace and democracy—and land reform. Now they languish under our bombs and consider us—not their fellow Vietnamese—the real enemy. They move sadly and apathetically as we herd them off the land of their fathers into concentration camps where minimal social needs are rarely met. They know they must move or be destroyed by our bombs. So they go—primarily women and children and the aged.

They watch as we poison their water, as we kill a million acres of their crops. They must weep as the bulldozers roar through their areas preparing to destroy the precious trees. They wander into the hospitals, with at least twenty casualties from American firepower for one “Vietcong”-inflicted injury. So far we may have killed a million of them—mostly children. They wander into the towns and see thousands of the children, homeless, without clothes, running in packs on the streets like animals. They see the children degraded by our soldiers as they beg for food. They see the children selling their sisters to our soldiers, soliciting for their mothers.

What do the peasants think as we ally ourselves with the landlords and as we refuse to put any action into our many words concerning land reform? What do they think as we test out our latest weapons on them, just as the Germans tested out new medicine and new tortures in the concentration camps of Europe? Where are the roots of the independent Vietnam we claim to be building? Is it among these voiceless ones?

We have destroyed their two most cherished institutions: the family and the village. We have destroyed their land and their crops. We have cooperated in the crushing of the nation’s only non-Communist revolutionary political force—the unified Buddhist church. We have supported the enemies of the peasants of Saigon. We have corrupted their women and children and killed their men. What liberators!

Now there is little left to build on—save bitterness. Soon the only solid physical foundations remaining will be found at our military bases and in the concrete of the concentration camps we call fortified hamlets. The peasants may well wonder if we plan to build our new Vietnam on such grounds as these? Could we blame them for such thoughts? We must speak for them and raise the questions they cannot raise. These too are our brothers.

Perhaps the more difficult but no less necessary task is to speak for those who have been designated as our enemies. What of the National Liberation Front—that strangely anonymous group we call VC or Communists? What must they think of us in America when they realize that we permitted the repression and cruelty of Diem which helped to bring them into being as a resistance group in the south? What do they think of our condoning the violence which led to their own taking up of arms? How can they believe in our integrity when now we speak of “aggression from the north” as if there were nothing more essential to the war? How can they trust us when now we charge them with violence after the murderous reign of Diem and charge them with violence while we pour every new weapon of death into their land? Surely we must understand their feelings even if we do not condone their actions. Surely we must see that the men we supported pressed them to their violence. Surely we must see that our own computerized plans of destruction simply dwarf their greatest acts.

How do they judge us when our officials know that their membership is less than twenty-five percent Communist and yet insist on giving them the blanket name? What must they be thinking when they know that we are aware of their control of major sections of Vietnam and yet we appear ready to allow national elections in which this highly organized political parallel government will have no part? They ask how we can speak of free elections when the Saigon press is censored and controlled by the military junta. And they are surely right to wonder what kind of new government we plan to help form without them—the only party in real touch with the peasants. They question our political goals and they deny the reality of a peace settlement from which they will be excluded. Their questions are frighteningly relevant. Is our nation planning to build on political myth again and then shore it up with the power of new 
violence?

Here is the true meaning and value of compassion and nonviolence when it helps us to see the enemy’s point of view, to hear his questions, to know his assessment of ourselves. For from his view we may indeed see the basic weaknesses of our own condition, and if we are mature, we may learn and grow and profit from the wisdom of the brothers who are called the opposition.

So, too, with Hanoi. In the north, where our bombs now pummel the land, and our mines endanger the waterways, we are met by a deep but understandable mistrust. To speak for them is to explain this lack of confidence in Western words, and especially their distrust of American intentions now. In Hanoi are the men who led the nation to independence against the Japanese and the French, the men who sought membership in the French commonwealth and were betrayed by the weakness of Paris and the willfulness of the colonial armies. It was they who led a second struggle against French domination at tremendous costs, and then were persuaded to give up the land they controlled between the thirteenth and seventeenth parallels as a temporary measure at Geneva. After 1954 they watched us conspire with Diem to prevent elections which would have surely brought Ho Chi Minh to power over a united Vietnam, and they realized they had been betrayed again.

