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John O’Neill served in Coastal Division 11 in Vietnam, the same unit John F. Kerry had been assigned. When Kerry left Vietnam after a brief four months, O’Neill took over command of Swift Boat PCF 94, which Kerry had commanded. When O’Neill completed his one-year tour in Vietnam, he returned to the United States to find Kerry in a prominent position in the antiwar movement. O’Neill actively rebutted Kerry’s accusations that war crimes were routinely being committed by the American military in Vietnam. In a now famous television debate in 1971, John O’Neill faced John Kerry on the Dick Cavett Show.


Jerry Corsi began studying political violence in the United States in the late 1960s. He would later receive a Ph.D. in political science from Harvard University. Corsi conducted two major studies on the Vietnam Veterans Against the War (VVAW) at Brandeis University’s Center for the Study of Violence. During this time, Kerry served as VVAW’s national spokesman.


O’Neill and Corsi had been friends since their undergraduate years. While O’Neill was attending the Naval Academy, Corsi was studying at Case Western Reserve University, and the two competed against each other in intercollegiate debate. In 2004, when Corsi saw the O’Neill vs. Kerry debate on the Dick Cavett Show rebroadcast by C-SPAN, he telephoned his old friend. The two had not spoken in more than thirty years. After reconnecting, they decided to work together to write this book. Both strongly oppose John Kerry’s 2004 candidacy for president of the United States.









INTRODUCTION
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            “I do not believe John Kerry is fit to be commander in chief of the armed forces of the United States. This is not a political issue. It is a matter of his judgment, truthfulness, reliability, loyalty, and trust—all absolute tenets of command.”


REAR ADMIRAL ROY F. HOFFMANN, USN (RETIRED)


commander of the Swift Boats in Vietnam, 1968–1969 Call sign “Latch”


            “To really understand John Kerry, you have to listen to those who served with him in Vietnam.”


JOHN EDWARDS


vice presidential candidate of the Democratic Party


Swift Boat Veterans Reunion


Norfolk, Virginia


Summer 2003


After more than thirty years, the Swift Boat veterans have gathered for another reunion. They are veterans of PCFs (Patrol Crafts Fast), small aluminum boats the Navy procured early in the Vietnam War. Initially, they operated offshore to prevent enemy infiltration by sea. Later, the Navy sent these PCFs into the rivers and canals of Vietnam’s Mekong Delta and into the U Minh and Nam Can forests to the south. These areas had been held by the North Vietnamese for a generation.


The reunion is a happy gathering of more than three hundred members and their spouses. It is a proud unit holding numerous individual medals and Presidential Unit Citations. This unit lost more than fifty souls in Vietnam.


The Swiftees are from all walks of life—admirals to aged hippies. They are from all parts of the nation, from all races, and from all political persuasions. They are united, however, by one common experience: service in Coastal Squadron One during the Vietnam War.


Dan Daly, the master of ceremonies, introduces the many dignitaries in attendance. They are received with polite applause. But the Swiftees who are introduced are met with cheers and the marked enthusiasm that characterizes their brotherhood. Despite the span of thirty years, the memories and nostalgia of long ago—sadness, death, joy, and friendship—have not been forgotten.


When it came time for Daly to recognize Senator John Kerry, present earlier that day, as the man “who may be the next president of the United States,” deafening silence followed. Even a single clap would have sounded like a cannon. Daly, embarrassed, said, “I guess I laid an egg with that one.”


Kerry had made a cameo appearance accompanied by a film crew and a corps of directors and assistants at an earlier outdoor event. Pushing aside various Swiftees, Kerry positioned himself dockside so he could be filmed on the restored PCF that was the centerpiece of the reunion. As was his habit, Kerry ignored many of his fellow Swiftees. He placed himself front and center for the camera shot, pushing aside Swiftees like Jack Chenoweth, an officer and one of the true heroes of the “Rassmann” incident—which we will discuss in due course, and which Kerry later lied about in a $50 million ad campaign.


