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And it came to pass at the end of forty days, that Noah opened the window of the ark which he had made:

And he sent forth a raven, which went forth to and fro, until the waters were dried up from off the earth.

—GENESIS 8:6–7
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A Note on Memory



I OFFER THIS BOOK not as a history but a memoir, as my memories of what I heard people say and saw them do. My aim is to convey the spirit of the time and my impressions of the people I shared it with.

This said, I have enjoyed some rather unique aide-mémoires. Invaluable in my reconstructions have been the more than four thousand pages of Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), army intelligence, State Department, and Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) files released to me decades later as a result of suits under the Freedom of Information and Privacy acts (FOIA), suits in which I was superbly represented by the masterful James Lesar, Esq., surely the world’s champion FOIA attorney.

My FOIA files allow me to recover the details of my life in the hot part of the sixties to a level of detail that otherwise would have been impossible. The CIA even took the trouble to assemble a list of every one of the several dozen addresses I have lived at back to the date of my birth, half of which I had forgotten about. Oddly, its one mistake is that it has me visiting North instead of South Vietnam in 1965. Thanks to the great concern these federal agencies took in me, I can pick almost any date in the period from the summer of 1965 through 1970 and tell you exactly where I was and what I was up to. Not even my mother cared so much.

As to my characterizations of the people with whom I shared these events, I do not believe that I have allowed myself the least liberty as to what I took to be their real views and attitudes. And most of the passages of explicit dialogue are based on notes I made at the time or articles that others or I published soon after the event. But I do not claim that the dialogues I present here are verbatim. I have verified the few contemporary passages with their sources, but I was not tape-recording my life during the sixties. Except for some especially memorable phrases and some words that found their way into news reports, the specific language of these conversations surely differed in some degree from the language I recall and have put on the page. The mise-en-scene and substance are, however, as I recall them.








On Birds



THE HAWK BECAME the warrior’s definitive symbol early in the 1800s, when senators John Calhoun of South Carolina and Henry Clay of Kentucky led the so-called War Hawks, a coalition of southern and western states supporting aggressive westward expansion and the War of 1812.

Fully at one with the spirit of the original War Hawks, the hawks of the Vietnam War period saw the Viet Cong of South Vietnam as the puppets of North Vietnam, and North Vietnam as the puppet of either the Soviet Union or China. Southeast Asia, the hawks believed, was a sphere of American interest, and holding on to South Vietnam was therefore vital to American security, if only because of the domino effect. Hawks believed that the situation demanded that we intervene militarily against the Viet Cong to contain the spread of communism.

The dove has a much longer pedigree as the symbol of pacifism because of its role in the story of the Great Flood.

By returning to the ark after its first release, the dove told Noah that the flood still covered the earth. By returning after its second release with an olive branch, it told Noah that the waters were receding. And by not returning at all after its third release, it told him that peace was returning to the earth.

But the movement against the Vietnam War was not fundamentally a pacifist movement—a point of importance to me because, as I recount in this book, I played a leadership role in this movement. Most of us who flocked in opposition to the war did not do so because we oppose all wars on principle, as the true doves do, but because we opposed the Vietnam War in particular. Our study of the war persuaded us that the hawks badly misread the Vietnamese insurgency and failed to make a valid case for intervention. We were for the most part not pacifists.

Certainly I was not. Indeed, as late as the summer of 1965, when the war was still a “police action” and just starting to become an issue for the American people, I was still proud to be a professional hawk with a solid job in the defense industry.

I was not a dove.

Nor was the first creature to leave the ark.

We commonly overlook the raven in our retelling of the story of the Great Flood, perhaps because its moment comes and goes so quickly and is presented so completely without comment.

The raven enters the story in the eighth chapter of Genesis, verses 6 and 7:


And it came to pass at the end of forty days, that Noah opened the window of the ark which he had made:

And he sent forth a raven, which went forth to and fro, until the waters were dried up from off the earth.



The next verse, chapter 8, verse 8, brings the dove into the story: “Also he sent forth a dove from him, to see if the waters were abated from off the face of the ground.”

We read no more of the raven in Genesis. It reappears in four later books, always fleetingly, but always with an intriguing role in an important story:


	When the prophet Elijah draws the wrath of wicked King Ahab, God sends Elijah for safety into the wilderness “to be fed bread and meat by the ravens” (I Kings 17:6).

	When Job, hurt and confused, questions God’s goodness in afflicting him so horribly, God interrupts him with a long string of thundering rhetorical questions, beginning, “Where wast thou when I laid the foundations of the earth?” and ending, “Who provideth for the raven his food?” (Job 38:41)

	In Proverbs 30:17, God promises that “the eye that mocketh at his father, and despiseth to obey his mother, the ravens of the valley shall pick it out.”

	Urging his disciples to hold on to their faith in a dangerous time, Jesus says, “Consider the ravens: for they neither sow nor reap, which neither have storehouse nor barn; and God feedeth them” (Luke 12:24).



So I suggest that the raven is a better bird than the dove for those of us who flew against the hawk.

We opposed the war for empirical, practical reasons that were specific to the Vietnam War itself. We studied the war, the history of Vietnam, and the formation of American policy. These studies convinced us that the reasoning behind the hawks’ demand for military intervention was deeply misguided.

We drew the hawks into public debate wherever and whenever we could. We gave the hawks every opportunity to respond to our critique of their beliefs about Vietnam and the increasingly violent intervention they were leading the United States into.

As the public debate progressed, we became more and more confident that the hawks’ case for war was founded on a gross misreading of Vietnamese history as well as of American security needs. We argued that the hawks’ stubborn insistence on constantly escalating the level of violence, despite the war’s appalling costs in blood and treasure, reflected nothing nobler than the hawks’ blindness to their own errors.

We recognized a duty—yes, a patriotic duty—to take our beliefs about the war to the larger American public and to insist that the hawks meet us for open debate in the public forum. Despite the hawks’ contemptible efforts to call our patriotism into question for having the audacity to challenge their beliefs, we pursued them into their very aeries to demand that they respond to our bill of particulars.