When we ask why they do not leap to negotiate, these things must be remembered. Also it must be clear that the leaders of Hanoi considered the presence of American troops in support of the Diem regime to have been the initial military breach of the Geneva agreements concerning foreign troops, and they remind us that they did not begin to send in any large number of supplies or men until American forces had moved into the tens of thousands.

Hanoi remembers how our leaders refused to tell us the truth about the earlier North Vietnamese overtures for peace, how the president claimed that none existed when they had clearly been made. Ho Chi Minh has watched as America has spoken of peace and built up its forces, and now he has surely heard of the increasing international rumors of American plans for an invasion of the north. He knows the bombing and shelling and mining we are doing are part of traditional pre-invasion strategy. Perhaps only his sense of humor and of irony can save him when he hears the most powerful nation of the world speaking of aggression as it drops thousands of bombs on a poor weak nation more than eight thousand miles away from its shores.

At this point I should make it clear that while I have tried in these last few minutes to give a voice to the voiceless on Vietnam and to understand the arguments of those who are called enemy, I am as deeply concerned about our troops there as anything else. For it occurs to me that what we are submitting them to in Vietnam is not simply the brutalizing process that goes on in any war where armies face each other and seek to destroy. We are adding to the process of death, for they must know after a short period there that none of the things we claim to be fighting for are really involved. Before long they must know that their government has sent them into a struggle among Vietnamese, and the more sophisticated surely realize that we are on the side of the wealthy and the secure while we create a hell for the poor.

Somehow this madness must cease. We must stop now. I speak as a child of God and brother to the suffering poor of Vietnam. I speak for those whose land is being laid waste, whose homes are being destroyed, whose culture is being  subverted. I speak for the poor of America who are paying the double price of smashed hopes at home and death and corruption in Vietnam. I speak as a citizen of the world, for the world as it stands aghast at the path we have taken. I speak as an American to the leaders of my own nation. The great initiative in this war is ours. The initiative to stop it must be ours.

Study and Discussion Questions

1.
What are King’s “seven major reasons for bringing Vietnam into the field of [his] moral vision”?

2.
What does he mean when he calls Americans the “strange liberators”?

3.
Why does he have a number of paragraphs composed entirely or mostly of questions? From whose perspective are these questions asked? Is there an ethical or moral purpose behind this rhetorical device? Is it effective?

4.
What are the assumptions underlying his argument that the United States must stop military involvement in Vietnam?

Suggestions for Writing

1.
Select one paragraph in this speech and analyze it in detail. What is the main point or thesis of the paragraph? What are the supporting evidence and secondary points?

2.
Pick a contemporary political issue and adapt and apply King’s argument to it.

3.
If you were to construct an argument against King’s position in “A Time to Break Silence,” what would your major points be? Come up with at least five.
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Wars Past and Wars Present (1988)

Two movie projectors run in my head. The dominant one rolls out the sights and sounds and smells of the present in powerful color. The other projects cracked images from the past in faint black and white. Recently I was sitting in a restaurant, listening to a friend’s story, when the projectors changed dominance.

The aroma of eggplant Parmesan filled the restaurant. A candle threw flickering light over our booth in the corner. Robert was telling his tale of hunting Vietcong at night in the Mekong Delta when that black-and-white movie in my mind took over.

As Robert spoke, I could hear the put-put of his Navy patrol boat in the ominous silence of the Mekong, I could hear rifle fire and smell the acrid gunpowder. I could see the stubs of defoliated palm trees silhouetted against an exploding sky.

“We’d sprayed every leaf,” Robert was saying. His beard was touched with silver. Wrinkles edged his eyes. “The VC still hid.”

I glanced away, my eye catching my own image in the mirror behind Robert. The brocade decor of the restaurant dissolved. Instead, I saw myself standing once again in the specimen room of a hospital outside Ho Chi Minh City, formerly Saigon. It was 1983. The smell of formaldehyde tinged the air. In the dim light I could make out glass crocks lining each wall, floor to ceiling, wall to wall, row upon gray row.