One of Kerry’s political aides singled out some Swiftees to participate in his video. Most declined. After filming the cameo and allowing one or two snapshots to be taken dockside, Kerry and his entourage disappeared, not bothering to attend a memorial service for the Swiftees who had died in Vietnam. To many, Kerry’s conduct at the 2003 reunion seemed exactly in character. Kerry’s service in Vietnam had been devoted largely to his own self-interest at the cost of comradeship, honor, and tradition. So his staging a self-promotion video while ignoring a memorial service for dead comrades was not surprising. That day, the Swiftees wondered whether the nation would ever be told about the real John Kerry, the Kerry of Vietnam and the Kerry who led Vietnam Veterans Against the War.


Swift Vets for Truth Press Conference


Washington, D.C.


May 4, 2004


Nearly a year later, another gathering of the Swiftees occurred. Led by their former commanding officer in Vietnam, Rear Admiral Roy Hoffmann, the Swiftees had written an open letter to John Kerry. This letter, which is reprinted in the Appendix, revealed that Kerry had misrepresented his service in Vietnam and lied about his claims of atrocities committed as a matter of policy by his unit and the American military. The letter labeled Kerry a liar and a fraud, unfit to be the commander in chief of the United States Armed Forces—especially now, in a time of terrible challenge to the nation. Remarkably, about 200 Swiftees signed the letter. Fewer than 10 percent of those contacted declined to sign or indicated any support for Kerry’s presidential campaign. The signers of the May 4, 2004, letter included almost every one of Kerry’s commanders in Vietnam, fifteen of the twenty-three officers who served with him in An Thoi (where he claims to have been a hero), and a substantial majority of those who were with him during military operations.


At the press conference, eighteen signers rose one by one to the microphone and stated before the cameras why they opposed Kerry. The speakers included Kerry’s former commander Grant Hibbard, who outlined Kerry’s disingenuous application for the Purple Heart. Sailors Rich O’Mara, Steve Gardner, and Jim Steffes, who had served with Kerry, outlined his lies about purported war crimes in Vietnam. Officers such as Captain Bill Shumadine and Bob Elder were enraged by the falsehoods Kerry told about invented “atrocities” for his personal political gain once he had returned to the United States. Perhaps most moving was Joe Ponder, a disabled veteran who was badly wounded in a battle that Kerry’s biography, Tour of Duty, wholly distorted, but which Ponder remembers vividly because of the battle wounds. Much of the pro-Kerry media, which routinely rotates a few token pro-Kerry veterans, simply ignored the press conference, focusing their attention instead on Kerry’s new campaign aircraft and its technical components. Only C-SPAN covered the press conference honestly, broadcasting it in its entirety.


War Remnants Museum


Ho Chi Minh City


May 28, 2004


Shortly before Memorial Day 2004, wandering through Ho Chi Minh City, Bill Lupetti came upon the War Remnants Museum—formerly known as the War Crimes Museum. Lupetti, a Navy corpsman, had been stationed in Vietnam from 1969 through 1970 and had treated many wounded Swift vets. He was a corpsman at An Thoi, the same tiny base and unit in which both Kerry and O’Neill served. Lupetti had returned to Vietnam three decades later to try to piece together that part of his life and to learn whether his Vietnamese friends had survived the North Vietnamese takeover and resulting bloodbath.


In the museum, Lupetti found an exhibit dedicated to the world heroes whom the Vietnamese Communists credited with helping win the “resistance.” Lupetti saw pictures of Chinese Communist leaders, banners from left-wing extremists groups worldwide, photos of American radicals from the 1960s, posters and photos from antiwar demonstrations around the world, and signs from terrorist groups such as Fatah (a PLO fringe group). Lupetti’s gaze came to focus on one particularly large photograph and celebratory inscription. He realized that he had seen the face before—for the first time more than thirty years ago. It was John Kerry. The Vietnamese photo of a 1993 meeting of Kerry and Vietnamese leaders, including the General Secretary of the Vietnamese Communist Party Do Muoi, was to honor John Kerry’s “heroic” contributions to the North Vietnamese victory.