Unlike the dove, we left the security of the ark and never went back to it.

Like the raven, we took to the storm.

To my tale.








PART 1 Taking Off










1        The Blue Badge of Clearance

Ann Arbor, 1963




I WOKE UP early that morning with my mind set on getting to work as soon as possible. One cup of instant coffee heated while I pulled on my standard work uniform of gray slacks, white shirt, red tie, and blue jacket, with my blue ID badge clipped to the lapel, careful not to awaken Beth or any of our three kids. A few quick gulps, then I hopped into my red Alfa Romeo ragtop and roared out of Ann Arbor’s Sunnyside Street for the five-mile drive on the still-empty freeway to my place of work, Bendix Corporation’s Systems Division (BSD).

BSD was a defense contractor, and I was the supervisor of the company’s technical-editing section, made up of about thirty tech editors and about sixty tech typists. We were frantic that morning to get the last parts of a fifteen-hundred-page proposal edited, typed, proofed, corrected, and integrated with hundreds of schematics and diagrams coming over from the art department, okayed by the engineers, and sent off to the printer in time to make the air force’s hard-and-fast deadline.

We were bidding to design and build a satellite communication system. It was the biggest job we had ever bid on, and corporate headquarters badly wanted us to win it. It would mean lots of work not only for BSD but also for many of Bendix Corporation’s twenty-seven other divisions.

There had already been serious schedule slippages because the engineers, as was their wont, kept redesigning components. We couldn’t get a deadline extension from the air force because then our rival bidders would bitch for more time, too. So all the delays upstream of my department cut into my group’s time for editing and final typing. We just had to do it.



I’D BEEN IN the tech-editing dodge in the defense business a little more than six years, first at Goodyear Aircraft Corporation in Akron, where I grew up, and then for the next four years at BSD in Ann Arbor. I could hardly tell an ohm from an amp, but I was strong on verbs and nouns. I was good at rendering engineers’ prose into Standard English without giving undue offense, and I was good at working under pressure and meeting hard deadlines. The year before I’d been promoted to supervisor of my section and given a nice raise. Beth and I were buying a comfortable three-bedroom ranch-style house with a spacious backyard and a two-car garage on grassy, well-kept Sunnyside Street. Beth was as busy as I was, with daughter Aron in the second grade, daughter Shay in playschool, and son Caleb toddling along behind.

If one of us was already a radical of any kind, it was Beth. She called herself a socialist and held strong views on early education grounded in the writings of A. S. Neill and Dr. Benjamin Spock, heroes in our house. “Give kids love and freedom,” she said, “and they’ll find their own discipline.” I was with her on civil rights and child rearing, but socialism seemed to me a bit over the top, a way to bury social problems under a federal bureaucracy. We enjoyed tweaking each other about it. I couldn’t imagine a better mother for our kids.

And maybe I was living a crypto-radical side life in that I spent most of my evenings at my basement desk quietly writing angry-young-man plays or hanging out at the University of Michigan billiards room to shoot pool with a Brooklyn poet and close friend, Jerry Badanes, whom I’d met in a modern-poetry class taught by the poet Donald Hall. Beth and I also socialized with Frithjof and Taya Bergman, he an exciting young Austrian philosopher who taught a four-star class on existentialism and she a fine dancer in the Martha Graham style. It was in Bergman’s class that I fell for the great anti-Communist radical Jean-Paul Sartre.

There was also something just a touch radical in getting so avidly into folk music, although the real allure of it was that you could sing without knowing how to. I got my first guitar and learned a few of the easier chords.

But when morning came I was happy to kiss Beth and the kids good-bye and head off for Bendix, joyful to be in my Alfa, as ultimate in middle-class extravagance as Beth’s Austin Minivan was in socialist utility. I was the first in my family to work in a white collar, happy to be an upwardly mobile Everyman with a mortgage and a few dreams.

The only thing at all distinctive about my uniform was the badge I wore.

This was a blue-bordered, plastic-laminated ID badge clipped to my lapel or shirt pocket. The standard full-front mug shot on it showed a young white guy staring soberly into the camera through plastic-framed glasses and with a skinny Anglo face, brown hair combed in a standard part. Well, and a short goatee. For 1963, maybe that was a bit advanced.

As such portraits go, mine wasn’t too bad. It showed well enough what the person wearing that badge was supposed to look like. It wasn’t the worst way to get an identity. A blue badge meant that the FBI had cleared you for Secret. In the social hierarchy of classified knowledge, blue stood between the low-level clearance of green and the higher level, which was red, denoting a kind of middle class of military secrets. Almost all of our work was blue.



MY JOB WAS a hot spot, always under time pressure, and I loved it. By late 1963, I had worked for about four years as a technical editor in Systems’s publications department, the last year as section supervisor. Our work area was often chaotic, with engineers yearning to make last-minute changes in press-ready copy, and tech typists yearning to go home for the day. But I was always glad to rise to the challenge of it and was proud of my blue badge. I worked hard, got nice raises, and was given time off to finish my BA at the University of Michigan, making the time up in the evenings and on Saturdays.

My mother was enthusiastic about this middle-classing of my life, but my father approved only grudgingly. If this house on Sunnyside was what college could get you, well, okay, maybe my mother was right, but he still worried about a job where your tool was a mere blue pencil. He had been happier during my days on the breaker mills in the rubber factory. To him, that was a real job, something you did in a factory with a big machine. “You think you can handle that white collar?” he said. “Ain’t that a pretty long leap?”

But he and my mother had made much longer leaps themselves, both leaving the South for the North, he escaping the hardscrabble life of a small cotton farm near Cowpens, South Carolina, she from a drunkard father working for the coal mines, sometimes in Alabama, sometimes in Tennessee. Both had run north from their roots during the Depression, both in flight from a poverty that I can scarcely imagine.