Each crock cradled a full-term baby. One infant had four arms, another a bowl in place of her cranium, a third a face on his abdomen, a fourth his navel protruding from his forehead. All the babies had been born in the early 1980’s to women from provinces heavily sprayed with Agent Orange.1
A Vietnamese doctor opened the wooden shutters. Sunlight flowed in transforming the crocks with their silver liquid into mirrors that shimmered, row upon row. I shrank back. In each mirror I could see that I remained my normal self.

“We called in air strikes,” Robert said, punching his palm with his fist. The waiter set down cream and sugar. He poured coffee. The rich aroma of espresso floated over the restaurant. My lapse had been momentary. Its images receded once more into memory.

Vietnam memories can be strident. Often, they defy words, blocking communication and tangling with a comfortable Western life style. Sometimes they lie silent, reflecting our collective reluctance to place politics aside and address the continuing human effects of the war.

Psychologists have given names—“Vietnam syndrome,” “flashback,” “post-traumatic stress syndrome”—to the experience of that second movie projector’s dominating conscious reality. Such terms make the phenomenon sound foreign, as if we must know war to experience the disorienting ambush of memory.

Anyone who has spent extended time in another culture returns home to the emotional unrest of double images running simultaneously. And those who have always lived here have at some time felt overwhelmed. We’ve all felt haunted by the death of a relationship, the loss of a child. We can all be surprised when our inner life spins unexpectedly outward.

I learn through experience to control those moments. It’s easy enough in my own home to avoid known stimuli, like mirrors. In a restaurant or a friend’s house, I have learned to choose a place briskly before I’m the last one seated. I settle down with the mirrors behind me, the way a combat veteran may sit with a wall at his back, his face toward the unpredictable entrance.

Other stimuli are less easily subdued. One recent evening I stopped by the local supermarket. The crowds in the aisles were intimidating. I felt besieged by displays of color, distracted by the smells of pizza, baking bread and budding roses. I pushed my cart past banks of broccoli and cabbages. When I reached for a head of lettuce, an automatic freshener nozzle sprayed my wrist.

That second movie projector in my mind shifted on screen. Suddenly I was back pushing a cart of protein supplements through a refugee camp. It was the late 60’s, and I was visiting a Red Cross project in the central highlands of Vietnam. The refugees were preliterate tribespeople who had lived in huts of leaves, hunting and raising their food by slash-and-burn agriculture. Now they camped in tents surrounded by barbed wire.

The sun beat down on the tents. The heavy canvas gave off an odor like hot road tar, clogging my throat. The open latrines buzzed with flies. I passed three children hunkering in the brazen light. Their eyes were glazed, beyond begging. It was too quiet for so many people.

I paused near a woman doing fine embroidering in red and blue and orange. Her bare breasts trembled every time she pulled the needle through the black cloth. A girl of 2 lay next to the woman, naked in the dirt. The girl’s dark hair was touched with orange, a symptom of advanced malnutrition. With her bloated belly, she looked like a butternut squash cast out on a compost pile. I pushed on with my cart of supplements, knowing that within hours the child would be dead. In a supermarket, I see that child as I push my cart past tiers of choices. Her face takes over cans of baby formula and boxes of cereal.

Of course, Vietnam has peace. Now, Vietnamese have enough to eat. But still, the intrusion of this outdated memory is instructive. It reminds me that what I witnessed years ago still exists, but elsewhere: in Nicaragua, Gaza, Afghanistan, Ethiopia. Memory can still jar the protective routine of my easy life style.

I’ve never lived in a house with a television, except for one year. That was in 1967. I was in my mid-20’s. Every evening I watched the war on the news. Vietnamese refugees, their faces contorted, their voices anguished, streamed across that flickering blue screen into my living room. Their cries haunted me during the day and stayed with me deep into the night.

The job I took with the Quakers in Quang Ngai, a dusty South Vietnamese town swollen with refugees, included a program that made artificial arms and legs for civilian amputees. I remember one family, a widow and her two sons. The woman’s name meant “springtime.” She was my age, then 28. One of her sons, age 10, was a paraplegic. The other boy, a toddler, had plump legs peppered with shrapnel. The same mine that wounded the boys had turned Springtime into a double amputee.

During the flood season, I moved this family back into the refugee camp. There was no driving in. I started carrying the older boy, the paraplegic. The water swirled around my thighs. I left him with his grandmother and went back for the younger boy and then for his mother.

