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BOOKS
LEGACY OF VIETNAM
your ass" and whose main tactic
was the evasion of responsibility
—the old Army game ia a new
corporate version. A lone VPA
sniper rated an artillery barrage,
and the rumor of an enemy squad
in the area was enough to bring
the B-52s into action.

It was a self-serving, dishonest
war. The CiA got into the habit
of writing its own "captured ene-
my documents" because the real
ones didn't say what the top brass
wanted to hear.

Accused collectivists, the com-
munists fought a war that by its
very nature relied upon the loyal-
ty, ingenuity and guts of individ-
ual cadres and largely autono-
mous battle formations. The
VPA's command structure was,
perforce, decentralized. It expect-
ed, and got, more in the way of
personal initiative from the ranks
than probably any other army in
history.

While democratic Wasliington
was trying to bomb Vietnam Into
rubble on the liberal premise that
communism would somehow be
crushed in the wreckage, totalitar-
ian Hanoi was using political wea-
pons to woo people on every level
of South Vietnamese society.

The NLF managed to create &
dense web of cadres, spies and
helpers who, at the right moment,
were able to sow panic in Sai-
gon's ranks, organize the rear
areas, and pave the political
way for the fast-moving VPA
spearheads.

Burchett tells us they were so
successful at this broadscale re-
cruiting that in the closing days
of the war hundreds of "loyal"
Saigon cadres, many converted
or planted years before, were
able to take over most of the
capital's key facilities from the
inside and present them in pris-
tine condition to the VPA troops
at the hour of liberation. Even
the invaluable files of Thieu's
cops and spies were saved from re-
moval or destruction by "plants."

Ordinary people,
Burchett is at Ms best detailing
the resourcefulness and. r-oivrage
of ordinary people engaged ir> the
extraordinary v/crk cf making s.
revolution. He Calks abo^t the:r
suffering, the atrocities '.hey sr_-
dured, but to evoks respect rathsr
than pity.

On the other side of the bsttb-
line, he writes of his meetings
with Kissinger and. liarriman. let-
ting their self-deluding statements
speak for themselves.

Burchett deserves s. bouquet
here. He has covered most of the
major hotspots of the postwar
world—-Germany, Eastern. Eur-
ope, USSR, China, Korea, Cuba,
Portugal and southern Africa--
providing us with more and bet-
ter information than the money
press sees fit to print. He's a
John Reed and a half, a legiti-
mate hero for aspiring radical
journalists.

Gen. Dung's book is a straight
military history of the war-win-
ning spring 1975 offensive that he
led in the field. It should be read
in conjunction with the book by
Gen. William C. Westmorland,
Dung's erstwhile counterpart on
the American high command.
The differences are revealing.

The Vietnamese, a weaver by
trade, a criminal agitator by thg
lights of Paris and Washington, is
i political revolutionary with sil>
:ary expertise. The Americans £
technician, frankly admits that

the politics of a supremely politi-
cal war only confused him.

Dung's narrative, laced with
poetry, is warm and worldly.
Westmoreland's words march in
lockstep while his mind remains
at parade rest.

The collectivist, a colleague of
the legendary Vo Nguyen Giap
and the product of an incredibly
complex and prolonged revolu-
tionary experience, is a singular
human being. The individualist,
stamped out by the West Point
cookie cutter, is indistinguishable
from any other time-server in uni-
form.

A "no-win" policy?
Westmoreland's book is mainly a
gripe about Washington's sup-
posed "no-win" policy. It sounds
vaguely plausible until Dung re-
minds us that at the apogee of the
"no win" war, his troops were
successfully engaging over 60 per-
cent of total American conven-
tional forces and a Saigon army
of £ million-plus (in)effectives.

Or that the U.S. dumped ten
million tons of bombs on Vietnam,
more than were dropped in all pre-
vious wars put together. If this
amounted to "no win" then the
Normandy invasion must have
been an exercise in surrender!

The yahoo's reply to this is
that, after all, we could have
nuked our opponents into obliv-
ion. Implicit in this barbarous
cop-out is the admission that
American conventional forces,
no matter how powerful or num-
erous, were inferior to those of
a small peasant country.