My father was born in 1904 and raised without schooling on a forty-acre cotton farm near Cowpens, the first of eight boys among the dozen kids in his family. He spent much of his early life behind the family mule and a plow. He hated it but felt obliged to stay for the family’s sake. Sometime in the late 1920s the family sent him to Akron, where a distant relative could get him in at Firestone. His mission was to earn a factory worker’s big pay and send a lot of money back home.

He met my mother there in 1934, and they were soon married, he at thirty, she at twenty. Then the Depression reached his plant, he got laid off, and we moved to Kalamazoo, where my mother’s three sisters had resettled from Tennessee. One of them put us up until Dad found a job as a mixer at a small cinderblock ink plant, Kelly Ink Factory. It was low-paying but steady work at a machine that poured two colors of oily ink together into a huge iron vat and stirred them slowly with an iron ladle until they had become one. He took me to work with him one day to show me what true colors looked like. They were deeply saturated and shiny, with a heavy, gravylike consistency, colors that reached the back of your eye. We found our own place to live, a three-room cottage near Millwood School, where I started kindergarten. I was six and in first grade when the Japanese hit Pearl Harbor. Dad heard the rubber shops were hiring again, so we moved back to Akron. He got a job at Goodyear and stayed there for the rest of his working life. Somewhere along the line he accepted an invitation to become a Mason, but never joined anything else besides the Akron local of the United Rubber Workers Union, which was obligatory because Goodyear was a closed shop. He didn’t like the union because he thought it just put more bosses in your life, but he was glad to have the job and he always voted Democrat. He and my mom split when I went away to college. They had stayed together in mutual agony so I could have a happy home. He retired at sixty-five and went back to Cowpens to die of emphysema and lung cancer a few years later.

My mother, Alma Loving, also had made big leaps to keep ahead of poverty. She was the third of four daughters born to a coal miner who moved his family around a lot in Alabama and Tennessee, going where the mines were hiring and drinking a lot of moonshine. He died when she was in her teens, but she and her sisters all finished high school and all fled to the North to find work. She went to Akron because an uncle’s family offered her room and board. She worked as a dime-store clerk. In 1949, as I was starting high school, we moved to Ghent, a village north of Akron, first to be caretakers on an estate and live rent-free in the caretakers’ house, then moving to another place nearby when Mom declared it odious to do another woman’s housework. In tears at the kitchen table one evening, she said to my father, “I’d have thought you had more pride than to make your wife wash another man’s dirty shorts.”

My mother did her best to make up for my father’s constant pout. She was involved in my schooling from the start, several times president of the PTA, excited when I showed signs of being an adept student because she saw education as the way out of the coal miner’s life she’d grown up with and the factory worker’s life she was living. She went back to clerking at a dime store in Akron so I could use the scholarship I’d won to Kent State.

I discovered the stage there in my sophomore year when my debate partner and I tried out for the roles of the two lawyers in John Galsworthy’s Justice, which were major cameo roles—just one scene, but big, fat speeches. Gary and I got only bit parts, but I was hooked and promptly left the speech department for the Green Room. In another year I played the lead, John Proctor, in Arthur Miller’s The Crucible. Later I discovered a taste for Shakespeare and played Macbeth in the first Greater Akron Summer Shakespeare Festival. But Miller’s play put the bug’s bite so deep in me that I had to drop out of school and split for the Apple to see what I could do about it. I played one Off-Broadway role. I was the wicked sheriff in an antisegregation play called Mississippi by a pill-popping freak named Richard Davidson, who had not bothered to finish the script before going into rehearsals and who came to rely on me for a line here and there, so that my bit part became the second lead. It was enough to persuade me that it was more fun to be the playwright than the actor, so I went back to Kent to see if I could settle down and start writing in earnest.

Beth Rimanoczy, from Cleveland, a smart, bright grad student at Kent, an English major who knew her Beowulf, small-framed and strong, glamorous when she wanted to be but happiest in jeans telling me what was wrong with people who liked capitalism and T. S. Eliot, also was ready to settle down. Both of us came from broken homes, hers of the middle class in Cleveland. I think both of us wanted to show our parents how they should have raised us. We spent three months getting to know one another, easily got through the parental introductions, and got married in 1956 in a minimal ceremony in a small Unitarian church, she in a white gown and veil. Both of us wanted children, and soon. The first of our three kids was born on our first wedding anniversary. Once Beth was pregnant, my part-time job at Sam’s Pizza Shop no longer paid enough, so I started looking around.

The job at Sam’s was hard to leave. For one thing, the shop was right below our walk-up apartment on Water Street across from the railroad depot and the Mahonning River, so there were no to-and-from hassles. For another, we got a lot of free pizzas. But most important, Sam’s had become the meeting place of a group consisting of myself and seven or eight other lit-school part-time beatnik types who often collected there to talk about poetry, jazz, the issues of the day, and what we could do to embarrass the campus frat rats—for example, by sponsoring an interfraternity greased-pig wrestling contest. We called ourselves the Macedonians after the classical foes of the Greeks. It was my first dalliance with radical activism.

But now Beth and I needed more income, so I got a job at one of Akron’s rubber plants. I worked in a three-man crew running a line of breaker mills that refined crude rubber brought to us in smoking slabs.

The money was all right, and Dad was proud of me because I had finally cut out what he had regarded as college crap and gotten a real job, the kind that he had held for more than twenty years. The money beat Sam’s, but it was eight hours, six days a week of hard, dangerous work, constantly in an intimate physical relationship with heavy, fast-spinning mill drums. And despite my best efforts in the shower room, I brought home such a stench of hot rubber that Beth could barely stand to be in the same room with me. I started looking for something better suited to a skinny intellectual type.

I lucked out through a Macedonian comrade, Don Thomson, and landed a job at Goodyear Aircraft as a tech editor. Goodyear had just won a big contract and needed to staff up its pubs department quickly. And so, on the strength of Thomson’s recommendation and a good interview, Goodyear overlooked my lack of a degree and gave me a shot. I had a gift for nitpicky editing and working in a hurry, so I did well despite having been defeated by high-school physics.