Lupetti photographed the Kerry picture on the wall, went to an Internet café in Ho Chi Minh City, and immediately posted it on an online Swift Boat photo album maintained by Swiftees. It can be seen in www.WinterSoldier.com or in the photo pages of this book.


This sequence of events—the 2003 Swift Boat reunion, the Swift Boat Vets for the Truth press conference, and Bill Lupetti’s discovery of the Kerry photo in the Communist war museum in Ho Chi Minh City—raises a series of questions that we hope to answer in this book.


What sort of combination of hypocrite and paradox is John Kerry? How can someone who, until recently, claimed he was a war criminal, who threw away his medals and supported the North Vietnamese with his words, who even met with enemy delegations in Paris while our soldiers were fighting and dying in the field, now switch sides to run as a hero of those he condemned as criminals in that war?


Why is Kerry’s support among his fellow Swiftees limited to the handful of crewmen from his boat and a few others whom his campaign presents to the media? Why do an overwhelming majority of those who commanded or served with John Kerry oppose him? Why do the Vietnamese Communists single him out for a position of honor, while those who fought at his side so uniformly condemn him? Why do the Swiftees regard him as a man who would be a disastrous commander in chief?


Who is the real John Kerry, and why do we say he is unfit for command?


The answers to these questions are based on the testimony of many who served with Kerry or in his unit. We have probed the record of lies John Kerry advanced after he returned from Vietnam and served as the national spokesman for the radical Vietnam Veterans Against the War. It is our hope that the American people will consider this information in deciding Kerry’s fitness to be commander in chief. His fellow veterans would have preferred to support a candidate from their small unit or, at the very least, to remain silent. But John Kerry’s character and the Swiftees’ duty to the American people, prevent that.









PART ONE


JOHN KERRY IN VIETNAM
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ONE


DEBATING KERRY
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John O’Neill


June 1971


In spring 1971, I was stationed at the Naval ROTC Unit at Holy Cross College in Massachusetts. After eight years away, I was desperate to return home to Texas. My father, a retired rear admiral, had suffered two heart attacks and was quite ill. Texas was also a place that I loved.


When I turned on the news that spring evening, I was sickened by what I saw—a broadcast of extracts from John Kerry’s testimony in front of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. He compared those of us who served in Vietnam to the army of Genghis Khan, committing war crimes such as rape and baby-killing “on a day-to-day basis with the full awareness of officers at all levels of command.” I knew (as Kerry did) that he was lying about our Swift Boat unit and about the war in general. I was overwhelmed by the greatest sense of injustice that I had ever experienced—the memory of that night still haunts me today. I remembered my friends who served in Vietnam, living and dead, from the Naval Academy and from Swift Boats, and how hard we had tried to avoid civilian casualties under terrible conditions, at considerable risk to ourselves. I remembered those wounded and killed on the Dam Doi river, some of whom I watched die, because we broadcast messages of hope and freedom, urging villagers (many of whom were held in these villages by the Viet Cong against their will) to Chu Hoi. Moving at slow speeds, we were sometimes shot at—and some of us died. I remembered the fighter pilots who had been killed or were captured because we used small planes and opted for precision bombing in Hanoi, Haiphong, and the North Vietnam river dikes, rather than massive, indiscriminate bombing with B-52s, as we had done in World War II. That night, I resolved that I would refute Kerry’s lies.