The U.S. didn't lose the war be-
cause it was evil and Vietnamese
revolutionaries were righteous,
though there is a kind of truth
IB that romantic notion. It lost be-
cause it was outfought. The com-
mionists, inferior only in material
things, were better organized,
had higher morale, were more
capably led, and were served by a
Marxist praxis that, in very practi-

cal ways, was superior to the
myths and wishful thoughts that
guided the American warmakers.

Since 1950 the American mili-
tary has been regularly drubbed
by the small communist countries
it has chosen to pick on. Drew
Middleton, the Clausewitz in resi-
dence at the New York Times,
says in his post-Vietnam book
that the American losing streak is
likely to continue. He believes
that the Russians would whip us
in a war in which, for one reason
or another, nuclear weapons
weren't used.

He even sees our military chan-
ces as dim in the kind of limited
war situation that could erupt,
say, in the Mideast. His pessimism
is based on technical and social
factors, but he evades the tough-
est issues.

It was American capitalism's
decision after World War II to
make our military both the guard-
ian of empire and a function of
our waste economy. The goals
were incompatible.

Armies, like boxers, should be
lean, clean and quick. Ours was
made corrupt, infected with gout,
and largely unable to apply its
new supermarket doctrines of
warfare to the real thing.

The Pentagon was turned into
another of our great, business-
serving state bureaucracies. Its
ability to fight wars has become
equal to HEW's ability to fight
poverty.

We assume the Pentagon can
blow up the world (providing,
of course, that the missiles are
more reliable than our Pintos or
Mr. Coffee machines), but that's
about all we can assume.

Meanwhile, an underlying
truth in all four of these books
can be boiled down to what an ad-
miral told Drew Middleton: "Len-
in said that an army reflects the
society. Well, God help us if he
was right, and our forces reflect
our society." _ _ v—Peter Karman
Peter Karman is a freelance writ-
er in Connecticutt.

John Wayne-ing it
with the Romeo platoon
CLOSE QUARTERS
By Lsrry Heinemann
Farrar, Straus and Girous, 1977,

$T$*. w

Th;.s first novel is the most con-
vincing condemnation of Ameri-
ca's imperialist war in Vietnam
ii&issfar. It is all the more remark-
able for not once addressing
popularly held conclusions about
She war to support its vision
Close Quarters is pure fiction: it
exists in its own time, on its own
landscape, with its own moral
scheme, and reads as if it were
the first American book ever
about Vietnam.

Philip Dosier is the unroman-
tic anti-hero and narrator, Pfc.
and later Sgt. Dosier in the Third
Battalion of the 33rd, U.S. Army,
Vietnam. In Tayninh City, Dos-
ier meets his motorized reconnais-
sance unit, Romeo platoon, the
most unmistakable slice of Ameri-
cana since the Big Mac. It is au-
tumn 1967. Tet has not yet hap-
pened; Washington has not been
starched upon.

Dosier's friends in Romeo pla-
toon are crude, arrogant, racist,
violent and sentimental; archetyp-

ical American men of the range
and battlefield. They like to
"John Wayne it"—walk tail,
swagger, cock their jaws towards
the sunset, drink beer, smoke
Cambodian grass like Castro
smokes cigars and screw dink wo-
men ("dinks" are all Vietnamese,
enemy and ally). They drive the
most rugged land vehicles, call

. in the most sophisticated artillery
and aircraft with sophisticated
radios. They might have won the
war if they had ever figured out
what they were fighting for.

"I'll fill your sandbags or burn
your shit or wander around in the
bushes," Dosier says, "because I
simply do not care about any-
thing but a drink and some
smoke and laying my head
down every once in a while to
rest my eyes."

These are not James Jones'
soldiers, nor Hollywood's. Heine-
mann's intimate, unflattering por-
traits of Dosier's Romeo platoon
are of war criminals, committed
to no one or nothing but action
and a general loathing of Asians.
Yet Heinemann's indictment is so
subtle, oftentimes done with such

The U.S. didn't lose because it
was evil and the Vietnamese
righteous; it was outfought.