About a year into the job, something astonishing happened. The Margo Jones Theater in Dallas called to say it wanted to produce a play I’d sent them, Season of the Beast, the first of three I had written in my basement. Season of the Beast was an old-fashioned melodrama taking a blast at the Bible Belt fundamentalism that had almost caught me as a teenager. When it opened, the Dallas reviews were friendly, but the town fathers sensed something they didn’t like about the play and sent a committee of six men to check it out. They all sat together in a back row, arms folded, didn’t applaud at the end, and left quickly as a group. On the basis of their subsequent report, the town fathers ordered the theater to close the production and fire the director, Ramsey Burch. The theater resisted, and the dispute got into the papers. This drew the attention of theologian Thomas Driver of Union Theological Seminary, who wrote an admiring article about the play, and Brooks Atkinson, esteemed critic of The New York Times, who thought the play was drivel but wrote a long review of it because of the uproar it had provoked. Certainly I couldn’t complain of being ignored.



BETH AND I were reasonably contented in the eighth year of our marriage. We had three delightful kids to raise: Aron, Shay, and Caleb. We were buying what we thought of as our starter home, a one-story three-bedroomer in a Dick-and-Jane neighborhood. We had scores of good friends, engineers from Bendix and poets and philosophers from the university, and we were delighted to throw them together in sometimes sexually liberated parties. Yes, it was the sixties, and we were glad to be a part of all that.

Tech editing in the defense industry was not a bad money job for an aspiring playwright with a family and a mortgage. I was proud to be entrusted with a few of my country’s military secrets, and also proud to win the University of Michigan’s Hopwood Prize in 1962 for my plays. I was at cruise speed, and life felt good. Of course, the outer world could be frightening. Along with all the young poets and missile engineers, the coffee-shop folk singers, and my golf and pool buddies, the dancers, actors, and apprentice dharma bums who were our friends, Beth and I worried about the Bay of Pigs crisis and the missile crisis and the missile-gap crisis and the Berlin Wall crisis and the civil-rights crisis. But the Ann Arbor scene was rich, and we both felt good to be part of it. And I felt good to be part of America’s national defense.



BUT MY BROOKLYN poet friend Jerry Badanes kept bugging me about my job. “So when’re you gonna stop killing people?” he would ask me every so often, more or less gently.

It was easy for me to laugh him off. I wasn’t ashamed of my job. On the contrary. I had no problem with the idea that Free America needed military strength to contain Stalinism. I was a mild social liberal but a foreign-policy conservative, and not just because my job made it convenient.

I had grown up like that. As a high-school senior in Ohio I’d won a national contest in original oratory with a ten-minute speech titled “Peace or Freedom,” arguing that it was one or the other and that the time to get pushy with the Soviets was now, while we, the good guys, still had the nuclear advantage. The nine other kids who made the final round in Denver that year, 1953, had all written speeches saying how good peace was, and I was the only one saying that if the cost of peace was freedom, it wasn’t worth it.

Ten years after that, in 1963, it seemed perfectly normal to me that I should spend my days helping to bring new instruments of destruction into being, then spend my evenings and weekends hanging out with the local poets and writing melodramas of good and evil. I saw not the least irony, bad faith, false consciousness, or self-contradiction in any of this. Yes, I sympathized with organized labor and with the civil-rights movement, and I believed that our government should help the poor. I had sympathy for Cuba’s revolution because Batista had been such a beast, but I also heartily agreed with JFK that those Soviet missiles had to go.



ONE DAY late in 1963, my department at BSD was at full speed on a huge proposal to the air force. Engineers with loosened collars and sweaty brows were everywhere among us, their plastic pocket protectors bulging with pens and pencils of every color.

“Just this one last change to a printer-ready wiring diagram,” one would say, “and we will definitely win the job. Without it, the air force guys will know that we have no idea how these things work.” Engineers must be taught this speech in school.

We all knew we would be working around the clock through the weekend.

My office was tucked into one corner of a big room filled with desks and editors, right next to another big room where all the tech typists were. I had just called Beth to tell her I would be late getting home. Beth said, “Did you hear the news?”

“I don’t need any news,” I said.

“The president’s been shot,” she said. I was fixed on getting the management proposal to the printer. It took me a second to get focused.

“The president,” Beth said with a gentle, plaintive stress. “President Kennedy. Down in Texas, in a motorcade through Dallas.”

One of our editors, Peggy, was standing in the door of my office. She could tell I had just heard. “There’s a radio on in the art department,” Peggy said.

I told Beth I would call her back and followed Peggy through the typing room, where the news was just beginning to register. The clatter of the typewriters was trailing off. People were looking up from their work with puzzled smiles, as though expecting this to be a bad joke and waiting for the punch line.

The art department was in a big room filled with drafting tables and illustrators and little groups of harried engineers. One of our part-timers was a college student who worked mostly at night alone and was therefore allowed to keep a little radio for company. He now had it turned on. Everyone had stopped work to listen.

It was well past one o’clock. The shooting was less than an hour old. Information was still scanty. Walter Cronkite repeated the basics. Both JFK and Texas governor John Connally had been seriously hurt and were at Parkland Memorial Hospital. No one knew who did it.

My first thought was that it must have been one of the nuts who had shut down my play in Dallas six years before. My second thought was that this would take care of the 1964 election all right, because now JFK would be unbeatable. I had liked Kennedy since first growing aware of him in the 1960 presidential election, and for all the ordinary reasons: his wit, grace, youth, sexy wife, energy, the sense he conveyed so effortlessly of speaking for a new generation.

Along with two or three thousand others, I had stayed up into the wee hours the night of October 1, 1960, after the first Kennedy-Nixon TV debate, to cheer for Kennedy when he came to spend the night on the Michigan campus. It was after two in the morning and I was far to the back of the crowd when suddenly the TV lights went on up front and JFK materialized on the steps of the Student Union to make the very brief speech in which he announced his intention to create the Peace Corps. A plaque memorializes the spot.