John Kerry would like many people today to view his service in Vietnam as one of honor and courage. But the real John Kerry of Vietnam was a man who filed false operating reports, who faked Purple Hearts, and who took a fast pass through the combat zones. From the Revolutionary War to the present, politicians of both parties have attempted to garner political gain through association with wars and warriors. Kerry was another politician posing briefly as a warrior to acquire military credentials. His tour of Vietnam had been so very brief that he was disparagingly called “Quick John.” He was rarely talked about when I was in Vietnam, but I had heard that he wounded himself and others with M-79 rounds, but I had never fully investigated that until spring 2004.


If John Kerry had just been another politician punching his ticket in the military, I wouldn’t have cared. But for John Kerry to lie at the expense of his former comrades living and dead, in front of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, just so he could outbid other radicals in the antiwar movement and gain attention was something else. Even his own crew members who now (after long persuasion) support him for president were “pissed” at the time. They “knew he was dead wrong,” and their stomachs “turned” listening to Kerry speak and felt “disappointed and betrayed.”1 Millions of Vietnam veterans will never forget Kerry’s spinning of lies—lies so damaging to his comrades but so profitable to himself.


I wrote to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, which at the time was headed by antiwar activists like J. William Fulbright. Since I spent far longer than Kerry in Vietnam and had seen far more combat, I asked in my letter for a few minutes to reply to Kerry’s lies and those of fellow purported antiwar Vietnam veterans. I received a letter in response, telling me that there was no room for another speaker. Nor was there room in most of the national media for any of the millions of us who felt differently from Kerry and his nine hundred radical “brothers”—many of them impostors who had never even been to Vietnam. Al Hubbard, the executive director of the Vietnam Veterans Against the War, while Kerry was the group’s national spokesman, received far more coverage on all three networks as a “wounded fighter pilot” until it was revealed that Hubbard was a sergeant who had never served in Vietnam, claiming a back injury from basketball.


After Kerry’s testimony in May 1971, I read a short piece by Bruce Kesler, in the New York Times. In this article, Bruce, then a young ex-Marine just returned from Vietnam, maintained that Kerry was not speaking for the majority of Vietnam veterans in his speeches criminalizing our troops. Bruce was an enlisted Marine from one of the toughest parts of Brooklyn. When I finally reached him, he invited me to a press conference held by the Vietnam Veterans for a Just Peace at the National Press Club. The purpose of the press conference was to counter Kerry’s war-crimes charges and challenge him to debate. I met Bruce the day before the press conference in the Washington, D.C., YMCA, where the group (given its limited finances) was staying. This was a stark contrast to the Georgetown townhouse in which Kerry the revolutionary stayed while in Washington.


Our press conference was surprisingly well attended. In it, I identified Kerry as a member of my unit, and I challenged him to a debate. We got some coverage, although far less than Hubbard and Kerry’s revolutionary band of VVAW activists did. I worked closely with Bruce and later spent a pleasant night or two with him and his gracious mother. Although our backgrounds could not have been more different, we share to this day a passionate love of human freedom, a dislike for totalitarian regimes of whatever stripe, and sickness and revulsion at the injustice of Kerry’s lies.


The media has recently attempted to paint our efforts to debate Kerry as a Nixon plot. The media relies on self-serving comments by Nixon aides taking credit for our group’s appearance. But the truth is that while we were supportive of Nixon’s “peace with honor” withdrawal from Vietnam (as opposed to a pullout that would leave our POWs behind), we were largely Democrats or apolitical, and our principal assets, other than a few contributions, consisted of the money I had set aside for law school and Bruce’s mother’s telephone.


While I delivered companion speeches alongside Kerry at the National Conference of Mayors, he turned down numerous debate offers from CBS’s 60 Minutes and many other forums. Finally, Dick Cavett offered his show, which Kerry accepted because Cavett was a friend and shared his antiwar position.2


Tour of Duty and Kerry’s spin machine have attempted to deflect attention from his disastrous performance in the Dick Cavett Show debate by claiming there was a plot by the Veterans of Foreign Wars, Charles Colson, or Richard Nixon. This is ridiculous. Kerry performed disastrously because he was lying about his war-crimes claim, and it was obvious to anyone, including the audience, which, as Dick Cavett observed, was solidly on his side at the beginning but booing him at the end.


