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This book is not about heroes.… Nor is it about deeds, or lands, nor anything about glory, honour, might, majesty, dominion, or power, except War. Above all I am not concerned with Poetry. My subject is War, and the pity of War. The Poetry is in the pity. Yet these elegies are to this generation in no sense consolatory. They may be to the next. All a poet can do today is warn. That is why the true Poets must be truthful.


—WILFRED OWEN 
1918, from a planned preface to his collected poems


















LETTERS FROM PLEIKU




If you are able


Save for them a place


Inside of you…


And save one backward glance


When you are leaving


for the places they can


no longer go…


Be not ashamed to say


you loved them,


though you may


or may not have always…


Take what they have left


and what they have taught you


with their dying


and keep it with your own…


And in that time


when men decide and feel safe


to call the war insane,


take one moment to embrace


those gentle heroes


you left behind…


MICHAEL D. O’DONNELL 
1 January 1970


















A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR



In the process of writing this book I have often been asked about my relationship to the subject of the Vietnam War and, more specifically, to Michael O’Donnell. After all, I was too young to serve and had no need to worry about the draft since the war ended when I was in my early teens. To be perfectly honest, like most people of my generation, the war in Vietnam cast a shadow over much of my childhood, and I was all too eager to see this enduring catastrophe fade from memory sooner rather than later. Moreover, I have spent most of my career in universities and museums as an art historian with expertise in the European Middle Ages and the classical world, not in twentieth-century American politics, military history, and popular culture. Finally, I never knew Michael O’Donnell. Why then have I decided to write about a young helicopter pilot I never knew, who was lost long ago, in a war few want to remember?


The answer is complicated, but I will say that I didn’t really decide to write this book—I felt compelled to. I first encountered the outlines of O’Donnell’s story and his most famous poem within the pages of Harold Evans’s magisterial The American Century. I was deeply moved by the poem “Letters from Pleiku,” which O’Donnell had written on New Year’s Day in 1970. Unlike the Greek warrior Achilles, who eagerly sought eternal glory through sacrifice in battle, Michael O’Donnell was in that poem asking for something more modest and poignant: that we simply remember the people who sacrificed everything for a cause that meant so little. Even if the war should be consigned to oblivion, those who were left behind—on its battlefields, in its swamps and jungles, and even its VA hospitals—should not. In writing these words about Vietnam, O’Donnell was among the first to ask us to recognize that the controversy of the war was a thing apart from the human tragedy of the soldiers conscripted to enact it.


After reading the poem, I was drawn to learn more about its author and perhaps something of the circumstances in which it had been written. This did not begin as a book project, but rather as an act of curiosity, and a modest response to the poet’s plea that we take a moment to remember. Yet, the more I learned about Michael O’Donnell, the more compelling his story became. It was a story about the life of a vibrant young man during a tragic time; a story that in its telling reveals much of what happened to America in the 1960s. The more I learned about his life, his war experiences, his personal sacrifice, and the legacy of his poems—not to mention his impact on the people he left behind—the more I began to understand the magnitude of his loss, and ours.


There is another, perhaps more timely reason that I have written this book. I wanted to understand how a democratic government, presumably with all the best intentions and led by people who considered themselves honorable, effectively decided to sacrifice the lives of its own citizens to advance an ill-considered and poorly developed political idea. If we understand the taking of life to be the ultimate human transgression, we need to understand how such decisions are made—in this case without a substantive understanding of purpose or consequences. Before the Vietnam War was over, the United States had sacrificed 58,220 of its citizens. The Vietnamese lost millions more.


By the time Michael O’Donnell was sent to Vietnam in October 1969, it was widely (if not publicly) acknowledged—by several US presidents both past and present and other government and military leaders, the soldiers doing the fighting, and the general public—that there would be no satisfactory outcome to the war. Yet, there was still no plan to prevent further casualties and death. Despite massive protests on college campuses and in city streets all across the country, the war would continue with thousands more casualties before the ignominious evacuation of the last Americans in Saigon from the rooftop of the US embassy in April 1975. One of those casualties would be Michael O’Donnell.