I was close to the young teachers and grad students at Michigan who had conceived the Peace Corps idea, notably Eddie and Judy Guskin, who had helped run a pilot project in Thailand that year. By 1960 a strong wind had already sprung up in that generation, a freshening restlessness that was not yet angry or rebellious and that could still go either way, into the system or out of it, but in either event with its own agenda. The civil-rights movement and the folk-song revival and later Bob Dylan and the Beatles infused culture with politics and politics with culture in a way that had not been seen here since the 1930s. Young middle-class white people were picking up on the civil-rights high and starting to dance with their whole bodies in an erotic and yet innocent, free-form way, bored with the gray-flannel quietism of the 1950s and no longer intimidated by the so-called Silent Generation that had come before them. They were looking to claim a share in America on terms still to be worked out but to be their own.

JFK seemed alone among the politicians of that moment in sensing that this energy was good, a force to be welcomed, one that bore his own soul with it. His speech late that night in Ann Arbor helped convince my friends and me that the spirit of young America would find a place in the world of the New Frontier.

And now the voice above the static on the radio stopped, paused, and then in a deeply altered tone, with great solemn dignity, announced, “Ladies and gentlemen, the president of the United States is dead.”

The radio cut immediately to the Eroica’s funeral march. We all stood separately silent, then one by one began to stir. I heard the phone ring in my boss’s office. From the half of the conversation I could hear, I could tell it was the outside printer wanting to know if this was going to affect our deadline. I heard my boss say that we had to assume it would not. In that case, the printer wanted to know when the next delivery of press-ready text was coming because he had to schedule his crew. My boss called me over to ask for an estimate, and I mumbled something. Then an illustrator came up to ask in a soft voice for clarification of an editing mark on a wiring schematic. A typewriter, then another, resumed their clatter in the typing room. We were all dazed but had to go on.

Bits and pieces of the event came drifting in over the next few hours. Governor Connally had been hit in the shoulder but would survive. A Dallas policeman named J. D. Tippit had been killed in what seemed a related incident. Acting on a phoned-in tip, the Dallas police had arrested an ex-Marine named Lee Harvey Oswald in a theater a few hours after the shooting.

It must have been four o’clock before I had an errand on the other side of the building and happened to look out a front window. The flag was still flying at full staff. That’s an oversight, I thought. Somebody should straighten that out.

I called the guard shack. A security guard named Julio answered, a Cuban refugee from Castro whom I’d come to know pretty well. I used to work nights a lot in those days to make up for time I spent in class, and Julio would stop by on his rounds for a friendly little argument about Castro. He would call Castro a dirty Commie. I would call Batista a dirty fascist. He would laugh and pretend amazement that the FBI had ever cleared a guy like me.

“Oh, Carlos,” he would say, shaking his head, “I think I better arrest you! You got to be some kind of Commie spy!”

I liked him. I had not yet heard the term gusano, or worm, Castro’s term for the other side. Julio wasn’t a worm. He just didn’t buy Castro’s deal. I wasn’t sure I did either, but if the alternative was a scumbag such as Batista, then, hey, I thought, give the guy a chance.

I called Julio now because he handled the flag.

“Gate,” he said.

I told him who it was and said, “You know, the flag ought to be at half-staff. Don’t you think you ought to lower it?”

There was a pause. Then he said, “Oh, no, Carlos, I couldn’t do that without an order from Tony.”

By Tony he meant his boss, our personnel director, a round, jovial man in his middle forties whom I enjoyed watching shank his drives in the company golf league. Tony’s office was in the front of the building. I told my secretary, Jean, that I’d be back in a few minutes.

Tony was on the phone in his office and I waited outside for him, glad for the quiet in that end of the building. Soon he came out and said, “What’s up, kid?” He didn’t seem shaken by the afternoon’s events. “How’s the big proposal coming? You going to make the deadline?”

“Yeah, I think so, as usual,” I said. “But listen, I was wondering, shouldn’t we lower the flag?”

“Lower the flag?” He smiled expectantly, as though waiting for the punch line.

“You know, out of respect for the president?”

He stiffened. His face darkened. “Why are you asking me this?”

“Well, I talked to Julio about it, and he said he had to get his orders from you.”

“Orders to do what?”

“To lower the flag, Tony.” I couldn’t believe he didn’t know what I was talking about. I said, “You have heard that President Kennedy’s been killed?” He just looked at me. “Or maybe you haven’t?”

“I’ve heard,” he said.

“Well, don’t you agree that it would be correct protocol? To lower the flag to half-mast? To show, you know, mourning and respect? That sort of thing?”

“I don’t know anything about that,” he said. “I’d have to get instructions from Detroit.”

He meant corporate headquarters. “What’s Detroit got to do with it?” He gave me a sideways look with a little smile of disbelief. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he said.

I said, “It’s not the company’s private flag, is it?”

He gave me a wry smile and a shrug. “You’ve got me there, kid. Somebody paid for it, I guess.” He turned back into his office.

“All right, what if the GM says to lower it?”

“Look,” he said with a little laugh, “if you want to bother Russ about a thing like this, be my guest.”

I said, “Shit, Tony,” and turned to go.

“But, Carl, if you want my advice,” he said, “you’ll forget about it. It’s not your call.”

I considered forgetting about it. It seemed an empty gesture. And maybe Tony was right and it wasn’t my call. Nobody in the world was going to ask what I had done personally to get that particular flag lowered to half-staff on the day JFK was shot and killed.

The GM’s office was right above Tony’s on the next floor. Its rooms were carpeted and wood-paneled and graced by well-groomed secretaries whose desks sat behind big potted plants. That part of the building always had a cool, serene atmosphere to it, and it seemed especially quiet at that moment. I saw the three executive secretaries at the far end of the hall headed for their last break of the day. The door to the GM’s office was ajar and I could hear male voices inside, the tinkle of ice cubes in a glass, then quiet laughter. Through the door I could see several of the executives around the GM’s work table, all of them wearing red badges. There was a bottle of Chivas Regal on the table. They each had a glass. I had never seen that before. I knew that the GM had a little refrigerator off his main office, but I had never seen liquor in the building.