I did meet with Richard Nixon, and also with many Democratic representatives and members of Congress, such as Senator Henry “Scoop” Jackson and Congressman Olin Earl “Tiger” Teague, who encouraged me not to give up and to do my best. Unknown to me at the time, an actual tape and transcript of my meeting with Nixon are available today. The meeting begins with me telling President Nixon that although my family and I were Democrats who voted for Hubert Humphrey, we supported Nixon on the issue of a phased withdrawal from Vietnam. And I remember even now the gasps at the meeting following my comment and my vague feeling that I must have done something inappropriate.


Since the debate was proposed by Dick Cavett, who was on Nixon’s “enemies” list and whose show was accepted by Kerry as a friendly forum, it is more than a little disingenuous to present Kerry’s debacle as a Nixon or a VFW plot. I obviously did not need any encouragement from Nixon, Colson, Senator Jackson, or anyone else. I had plenty of encouragement from the fifteen or so of my friends labeled “war criminals” by Kerry and whose names are carved today in the dark V of the Vietnam Memorial. I continue to think of them often as young men who had bright futures, not simply names on a dark wall. I also received encouraging calls from many Swiftees, like my closest friend, Elmo Zumwalt III. I’ve always been proud that while Kerry wanted letters of support for him from members of our unit to wave against me in the debate, he was only able to get one such letter.


I debated Kerry on June 30, 1971. The debate received high ratings, and Cavett has recalled it as one of the most memorable of his distinguished shows.


While Tour of Duty seeks to present the show as a victory for Kerry, citing the only known article so stating, it was in reality a debacle for him and his radical VVAW buddies. Our respective hometown newspapers, the Boston Globe (Kerry’s) and the San Antonio Express (mine), agreed that Kerry had suffered a heavy loss. And in the White House, people were thrilled.3 Much more important to me than politicos or newspapers were my fellow Vietnam veterans, Swiftees, and the widows and children of my friends who had died in Vietnam. All of them thought that I had won the debate. In 1977, I was particularly proud to be thanked by Lieutenant General John Flynn who learned of the debate after his release. A senior U.S. POW in Vietnam, he had been confronted while in captivity with Kerry’s war-crimes charges. To the audience that mattered to me, I won.


When the debate opened, I concentrated primarily on these war-crimes charges. They were far more important than the geopolitical opinions of two young vets, one of whom had been in Vietnam for only four months. I ended my opening statement by quoting Oscar Wilde’s The Ballad of Reading Gaol:


       And all men kill the thing they love, . . .


       The coward does it with a kiss,


       The brave man with a sword!


For me, that quotation summed all I knew then and know now of John Kerry—a self-promoted war hero who in reality was the greatest moral coward I had ever met, willing to sell out friends and comrades for political fame. Kerry’s response was “Wow. Well, there are so many things really. . . .” I was surprised because I realized that Kerry was not insulted by my comments. For him, our debate was simply another game of political calculation. The questions of right and wrong, good and evil, played no real role in his thinking; he simply said whatever sounded popular. Lying about his friends on one hand, or being called a moral coward on the other, had little impact on a person whose only values were political or ideological calculations. Fortunately, a videotape of the debate survives. Anyone who wishes to understand John Kerry should view it. You won’t find it on Kerry’s website, but it is available at www.WinterSoldier.com (transcript), C-SPAN, and other websites.


That day, I repeatedly asked Kerry to list any war crimes or atrocities committed in our unit, Coastal Division 11.4 He named generalities such as harassment and interdiction fire zones (commonly known as “H&I fire zones”) and free-fire zones. A free-fire zone in Vietnam was an area in which one had discretion to fire if enemy were sighted, without first checking with headquarters. It required restraint and was not a war crime. Likewise, H&I meant firing at enemy positions in order to secure passage, or in the case of the Ho Chi Minh trail, interdict supplies. None of these activities would be regarded by any normal military expert as a war crime then or now.