Within a few months of his arrival in Vietnam, Michael O’Donnell understood—as only a soldier can—that he was unlikely to survive, and that the sacrifice of his life would not alter the course of the war nor matter to his country. Through his poetry, written in the evenings after experiencing relentless days of trauma and death, all around and even within his helicopter, O’Donnell reflected on what was happening, even as he recognized that he was merely counting the days.


As I learned more about Michael O’Donnell and what happened to our country in the 1960s, I became committed to sharing his story. Perhaps it was because I grew up in the shadow of Vietnam and saw firsthand the destruction it wrought on individual lives and on the nation as a whole, that Michael O’Donnell’s words struck so deeply in me. Although I was not particularly aware of the politics at the time, even as a middle school student, I was taken aback by what I perceived to be a dishonest government engaging in a pointless cause at the expense of real lives. The 1960s was a watershed era, with consequences that continue to resonate today. No longer do we assume that our government leaders are to be trusted, and no longer do we presume that they will do the right thing. To the contrary, we expect little from them and are usually not disappointed. Finally, largely through the devastating experience of the Vietnam War, the American people are far more skeptical about the concept of “American Exceptionalism,” the idea that the United States is a unique force for good in the world.


I have carried Michael O’Donnell’s story with me for many years. I have accumulated a great deal of material, including letters, poems, and even recordings of songs he made while at war. He was a very good singer and, in my view, a terrific songwriter. Over the years, I have also come to know many of the people closest to him during his brief life, including his sister Patsy McNevin, his closest friend Marcus Sullivan, his fiancée Jane Mathis, and many others. They have become good friends. I am grateful to them for sharing Michael and their own stories with me.


Michael O’Donnell died in battle 50 years ago, his unrecovered body left behind. His service to our country cost him everything; a sacrifice made all the more painful because he was sure it would be pointless. This book is first and foremost a story about loss and reconciliation, for an individual and our nation, but it is also a gesture of respect. For me and those who learn about his story, Michael O’Donnell was not left behind.













Prologue



ARLINGTON




All quiet along the Potomac to-night,


Where the soldiers lie peacefully dreaming;


Their tents, in the rays of the clear autumn moon


Or the light of the watch-fire, are gleaming.


A tremulous sigh of the gentle night-wind


Through the forest-leaves softly in creeping,


While stars up above, with their glittering eyes,


Keep guard, for the army is sleeping.


—ETHEL LYNN BEERS, 18611




For its reverential symbolism and pastoral beauty, the National Military Cemetery at Arlington has since the Civil War occupied a central place in our national consciousness. Majestically situated on gentle hills sloping down to the Potomac, its countless rows of uniform white tombstones today serve as a poignant memorial to the ultimate cost of war and, equally, to the importance of remembrance. Although ideally suited to such a role, Arlington was not originally designed for such a purpose.


In 1778, the land, which was part of a vast plantation called “Abingdon,” was purchased by John Parke Custis, the son of Martha Dandridge Custis and adopted stepson of General George Washington. John Custis, who had been raised on his parents’ estate at Mount Vernon, was unable to realize any plans for his new property before he became a casualty of war, dying of typhus in Yorktown during the final months of the American Revolution. The property passed to his young son George Washington Parke Custis, who eventually renamed the site “Arlington” and developed plans for a magnificent estate along the Potomac that would rival that of his grandparents’ farther to the south at Mount Vernon, where he also had been raised.2 By 1802, “Wash” Custis began construction of a Greek revival mansion, which, when finally completed 14 years later, became one of the great homes of Virginia, offering both a commanding view of and easy access to the new capital arising from the marshland just across the river.