Turning away before they saw me, I went straight back to my office and was glad to find the work frenzy getting back up to speed. It was a kind of solace. I embraced it and stopped thinking about flags and flagpoles and protocols for the dead.

Beth and the kids were asleep when I got home late that night and were still asleep when I got up early Saturday morning to head back to work.

The flag at Bendix was at half-staff the next day. Detroit must have spoken in the night. The Eroica funeral march was still everywhere on the radio. I sat in my car for a bit in the almost-empty parking lot, had a little private moment, shook it off, made sure my blue badge was securely clipped to my jacket pocket, then walked through the gate with a sober nod to Julio. I was relieved to find the proposal in a mess and needing me to focus on pulling it back together.

We were still at work the next day, Sunday, when we heard that Oswald, after telling the police he was “just the patsy,” had himself been shot and killed while in police custody by a Dallas nightclub owner named Jack Ruby, but we kept at our task and somehow got the proposal delivered on time Monday morning. The air force project officer congratulated us on it and told us that we would be asked to bid on similar jobs about to be put out to contract.

And future jobs there would be. Where I worked, at least, the change from Kennedy to Johnson could hardly have been more dramatic. The defense industry as a whole had begun to worry about the New Frontier. First, JFK had campaigned with a get-tough line toward Castro’s Cuba, but then, after the Bay of Pigs, had turned away from it. Castro was left standing. Then JFK goofed around on his defense budget, which did not keep pace with the defense establishment’s idea of our national-security needs.

A little worse than typical was our experience with a combined air force–navy contract to design and build the Eagle missile system, our biggest and most glamorous project.

The Eagle was to be carried by the next-generation fighter, at that point in its design history still designated TFX, for tactical fighter experimental. The TFX was in fact so very experimental that basic design characteristics were still being debated. Zealous in pursuit of “cost-effectiveness,” JFK and his defense secretary, Robert McNamara, believed that one basic fighter could be designed to satisfy the needs of both the air force and the navy, thus allowing for economies of scale in production. But each service wanted its own dedicated fighter and kept insisting on features it knew the other could not live with.

For example, as our project engineers were trying to nail down the requirements for mounting the missile under the airplane’s wing, the Defense Department still couldn’t say whether the wing would be fixed or variable.

The air force wanted the TFX to have a fixed, swept-back wing because this would give it greater speed and maneuverability and more pounds for armor. Fewer complicated moving parts would make it cheaper to build, more reliable, and easier to service.

The navy wanted an aircraft with a wing that the pilot could vary in flight from a swept-back configuration for high speed to a spread configuration for the low speed needed to land on an aircraft carrier.

This difference was important to us as the missile contractor because our design had to include a way to mount the missile under the airplane’s wing, and basic details of the mount’s interface would obviously differ depending on whether the wing was movable or fixed.

Somebody in Kennedy’s Defense Department, probably McNamara, the original “cost-effectiveness” man, decided that it made no sense to push ahead with the design of a wing-mounted missile before resolving basic design questions about the wing itself. So our contract was canceled.

The day we got the news was a gloomy day at BSD. No one was inclined to see canceling the Eagle as the reasonable thing to do. I saw friends of mine, guys I played golf with, pound their fists on their desks and curse JFK about it.

Maybe this is why the red-badge guys at Systems might have shed few tears for JFK, might even have seen the coming of the more hawkish Johnson as a kind of blessing, even as something to celebrate, though privately, of course, with a quiet scotch rather than with loud champagne and with a flag at full mast.









2        Stumbling on Vietnam

Ann Arbor, 1964




THE MILITARY COUP attempted and suppressed in Saigon in November 1960, about a week after JFK’s narrow, even questionable victory over Richard Nixon, seemed to have a comic-opera quality to it, the sort of thing that happened in faraway places with strange-sounding names.

As with many of us, my first sense that something on the grim side of comic might be going on in Vietnam dawned in January 1963, with the Battle of Ap Bac. This was the first major victory by the Viet Cong over units of the army of the Republic of South Vietnam. Until Ap Bac, the VC had limited itself to guerrilla-style engagements in which it would strike by surprise at times and places of its own choosing, then quickly melt into the general population or the jungle before Saigon’s regular forces could reach the scene.

But at Ap Bac, the VC had stood its ground and prevailed against a South Vietnamese division ten times its size and fighting with the support of U.S. airpower, including helicopter gunships and Special Forces advisers in combat roles.1

People generally started paying a bit more attention to the emerging picture of a corrupt Saigon regime hopelessly isolated from the Vietnamese people and seemingly content to let the United States do its fighting for it.

Then, sometime in the spring of 1964, our interest at Systems Division sharpened when we won two contracts from the army: Jungle Canopy and Jungle Relay. We called them our Tarzan projects. Neither was explicitly targeted on Vietnam, but we all knew they were headed for Southeast Asia.

The problem the Jungle Relay system was to solve was that combat units could easily lose radio contact when they were operating with a hill or a ridge between them. The Jungle Relay system was a transmitter-receiver, or transceiver, packaged inside a dropsonde, a slender tube about four feet long. The dropsonde would be released on a small parachute from a low-flying helicopter over the target area, generally the crest of a ridge. The dropsonde would be fitted with a mechanism like the ribs of an umbrella that opened as the dropsonde was falling. These ribs were meant to snag the device in the treetops, the higher the better. Once it was in place, the transceiver’s antenna would pop out, enabling it to function as an automatic communications-relay station for units operating on either side of the ridge, receiving signals from one unit and transmitting them to the other.