I carried Springtime on my hips the way she’d been carrying her sons when she stepped on the mine. Her stumps felt like flippers around my waist. With my bare feet, I felt beneath the water for the path along the paddy dike. I could smell my own sweat. I tried not to let my shortness of breath show. Springtime played with my hair. She drew a coppery ringlet out to its full length and laughed when it sprang back.

Springtime’s mother and the two boys watched us from their tin hut. But the distance to them was too great. I had to ease Springtime down into the water that covered the paddy dike. Breathing hard, I sat next to her. Side by side, we rested on the dike, laughing as the brown water lapped around our waists.

I never saw the boat people2 exodus on television. However, I saw part of that story in person. I remember standing on the jetty of Bidong Island, the largest refugee camp in Malaysia for Vietnamese boat people. It was 1980. I was the camp’s health administrator.

A Vietnamese boat appeared on the horizon. It rode low in the water. As the boat drew closer, I could see people gripping the cabin roof like bees clinging in layers to the face of a hive. Soon I could hear the excited voices.

The boat grazed the jetty. Its hull shivered. The captain, a small man with an ashen face, stepped onto the dock. He said 14 passengers had died en route. Most died of thirst. Some drank sea water. One woman went delirious and threw herself into the sea.

I glanced into the cabin. Fuel cans floated in the bilge water, which smelled of diesel and vomit. A woman with a baby at her breast hunkered in the bilge water. A 6-year-old girl with wispy hair clung to a rib in the hull.

The wispy-haired girl collapsed on the jetty. A Vietnamese man unloading pack rations scooped up the child and ran with her toward the island. I followed.

In the camp hospital, I gave the child sips of water. Her name meant “flower.” Vietnamese longshoremen brought in more people on stretchers. And more still. I removed Flower’s wet clothes. Her skin was soft and white and wrinkled. Her hair was stiff with salt.

That afternoon I found Flower outside the hospital. She stood watching the cooks serve tea from a steaming vat. The next day when I went to check on her, she was gone. I looked for Flower among the thousands who thronged the camp’s paths. I never saw her again.

Luon scratched the inside of a sow’s ear. The pigpen was next door to the house where I was staying in a village 75 miles southeast of Hanoi. . . . 

“Now that sow over there,” Luon said, “the one with the nick on her snout, she’ll throw a big litter. Always has anyway.” Luon, the veterinarian of the cooperative, was in her mid-40’s.

Inside the house, we sat on benches at a wooden table. The afternoon light threw shadows over the grass mat on my board bed. The mosquito net became a filmy canopy.

Luon spoke of her husband, who had gone south over the Ho Chi Minh trail3 with the North Vietnamese Army. “I received one letter,” she said. “‘Work hard at home,’ he wrote. ‘Take care of our children.’”

“Two years after Ky’s death, I received a small package. Ky had sent three books so our children could read. If there was a letter, it was lost.” She brushed a strand of hair from her eyes. “His bones never came home.”

Luon bent her head. Her shoulders quivered. Damp hair curtained her face.

If I were a good journalist, I thought, I’d press Luon for details and raw feelings. The tape recorder hummed. From outside the window came the sound of children’s voices and the heavy tread of a water buffalo. I let my hand rest on Luon’s shoulder.

“Tell me about your children,” I said. “And about the animals.”

Study and Discussion Questions

1.
Why does Borton begin her essay with a description of her friend Robert’s war story? What’s the significance, to her, of the place where he’s telling it?

2.
Why does Borton tell us that the name of the woman in Quang Ngai means “springtime” and that the name of the six-year-old girl means “flower”?

3.
Borton describes a starving two-year-old girl in a refugee camp: “With her bloated belly, she looked like a butternut squash cast out on a compost pile.” What does this comparison suggest?

4.
Why doesn’t Borton “press Luon for details and raw feelings”? What’s the significance of the very end of the essay?

5.
What do you think motivates Borton to do the kind of work she does?

Suggestions for Writing

1.
Write a description of one of Borton’s encounters—with Springtime or with Flower or with Luon—from the other person’s point of view.