Arlington remained home to the Custis family for more than a half century. In 1831, when Custis’s only daughter, Mary Anna Randolph, married her childhood friend, the young army officer Robert E. Lee, they too established themselves at the Arlington estate, where they eventually raised seven children, six of whom were born in the mansion. Yet, by the time of Wash Custis’s death in 1857, the estate had fallen into serious disrepair. With Lee serving as chief executor and Mary inheriting a life interest in the property, the couple committed to restoring their home and improving the productivity of the plantation, supported by 63 slaves, who had been conveyed from the Custis estate along with the land and buildings.3 Although Wash Custis had directed in his will that his slaves should be freed within five years of his death, Lee insisted that the slaves remain on the property until all debts had been paid and the property restored.4 By all accounts Robert E. Lee was more demanding and less forgiving in his treatment of those under his care than had been his father-in-law.5 In one account provided at the time by the New-York Daily Tribune, Lee was reported to have supervised the whipping of three escapees—including a woman stripped to the waist—and to have poured brine into their wounds.6 Yet, Lee recalled the years spent with his family at Arlington as among the happiest of his life, “where my attachments are more strongly placed than at any other place in the world.”7


With the Civil War on the horizon, the Lee family reverie was about to come to an end. Lee, as both an officer in the US Army and a citizen of Virginia, found himself in the untenable position of having to choose between loyalty to his country and loyalty to his state, which was preparing to secede from the Union to join the Confederacy. Although Francis Blair, on behalf of President Abraham Lincoln, offered him field command of the Union forces, Lee declined. Within a week of Blair’s offer, he had resigned his army commission and had accepted instead command in the Confederate Army at the rank of major general.8


Lee’s decision was a fateful one for himself, his family, and his beloved estate. Given their proximity to the Union capital, the family had no choice but to abandon their home quickly. Lee anticipated that the consequences would be dire: “It is sad to think of the devastation, if not the ruin it may bring upon a spot so endeared to us. But God’s will be done. We must be resigned.”9


The Union Army immediately recognized the strategic advantage of the mansion—untenably located at the nexus of North and South, Union and Confederacy—and appropriated the property, and within a week of Lee’s decision had garrisoned troops on its grounds to defend the city. As the war progressed, the Union presence expanded in the area, and the lands adjacent to the Lee home were gradually put to use as a burial ground for the “indigent war dead,” whose numbers continued to increase as the grim conflict continued.


The staggering losses of the Civil War created an urgent and unprecedented need for a military cemetery—and the Arlington estate was at the time both well located for such a purpose and otherwise available. But the Union leadership was also eager to confiscate Lee’s property as retribution against someone they considered a traitor to his country. Montgomery Meigs, the Union Army quartermaster general and Lee’s onetime friend, was especially keen to see Lee pay a significant price for his actions, and he wasn’t alone. As the Washington Morning Chronicle editorialized at the time, a national military cemetery was



the righteous use of the estate of the Rebel General Lee.… The grounds are undulating, handsomely adorned, and in every respect admirably fitted for the sacred purpose to which they have been dedicated. The people of the entire nation will one day, not very far distant, heartily thank the initiators of this movement.10





At Meigs’s instigation, by war’s end, Secretary of War Edwin Stanton had formally approved the appropriation of 200 acres of the Custis-Lee Estate to create a national military cemetery on land that had already been consecrated for the Union dead. For Meigs, it wasn’t enough that the property be put into service as a military cemetery; he wanted to ensure that the Lees never returned, and for that reason insisted that graves be placed in the family garden located only a few steps from the mansion.11


The creation of a national military cemetery at Arlington was part of something larger and more enduring than simply solving the grim problem of what to do with these war dead; it was about more than retribution against Lee. Rather, as American historian Drew Faust has written:



The war’s work of killing complete, the claims of the dead endured. Many soldiers lay unburied, their bones littering battlefields across the South; still more had been hastily interred where they fell, far from family and home; hundreds of thousands remains unidentified, their losses unaccounted for. The end of combat offered an opportunity to attend to the dead in ways war had made impossible.12





A national movement focused on reconciliation, accountability, and respect for the dead had begun, the first phases of which were practical: to locate, identify, and bury those who had fallen in combat. As writer and former Union soldier James Russling argued at the time in an essay for Harper’s Monthly:



Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori is a good sentiment for soldiers to fight and die by. Let the American Government show, first of all modern nations, that it knows how to reciprocate that sentiment by tenderly collecting, and nobly caring for, the remains of those who in our greatest war have fought and died to rescue and perpetuate the liberties of us all.13





Meigs, who ultimately saw beyond his animus toward Lee, had become a strong proponent of the government’s responsibility to its fallen soldiers. He created a Roll of Honor, a centralized list to record the names and burial places for all identified Union war dead, and within several years was able to record 101,736 registered burials.14 Although this number represented scarcely a third of the total number of Union casualties—the rest being missing or otherwise unaccounted for—it was a start, notably marking an important change in official policy toward the dead. The designation of Arlington as a national cemetery, among several others that had been created near former battlefields and hospitals, signaled a new recognition that our national responsibility was to honor in perpetuity those who had made the ultimate sacrifice for their country. As major general and later president James Garfield said at the Decoration Day ceremony in May 1868, “Here, where the grim edge of battle joined; here, where all the hope and fear and agony of their country centered; here, let them rest, asleep on their nation’s heart, entombed in the nation’s love.”15 The improvised graveyard at Arlington would become, within a few decades after the end of the Civil War, a national memorial.


Although the loss of their estate was all but inevitable in light of its new symbolic importance—as well as the practical problem that it was now the site of many thousands of graves—the Custis-Lee family waged a long battle in the courts to reclaim the property. But it was simply too late; the growing cemetery was by this time well established, and it encompassed much of the estate, including the gardens adjoining the family home. Through persistence, Lee’s children eventually reached a financial settlement to relinquish their claim, and never returned to live at Arlington.16 Yet the Lee presence at Arlington had not ended. Within a few decades of the settlement, public interest in the leaders of the Confederacy, and especially Robert E. Lee, was on the rise in Virginia and other southern states. By government act, the mansion so beloved by the Lees became a public memorial and an official part of the cemetery they had so assiduously opposed. Thereafter, the Lee legacy and the national cemetery became uncomfortably joined in the larger story of Arlington, as they remain today.


With the passing of years, and the advent of new American wars, the US government continued the work of finding, repatriating, and honoring the remains of the war dead, particularly at Arlington National Cemetery. By the time of the Vietnam conflict a century later, Arlington had come to embody “the historical arc of the United States… where every hallowed acre narrates the growth of our republic and the affirmation of its ideals through sacrifice. Arlington is the History.”17


PATRICIA MCNEVIN AND about 25 others—really just strangers who shared a tragic and excruciating burden—had on short notice been invited to gather at Arlington on the lawn of Section 60, a large expanse of mostly open space extending east toward the Potomac. From there they could see in the distance, just above the trees planted so long ago by Lee and his surrogates, the limestone buildings of the nation’s capital. It was August 16, 2001, and the morning unseasonably cool. The group had been called to this sacred place suddenly and unexpectedly—even if the funeral they had come to attend had been a long time coming. The service they were attending was one of more than two dozen on that day’s schedule.


Although this was a peacetime burial, there was nothing routine about what was happening. This funeral would finally lay to rest seven soldiers of the 170th Assault Helicopter Company and Special Operations Group, who had died in Southeast Asia more than three decades before. The eldest in the group had not yet reached the age of 30 and the youngest was only a teenager when they were killed. The members of the Honor Guard who presided at the service were deeply moved to have the privilege of honoring their fallen comrades, even if most of them had not yet been born on March 24, 1970—several weeks before President Nixon publicly issued the command to extend America’s military involvement in Vietnam across the border into Cambodia—when the helicopter carrying these men had been hit by a missile in the jungles of Ratanakiri Province. One of them, who was serving as an escort for the families in attendance, would later write, “While this was a war before my time, I still feel a deep sense of pride in their return.… I have the highest regard for my brothers who have fallen before me. I hope their return brings some closure and ease to the minds and hearts of those who care.”18


For the families at the ceremony, closure had been a long time coming. Patricia (“Patsy”) McNevin, now approaching 60, was there for her younger brother, a captain from Milwaukee, Wisconsin, named Michael O’Donnell. She was there alone, the only family Michael had left. Their father had died in 1987, and their mother, now in the advanced stages of Alzheimer’s, could no longer remember either of her children.