The environmental expertise we built up with Jungle Relay led to our other Tarzan project, Jungle Canopy, which addressed a completely different kind of tactical problem. Enemy forces operating in a rain forest could escape detection from the air by hiding under the palm trees, the canopy. The thought arose that the most straightforward way to deal with this was simply to spray the enemy’s trail areas with a powerful herbicide such as Agent Orange. Then the question became how to adjust the nozzles on the dispensing mechanism: to produce a liquid stream, raindrops, a foggy mist, an aerosol, or a dry powder. What size of drops or droplets or particulates of mist would be best for burning off the big leaves at the tops of the palm trees? What size would work best for the undergrowth?

So two of my golf buddies, Harry and Paul, went down to Panama to make camp for a few weeks in a jungle that closely resembled the jungles of Southeast Asia. There, they installed sensors at several heights, from the treetops down to the undergrowth and on the ground. Then they helped the army outfit a helicopter with a dispensing mechanism something like the sort of thing used for crop-dusting, so it could fly over the test area at a low altitude and dispense a variety of chemicals through adjustable nozzles in a range of droplet and particle sizes. The sensors that Harry and Paul had installed in the jungle below would tell them what types and sizes of payload reached what levels of growth.

A much more pungent whiff of our police action in far-off Southeast Asia came wafting my way when word went around the plant that someone was in town recruiting for an outfit called Trojan Engineering. The big bosses would normally view an outside recruiter as the next thing down from Stalin, but for some reason our management was cooperating with this guy. It was coffee-break gossip that the Trojan rep had even been allowed to look through our personnel records. Then my boss told me that the Trojan man was interested in interviewing me and that I should feel free to talk to him. So out of curiosity and the lure of a gigantic salary, I called the phone number my boss had given me.

A guy with a gruff voice answered on the first ring.

“Trojan Engineering,” he growled. “State your name and purpose.”

I told him my name and where I worked and said, “I hear you’re looking for tech writers, and that’s my line.”

“Are you willing to spend some time in another country under arduous and sometimes hazardous conditions?”

My interest quickened. “Well, for the right pay, sure.”

“Meet me at the Pretzel Bell in an hour.”

“How will I recognize you?”

“Don’t worry about it. Just be there on time.” Click.

And indeed he was unmistakable, not at all a P-Bell type, a tall, dark, hook-nosed, rawboned man of about forty with close-cropped black hair, piercing black eyes, and dressed in a well-tailored business suit. He had the look of a man on the run, constantly glancing behind him and talking in low, raspy bursts.

“Call me Jones,” he said, his handshake firm and abrupt.

We ordered coffee and got right down to business.

“Well, Oglesby,” he growled, “I hear you run a mean blue pencil.”

“I can tell a verb from a hole in the ground,” I said, trying lamely to sound sort of tough myself. “Where’d you hear a thing like that?”

“I’ve got my sources,” he said.

“I’m intrigued.”

“Forget intrigue,” he said, checking his watch. “I hear you like your mother. Is this true?”

I stared at him uncomprehendingly a moment, then said, “I love my mother, Mr. Jones.” I didn’t know yet that mother was a nickname for the CIA. “Where’d you hear a thing like that?”

“I ask the questions, son,” he said.

At about that point I began to sense that something a little odd was going on, though I didn’t have a clue what it was. I figured it couldn’t hurt to play along for a while. “Well, Mr. Jones,” I said, “in that case, fire away.”

“Are you willing to live apart from your family for several weeks at a time?”

“If it would help us buy the house, I’m pretty sure we could handle it.”

“You like tigers?”

That stopped me again. I stared at him. He checked the door. “What,” I managed to say, “like in ‘burning bright’?”

“An English major, huh?” he said.

I was surprised that he caught the allusion to Blake. He didn’t seem to be a guy who would read a lot of poetry. “You hold it against me?” I said.

“We all have our flaws,” he said. “What about elephants?”

“Elephants are very big with me, Mr. Jones.”

“Do you know of any problems that an investigation of you for top-secret clearance might turn up?”

Wow! Red-badge knowledge! I started wanting this job. “You will find no problems with me,” I said. “But tigers? Elephants? Is this job with the circus?”

“Some might say so,” he said without a smile. “Would you be willing to work in a rain forest, sometimes around the clock, for months at a time?”

“Would I get an umbrella?”

“Umbrellas make good targets,” he said, “but we could work something out.”

“Targets?”

He looked over his shoulder, then right into my eyes. “How would you feel about getting shot at sometimes?”

I didn’t blink. Now I really wanted this part. “Could I shoot back?”

“You would be fully supported.”

“Well, I’m an adventurous type. I could see it. But work on what?”

He sat back, releasing some of the tension, but didn’t take his eyes away. “Field progress reports for an arm of the government,” he said. “The pay would be several times what you make in your current job.”

“How do you know what I make?”

He ignored my question. “There’d be a substantial signing-on bonus,” he said, “several thousand bucks, and a big per diem add-on for in-country time, plus hazardous-duty pay. You would get an open-ended leave of absence from your current position and be taken back when the tour is over, with continuing seniority.”

“Sounds great,” I said. “So where is this rain forest you’re talking about?”

He looked over his shoulder again, then leaned closer, again fixing me with his stern eyes. An inner voice started whispering, Watch out, but I told it to shut up.

In his low, gravelly voice, Jones said, “You ever hear of a joint called Cambodia?”

My enthusiasm for the job became more complex. I’d been thinking Panama, maybe Colombia. I rolled it around for a moment, then said, “Let me look it up and get back to you.”

“No, I’ll get back to you,” he said, and called for the check.

But he never did. I never got my red badge. I still wonder what might have happened if he’d called again. Among my several roads not taken, this one ranks high. True, my chicken side was saying watch out for this guy. But then, my fear of cowardice is also great. And I was already thinking there might be a good play in it, so who knows? If Jones had shown me a hoop, I’d probably have jumped.



BETH AND I had some friends over for dinner not long after my Trojan moment, among them a young Michigan anthropologist named Merrill Jackson. Merrill had been raised in Vietnam as the son of missionaries. I told him about my meeting with the man from Trojan, thinking he would be amused, but he was not amused.