Shockingly, when I directly confronted him about our small unit, Coastal Division 11, and his claims of war crimes there by our comrades, Kerry essentially collapsed and was unable to list a single “personal atrocity,” as he labeled it, that he had actually witnessed—a remarkable concession from the “King of the Vietnam Veterans as War Criminals.” When face to face across a table with someone from exactly the same unit, Kerry could not come up with a single instance of any atrocity in our unit or that he himself had actually seen in Vietnam. The reason that he could not describe any atrocities was because there were no atrocities.


Near the end of the debate, and in a rare moment of departure from Dick Cavett’s genuine effort to serve as an impartial moderator, Cavett asked whether either of us believed in the “cliché” that a bloodbath would occur if the United States were to withdraw from Vietnam. I answered that I thought that there would be a bloodbath, given the assassinations that we saw in the Can Mau region and the executions by the Viet Cong of South Vietnamese soldiers whose bodies we recovered in rivers and canals. Kerry answered in substance that it would never occur, that at most there might be five thousand people killed—a number so small that it was “lunacy” to talk about it. Some 3.5 million people are estimated to have died in the Communist purges at the end of the Vietnam War, including the 2.5 million in the killing fields of Cambodia. In Laos, whole peoples were eliminated. There were 1.4 million refugees, many of whom made it to the United States. Tens of thousands of “boat people” perished at sea trying to escape. I often wonder if Kerry is haunted (as I am) by his answer and by the thought of those lost souls, who once loved and lived and experienced the joys of life, but whom he so casually dismissed that day.


In the opinion of a recent biography of Kerry, that debate marked Kerry’s high-water mark for many years, and after the debate “as quickly as Kerry’s star had risen, it began to fade.” Other than a failed congressional run (a campaign that I had predicted in the debate and that Kerry had denied) in which Kerry lost a safe Democratic seat, he was not heard from again in politics for more than a decade.


After our debate, Kerry refused all future debates (although while accompanied by a VVAW mob, he did show up for a short prescheduled joint appearance in Boston).5 I was more than happy to go home to law school.


Other than giving a speech during the 1972 Republican campaign, I have had almost no political involvement for over thirty years. Almost routinely every four years, many of my fellow Swiftees and I were asked to cooperate with the campaigns of Kerry’s opponents—liberal and conservative, Republican and Democrat. Like me, almost all Swiftees refused to get involved. We wanted to leave the past behind. But that changed when it became apparent that Kerry might actually become commander in chief.


I was in a recovery room in February 2004, having just donated a kidney to my wonderful wife, Anne, when I looked at the television screen and saw John Kerry—in a brown flight jacket (which we had never worn in Vietnam) surrounded by a small crew of PCF veterans used like token props, announcing a primary victory. We Swiftees began talking, and soon. Our old commander, Admiral Hoffmann—now seventy-eight and still using his call sign, “Latch”—was again organizing us.


John Kerry’s name tossed around as “president” and “commander in chief” summoned many of us from long political slumber—from games with grandchildren or feet by the fire—to render one last service to the nation. That service is the hard task of informing an uninformed America—against the wishes of a media sympathetic to Kerry and his myth—of John Kerry’s total unfitness to command our armed forces or lead our nation. We are our own small “band of brothers,” resolved to sound the alarm.









TWO


THE RELUCTANT WARRIOR
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            “Kerry arrived in-country with a strong anti-Vietnam War bias and a self-serving determination to build a foundation for his political future.”