O’Donnell, a helicopter pilot, had been in command of the lost aircraft and its crew. When it went down, he had been 24 years old. Many years later, long after the war had ended, Patsy learned that her brother’s mission that day had been to fly his UH-1H “slick” across the border into Cambodia to rescue a reconnaissance team of American and Montagnard commandos, known by their radio ID as “RT Pennsylvania,” which had been pinned down under heavy fire. In the face of grave danger, and without the benefit of additional air support, O’Donnell and his crew were able to reach the landing area and hold their position for four minutes—an eternity under battle conditions—while gathering the team of commandos. But on the ascent from the mountainous jungle valley, the helicopter was unable to escape the barrage of arms and missile fire emanating from an enemy burrowed into the hillsides. Just as air support arrived on the scene, O’Donnell’s ship was seen exploding in flames before it disappeared beneath the jungle canopy.


Following the events of that day, the crew and passengers were listed as missing in action (MIA), although those who witnessed the scene were doubtful that anyone could have survived the fiery crash. But there was no way to be certain since, in the subsequent days and weeks, no attempt could be made to locate the downed helicopter and crew due to the heavy concentration of enemy fire in the area. Declared lost, the helicopter and crew were left behind, where they had remained for almost three decades.


Long after the wars in Vietnam and Cambodia were over, and few could remember the reasons why they had been fought, a Cambodian farmer brought news that wreckage had been found matching the tail number of O’Donnell’s aircraft. After a significant recovery effort undertaken by a joint US and Cambodian team, the remains of O’Donnell and several of his crew were positively identified at the Veterans Remains Identification Station in Hawaii and prepared for proper burial. Once the forensic work had been completed, Patsy McNevin and the family members of the other soldiers were informed of plans for the funeral to be held only a few days later at Arlington. For the first time in 31 years, they would finally be able to say goodbye to loved ones and move on with their lives. As a member of the funeral party commented to Patsy, “Finally, no more letters, no more meetings.” The years since Vietnam had been long and painful for each of them, just as they had been for the nation.


The funeral at Arlington, three days after he would have turned 56, finally laid to rest the young man killed so long ago in the jungles of Cambodia. He had posthumously been awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross, the Air Medal, the Bronze Star, and the Purple Heart for his actions on that day, and his commander had nominated him for the Congressional Medal of Honor. But those distinctions don’t tell us who Michael O’Donnell was. The words that would be etched on his tombstone, just like the words on all the tombstones at Arlington, would reveal nothing about the person he had been, nothing about what moved and inspired him, nothing about his particular gifts, nothing about whom he loved and who loved him.


THIS BOOK TELLS the story of one talented and brave young man who became a soldier in a war and for a cause he couldn’t understand, who didn’t make it home. The Vietnam War claimed hundreds of thousands of lives, in addition to his. But if personal sacrifice is to have meaning, something of its cost must be understood, one life at a time. In his actions and his writing, Michael O’Donnell left a lasting legacy. In telling his story, we can learn something about a tragic hero of a forsaken war and how America lost its way in the 1960s.


This is not a book for scholars. The history of the Vietnam War and of its consequences for America has been written about widely. Nor is this a book primarily for those who lived through that era. Almost certainly, they remember what it was like. It is a book for those of us, and we are now the majority, for whom the war was essentially an abstraction; something we were too young to grasp at the time, or something that happened before we were born. But though it ended more than 45 years ago, the legacy of Vietnam is still with us; not only in our politics and culture, but in the losses endured by families and in the pain and trauma borne by veterans.


Just weeks after the remains of Michael O’Donnell and his crew were buried at Arlington, the tragic events of September 11 plunged the United States once again into a protracted and inconclusive war. The open lawns of Section 60 would soon be filled with new graves of young men and women who had sacrificed their lives to “rescue and perpetuate the liberties of us all.”
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