Wilfred Burchett, the quintessential left journalist, above on the scene
in Vietnam. Below, Larry Heinemann.
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CLASSIFIED
01 YUGNT SHTIMME—The voice
of the Jewish Socialist Youth
Bund. In this issue: "Repression
and Anti-Semitism in Argentina,"
"Israel and South Africa: Guilty
as' Charged?" "The Bakke Deci-
sion and Why it Should be Fought,"
and more. Subscriptions: $2.00.
Jewish Socialist Youth Bund, 25
E.785h St., N.Y..N.Y. 10021.

FOR RENT — Furnished apart-
ment (CHICAGO)—Living room,
kitchen & bath, $130. Living room,
kitchen, bath & dining room, Mur-
phey bed in closet, $140. + depos-
it. GAS & LIGHT FREE. 1819 N.
Humbolt. Bob, 235-5351.

BOOKS 'NOTHINGS—Our low
prices gladden the heart. Send for
list — for yourself...for giftgiving.
Cherinsky, 130 Neptune Ave.,
Brooklyn, NY 11235.

STUDENTS—Help build the social-
ist movement on your campus this
fall. Become a campus distributor
of IN THESE TIMES. Pay 20* per
copy and keep 20c more. It won't
pay your tuition, but it won't hurt.
Write ITT Circulation Dept., 1509
N. Milwaukee Ave., Chicago, IL
60622.

CLASSIFIED RATES:
$.15 per word.
10% Prepaid Discount

ALBANY N.Y. ITT support group
will be sponsoring forums with
speakers and refreshments. If you
would like to be on our mailing list
write to: Walt Noiseux, Box 22439,
Albany, NY 12222.

TEACHERS-IN THESE TIMES
can bring relevance and political
perspective into your classes. As-
sign it this fall. Student subs cost
$5 for four months. Write us and
we'll send you special student sub
blanks. IN THESE TIMES Circula-
tion Dept., 1509 N. Milwaukee Ave.,
Chicago, IL 60622.

Making a
Big Move?
Then make a small
one. too. Send us your
new address with your
old address label.
And we'll make sure that
your subscription to
IN THESE TIMES is
uninterupted.

New Address
Address _____

City ______

State______

Zip_______

In These
Times prints
detail and
fact without
burying the
reader,

informs without shouting,
and is important weekly
reading for anyone who
wants to know where
change begins. Julian Bond

NEXT WEEK IN THESE TIMES

The crisis in black leadership
by Hoyt Fuller, editor of First
World; an analysis of the
West Virginia miners' walk-
out by Dan Marschall; a re-
port on the Business Round-

table; the rise of the right in
Great Britain; a review of
Outrageous, the new Canad-
ian film about love between a
female impersonator and a
schizophrenic.
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tenderness, that its fictional au-
thenticity is never jarred.

Rarely does the outside world
intrude, though we know it's
there: certainly the soldiers'
hatred of Orientals began before
Vietnam, and will continue after-
wards. The violent, lyrical profan-
ity is home grown; the John
Wayne swagger made in Amer-
ica. Heinemann has done with
Vietnam what a lot of writers
have been afraid to do: he has
put the finger on the soldiers who
fought the war, rather than their
leaders.

There is some doubt if this
1977 book could have been a
1967 book. Our soldiers were
then only following orders, Heine-
mann among them. (The author
served a combat tour with the
U.S. Army in 1967-68.) Neither
LBJ, the people, nor the Army
were yet aware of the enemy's
strength or the cracks soon to
show in the empire. Calling sol-
diers to defy orders was then, and
probably still is, treasonous. It
was safer and easier to pin the
blame on the leaders. There were
fewer of them, and the soldiers
were from the peoples' ranks, so
that even Rusty Galley could be-
come a sympathetic scapegoat for
some higher evil.

Close Quarters' implication of
r a n k - a n d - f i / e cu /pa 'b i l i ty
promises to be controversial. Dos-
ier's comrades in combat are not
the best sort of men, worsened by
an unjust war. Romeo platoon
isn't fighting for America, or free-
dom, or even against Commun-
ism, but for the privilege of living
out some half-assed version of a
John Wayne movie (will America
never be de-Waynized, as Krus-
chev de-Staliriized the Soviet Un-
ion?).