REAR ADMIRAL ROY HOFFMANN, USN (RETIRED)


Swift Boat Veterans for Truth Press Conference Washington, D.C., May 4, 2004


Some people believe that John Kerry’s military record from some thirty-five years ago makes no difference as he runs for president in 2004. But Kerry’s Vietnam record is important because Kerry himself says that it is important. And as the future commander in chief, it’s important to the men and women of our Armed forces, and to our country in its War on Terror. Since 1972, Kerry has run a one-trick campaign for every office he has sought. His relatively short military service has been the basis and constant theme upon which he loudly and without reservation proclaims himself a “war hero.” He is willing, if not eager, to contrast his supposed military accomplishments against the military records of his opponents, which he has repeatedly belittled with enthusiasm. Kerry spent more time in the 2004 campaign arrayed in a brown leather flight jacket (which we never wore in the ninety-degree heat of Vietnam) and in a variety of other uniforms at political rallies than he ever spent fighting in Vietnam.


Constantly surrounded by a small cast of veterans, opponent after opponent, issue after issue, Kerry runs on his short record of three combat months (plus one training month) in Vietnam thirty-four years ago. He has placed full-page campaign ads in the New York Times with photos of himself receiving a medal. He has spent nearly $50 million on a particularly fraudulent ad portraying Kerry the infantryman stalking unknown foes through the jungle, followed by two speeches from thirty-four years ago. In the 2004 campaign, Kerry has pursued the war-hero theme with a persistent purpose, repeatedly demeaning the purported nonexperience of his opponents, including his eight opponents in the Democratic primary, Vice President Dick Cheney, and of course, President George W. Bush. In the past, Kerry has consistently used the same theme to attack his political opponents: in 1972 against Roger Durkin during the Democratic primary for the congressional seat in Lowell, Massachusetts; in 1984 against liberal Democrat James Shannon in the Massachusetts senatorial race; in 1990 against Republican businessman James Rappaport during Kerry’s senatorial reelection campaign; and in 1996 against Republican challenger and former Massachusetts governor William Weld, whom Kerry narrowly beat in a closely contested senate race. Every campaign since 1972 begins and ends with Kerry the “war hero” boasting about his limited and controversial military record as one of his chief qualifications for office.


Most veterans, even those with real war wounds and long histories of service under enemy fire, would find it bizarre to apply for any job on the basis of their war records. That someone with Kerry’s record would do so is even more bizarre.


The Antiwar Recruit


John Kerry has often implied that he volunteered for the military right after college. But Kerry petitioned his draft board for a student deferment. At Yale, Kerry’s antiwar political views were well known. He was chairman of the Political Union and used his commencement address in 1966 to criticize the foreign policy of President Lyndon Johnson, especially with regard to Vietnam. When he approached his draft board for permission to study for a year in Paris, the draft board refused and Kerry decided to enlist in the Navy.1 The Navy or the Coast Guard were considered good choices for reluctant young men who figured they were doomed to be drafted. Sailors could get into combat, but the risk of being assigned combat duty was less likely because North Vietnamese and Viet Cong didn’t have battleships, submarines, or aircraft carriers.


The top choice was the Navy Reserves where the duty commitment was shorter and a larger proportion of the period could be served stateside on inactive duty.


John Kerry’s service record indicates that on February 18, 1966, he enlisted in the United States Naval Reserves, status “inactive,” not in the U.S. Navy. These details are conveniently left out of all pro-Kerry biographies. Douglas Brinkley records that Kerry entered Officer Candidate School in Newport, Rhode Island; however, again he fails to note that Kerry was seeking to be an officer of the U.S. Naval Reserve.2


The First “Tour of Vietnam”