2.
You probably haven’t directly witnessed the kind of wartime suffering Borton writes about, but you’ve no doubt read about it or seen it on television. Describe and analyze your reactions.

PEACE AND WAR: PAPER TOPICS

1.
Compare the descriptions of battle in two or more works. (Suggestions: Owen, “Dulce et Decorum Est”; Black Elk, “The Butchering at Wounded Knee”; Tennyson, “The Charge of the Light Brigade”)

2.
Pick two works, one supporting and one opposing war, that seem to be in dialogue with each other; analyze the argument implicit (or explicit) in each and the literary devices used to persuade the reader. (Suggestion: Lovelace, “To Lucasta, Going to the Wars” and Dylan, “With God On Our Side”)

3.
Discuss the ways people cope with the memory of war. (Suggestions: Erdrich, “The Red Convertible”; Borton, “Wars Past and Wars Present”; Whitman, “The Dying Veteran”; Morrison, “1919”)

4.
Discuss the consequences of war for individuals or communities in one or more works. (Suggestions: Espada, “Colibrí”; O’Brien, “The Man I Killed”; Kovic, Born on the Fourth of July; O_ta, “Fireflies”)

5.
Discuss in one or more works the various strategies for survival used by the people involved, either willingly or unwillingly, in war. (Suggestions: Brecht, Mother Courage and Her Children; Yevtushenko, “The Companion”; Grahn, “Vietnamese Woman Speaking to an American Soldier”)

6.
Discuss the relationship between those who kill and those who are killed in one or more works. (Suggestions: Levertov, “The Pilots”; O’Brien, “The Man I Killed”; Levertov, “What Were They Like?”; Weigl, “Song of Napalm”)

7.
Analyze one or more works that explore why people go to war. (Suggestions: Lovelace, “For Lucasta, Going to the Wars”; Yeats, “An Irish Airman Foresees His Death”; Son, “Can Tho”; Atwood, “The Loneliness of the Military Historian”)

8.
Choose two or more works whose subject is the same war and compare their perspectives on that war.

9.
Analyze in detail the way one work conveys the fragility of peace. (Suggestions: Rukeyser, “Waking This Morning”; Atwood, “At first I was given centuries”; Lorca, “Ballad of the Spanish Civil Guard”)

10.
Is there a difference between male and female perspectives on war? Support your argument with reference to at least two works by men and at least two by women.

11.
Discuss the way an individual’s race or social class affects his or her relation to war in one or more works. (Suggestions: Okita, “In Response to Executive Order 9066 . . .”; King, “A Time to Break Silence”; Brecht, “From a German War Primer”; Dodson, “Black Mother Praying”; Kipling, “Tommy”)

12.
Discuss the psychology of those who make war, as depicted in one or more works. (Suggestions: Vando, “Legend of the Flamboyán”; Barthelme, “Report”; Dylan, “With God On Our Side”; Reed, “Naming of Parts”)

13.
Analyze how formal elements such as character, setting, point of view, and sequencing of events make meaning in one or more stories. (Suggestions: Bradbury, “August 2026: There Will Come Soft Rains”; Bierce, “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge”; Erdrich, “The Red Convertible”)

14.
Explicate one poem about war that particularly moves you. How does the poet use imagery, sound, and perhaps perspective to convey an experience, create a mood, and/or argue a position?

15.
Compare two works that are about different wars (either the experience of war itself or the aftermath of that war). What is similar and what is different about the experience of war for the inhabitants of those works? (Suggestions: O_ta, “Fireflies” and Weigl, “Song of Napalm”; Sassoon, “Does It Matter?” and Kovic, Born on the Fourth of July)

1South Dakota scene of the 1890 massacre described here.

1Speech delivered April 4, 1967 at the Riverside Church in New York City to Clergy and Laity Concerned, a group opposing the war in Vietnam.>

2American writer (1902–1967).

3Alabama city where King led 1955 boycott to integrate city buses.

1Powerful defoliant and herbicide used by the United States to deny enemy troops cover.

2People who fled Vietnam hastily after the Communist victory in 1975.

3Dirt road through Laos and Cambodia used to transport soldiers and matériel from the north to support the war effort in the south.>