Sgt. Dosier's pathos in the face
of war and his own alienation is
made more poignant by his desire
to understand. From his baptism
in combat, through the Tet offen-
sive and home to Chicago, Dosier
is wary, confused, and vulnerable
to some rational explanation of
the war, though none is forthcom-
ing. A spirit of tragedy pervades
every intimate detail as this vivid,
lively portrayal of the effects of
war leads directly to an aware-
ness of this war's causes: imper-
ialism, militarism, and the blind
aggressiveness of the American
soldier. _ .—Jeffrey Gillenkirk
Jeffrey Gillenkirk is a freelance
writer in Los Angeles and regular-
ly reviews books for In These
Times.

What does it fake
to change a man's mind?

BORN ON THE FOURTH
OFJULY

By Ron Kovic
McGraw-Hill, N.Y., 1976

Ron Kovic has become a sym-
bol of the disillusioned and there-
fore enlightened veteran of the
Vietnam war.

As one of the Veterans Against
the War, he took part in the dem-
onstration that disrupted the Re-
publican National Convention in
Miami in 1972. Four years later,
he was permitted to address the
closing session of the Democratic
Convention. And there is now

a folk song (by Tom Paxton) cele-
brating his conversion from total
acceptance to radical rejection of
the purposes and practices of the
American "effort" in Southeast
Asia.

Kovic's autobiographical Bom
on the Fourth of July is his own,
rather naive account of how
that change came about.

Much of the book is devoted to
lyrical descriptions of a "typical"
boyhood in Massapequa, Long Is-
land. But the main message is
that Kovic can no longer move
his body from the waist down,
so descriptions of his past are ne-
cessarily ironic.

He writes well about the dehu-
manizing and cruel atmosphere
in the veterans' hospitals where
he was "treated" after his return,
as well as of his experiences with
the Marines, both in the U.S. and
in Vietnam.

The climactic action that re-
sults from his change of heart is
the disruption in Miami. "'I
served two tours of duty in Viet-
nam!' I screamed to one news-
man. 'I gave three-quarters of my
body for America. And what do I
get? Spit in the face.' I kept
screaming until we hit the side
entrance where the agents pushed
us outside and shut the doors,
locking them with chains and pad-
locks so reporters wouldn't be
able to follow us out for inter-
views. All three of us (veterans)
sat holding on to each other shak-
ing. We had done it. It had been
the biggest moment of our lives,
we had shouted down the Presi-
dent of the United States and dis-
rupted his acceptance speech.
What more was there left to do
but go home?"

But how did this change come
about, and where does it lead?
We find out very little. There is
almost no mention of friends,
family support or non-support,
books, ideas, or analyses of the
problems inherent in a class-based
society. As far as the reader can
tell, this basic political change
came about because Kovic was
treated so harshly in the hospi-
tals: ."Something is happening
to me in Room 17.... I feel my-
self changing, the anger is build-
ing up in me.... I have been
screaming for almost an hour
when one of the aides walks by.
He sticks his head in the door,
taunting me and laughing. 'I'm
a Vietnam veteran,' I tell him. 'I
fought in Vietnam and I've got
a right to be treated decently.'
'Vietnam,' the aide says loudly.
'Vietnam don't mean nothin' to
me or any of these other people.
You can take your Vietnam and
shove it up your ass.'"

"Something happened" to
Kovic all right, and his narrative
is touching and dramatic. But the
basic questions remain unan-
swered: how does personal racji-
calization come about, and
what is the relationship of this to
broader social change? Trauma-
tic and discrete personal experi-
ences do sometimes lead to com-
plete value and belief changes.
But most people do not become
radicalized after experiences in
hospitals or with any of our oth-
er dehumanizing institutions,
unfortunate though their experi-
ences and responses may be. Nei-
ther do most people change sole-
ly through reading, although
books can help clarify one's own
analysis of society-wide problems.
Kovic mentions reading only
once: "Skip's views were very dif-
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