John Kerry’s first year of duty, from June 1967 to June 1968, was spent aboard the USS Gridley, a guided-missile frigate. During this year, Kerry experienced no combat. His assignment on board the Gridley is, however, the basis on which Kerry claims to have served “two tours” in Vietnam. Kerry’s 2004 presidential campaign describes his service in the following words, which frequently get picked up uncritically by the news media: “After graduating from Yale, Kerry enlisted in the Navy and was sent to Vietnam in 1967. He served two tours of duty and won a Bronze Star, a Silver Star, and three Purple Hearts.” A closer examination of his service record, however, shows that the assignment in 1967 was not to Vietnam, but to the Gridley. The guided-missile frigate was in the Pacific and in December 1967 did guard duty for planes operating in the China Sea and the Gulf of Tonkin. To say that Kerry was sent to Vietnam in 1967 exaggerates what was actually service on a deep fleet ocean vessel, involving no combat. Indeed, from June 1967 to November 1967, the Gridley operated along the California coast, and on January 2, 1968, the Gridley sailed for Australia and then returned to Long Beach, California on June 8. In other words, the Gridley was in what could be considered a “fighting zone” (still far off the coast of Vietnam) for probably fewer than five weeks while Kerry was aboard; five weeks off the coast of Vietnam could hardly be called a “tour in Vietnam.”


Captain James F. Kelly Jr., USN (retired), Kerry’s executive officer on the Gridley, remembers Kerry as serious and mature. Kelly even tried to recruit Kerry into a Navy career. His regard for Kerry, however, ended when he learned of the young sailor’s antiwar activities. Kelly recently wrote:


While [Kerry] was protesting against the war, many of us were still fighting it. Many of us felt betrayed that one of our own, a decorated hero, would give comfort to the enemy by such actions. Whatever one thinks of the wisdom of becoming involved in that war, two presidents—both Democrats—committed the armed forces they commanded to fight it.


And make no mistake; actions by the likes of [Jane] Fonda and Kerry were damaging to our morale, gave aid and comfort to the forces we were fighting, and altered the eventual outcome in a manner less favorable to the United States than if they had kept their mouths shut. The time for antiwar protests is before the war starts.3


Like so many military veterans and most of Kerry’s later Swift comrades, Captain Kelly, some thirty-five years later, still has no doubt in his mind that John Kerry’s “antiwar activities while our troops were still fighting, dying and being tortured in filthy Vietnam prisons were despicable.” For this reason, Kelly has refused to support his ex-shipmate in his campaign to become commander in chief of the United States military forces.


The Swift Boat “Volunteer”


Mid-November 1968 to March 17, 1969


The Navy first brought Swift Boats to Vietnam in 1966 to control the coast of Vietnam. The high-speed, 50-foot boats were specifically designed to intercept and inspect all offshore traffic. In addition, they carried mortars to provide offshore fire support. Swift Boats had no armor, and relied solely on their speed and firepower. Each boat had a six-man crew, and the boats operated in small divisions around Vietnam. In the early days, Swifts saw infrequent combat, which is apparently why they attracted Kerry.


Kerry volunteered for service on the Swifts and was selected. Given his extreme opposition to the Vietnam War and his view that it was an immoral enterprise, Kerry’s action has always puzzled most Swiftees. But according to a Kerry biography written by Boston Globe reporters, Swift Boats were considered safe at the time: “Kerry also believed a swift boat assignment would keep him away from the frontlines of combat.” Indeed, Kerry confirms it himself: “At the time, the boats had very little to do with the war,” he wrote in his 1986 contribution to The Vietnam Experience: A War Remembered. “They were engaged in coastal patrolling and that’s what I thought I was going to be doing. Although I wanted to see for myself what was going on, I didn’t really want to get involved in the war.”4


In late 1968, the Swift Boat mission was redefined to root out the enemy hiding in the difficult terrain of the canals and rivers of the Mekong Delta—much more dangerous service for the unarmored Swift Boats. Kerry’s voluntary sojourn off the relatively pleasant coast would end. Later, when he was ordered into real combat, he strenuously objected, according to various Swift officers.


Commander Grant Hibbard, USN (retired), Kerry’s first commander in Coastal Division 14, put the point succinctly: “Kerry told everybody that he was going to be president one day—you know, the next JFK from Massachusetts. Maybe he just thought Swift Boats would be a safe PT-109.”5
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