“This is about Indochina,” he said right away.

“How could you know a thing like that?”

“It just means we’re taking up where the French left off.”

“So what?” I said.

“That’s not the place for us to fight a war,” he said.

“Not even a little war? A guerrilla war?” I said.

“Especially not a guerrilla war.”

“But we’ve got to go where the Russians are, right?”

“Russians?”

“Oh, Merrill, come on.”

“The Vietnamese rebels are not being run by the Russians.”

“They’re Reds, aren’t they?”

“What communism means in Southeast Asia, Carl, is not what it means in the West. The Vietnamese revolution is nationalist. It’s a war for national independence.”

If I’d heard it from someone else, I’d have easily dismissed it as the same old same old. But I knew Merrill. He wasn’t a Red. He was a devout Catholic, and he knew Vietnam from the ground up. And from the top down, too, since he had been a member of an ad hoc committee secretly organized by intimates of JFK in the summer of 1963. Its purpose had been to reassure high officials of the Catholic Church, chiefly Cardinals Bea and Koenig of Austria, that the welfare of South Vietnam’s then head of state, Ngo Dinh Diem, a Catholic, as well as of Vietnamese Catholics generally, would be protected even though Diem was about to be removed from power.

I had been impressed. “You had known beforehand that JFK was going to remove Diem?”

“Yes,” said Merrill, “along with everybody else in Saigon and Washington. And Rome and Paris and London.”

I had no idea what Merrill was talking about. I was still a red-blooded Middle American who thought it was cool to wear a blue badge to work and fly around with some hawks. Vietnam was nothing to me but an obscure place on the map. And I was terrific at leaving my job at the office. If I wanted to brag about something I was writing, it would be whatever was cooking in the way of a new play.

The one time I did have something of my work life to bring home and show off, I got it stuffed in my face by one of my closest friends.

I had written what the trade calls a “facilities brochure,” a flashy document of thirty-two pages printed in full color on heavy, glossy paper. Its purpose was to convince potential customers that they should look to BSD as a prime contractor. It was received with great sounds of satisfaction at corporate headquarters in Detroit, and my boss said I would get a nice raise and that he’d heard a VP mention a bonus.

It was unclassified, so I brought a copy home to show my friends. All but one of them said all the right things. The exception was Jerry Badanes.

Jerry had told me he wrote poetry, and I had confessed the like to him. We immediately started showing one another our stuff. We also both liked to shoot pool, and we spent many hours dissing the New Critics in the billiards room at the Michigan Union. Jerry was in his late twenties when we met, about my age, and, like me, a married lit major who had come to Michigan by a wandering path. We became friends on some law of opposites. He was a burly, dark-eyed, heavy-featured guy, my first Brooklyn Jew. I was a blue-eyed, fair-skinned, brown-haired guy, as goy as a guy could be, Jerry’s first bardic innocent from the hinterlands of small-town Ohio. We would either totally confuse one another or make it to brotherhood, and finally we did not confuse one another. His Brooklyn Jewishness, the way he fused a lusty voice with little cracks of despair and irony, the way he had come to distrust poetry and rely on it at the same time and therefore would have to be a teacher of poetry whose main lesson would be that poetry could not be taught—these were not stranger or more fascinating to me than my combination of Midwestern team-spiritedness with what he strangely and without explaining himself called my “burnt-cork mind” was to him. In trying to explain Jewishness and Brooklyn to me, Jerry started seeing himself in a new way, I think, just as I began seeing myself in a new way in trying to explain small-town Ohio to him. He was a piece of a lost puzzle, and I was a puzzle with lost pieces. We were grateful to have each other to be incomplete with.

Jerry and his wife and young daughter had come out to Sunnyside for dinner one evening. Our wives had taken our kids to the movies. At a certain point, completely on impulse, I handed him a copy of my bighit Bendix brochure. “By the way, check this out,” I said.

“What’s this?” he said.

“My latest potboiler.”

He flipped quickly through the pages, then tore it right in half.

“Jerry!”

He tossed the two halves aside in a gesture of contempt. “I don’t want to see this kind of crap from you,” he said quietly with a look of distaste on his heavy features.

“Man, what are you talking about?” I said.

“Why do you want to remind me that you do this?”

“What’s so terrible about working for a living, Jerry?”

“Whores work for a living,” he said with a little shrug.

I couldn’t believe it. I was embarrassed and hurt and pissed off. Who the hell was he? Couldn’t he just say something nice and move on? Couldn’t he see that we all have to put in some time on the street?

“It’s a good piece of tech writing, Jerry,” I said.

He shrugged and said quietly, “So what if it’s good? If it is good, then it’s good for the bad guys, right?”

“What do you mean by ‘bad guys’?”

“And if it’s bad, then it’s bad for you, no? Either you lose or you lose. So what can I tell you?”

I started to defend myself but realized that I didn’t want to, that I hadn’t really been attacked. Jerry had just confronted me with a question of my own that I was trying to run from. Good poets do that.



I DIDN’T REALLY start stumbling out onto the slippery slope, didn’t start seriously thinking that what was happening in Vietnam was part of my own life, until sometime in the early summer of 1964 when I got a call at my office from an assistant professor of political science at the University of Michigan, a guy about my age named Dick Cady. He surely does not know it, but more than anyone else, more even than Jerry or Merrill or the man from Trojan, it was Cady who put me on the path to the door that I couldn’t resist opening, little stopping to wonder what I might do if things got crazy and the door locked shut behind me.

I knew Cady through my job at Bendix, where he was an occasional consultant to our arms-control and disarmament department, a group whose main purpose seemed to be proving that arms control and disarmament were threats to our national security.

JFK had come to the presidency with a promise to close a missile gap that had proved nonexistent, but with a concurrent interest in disarmament, an interest whetted by his need to keep the liberals aboard his coalition. He had quickly set up the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency. One of ACDA’s purposes was to get our defense industry thinking about whether it might be possible, lacking on-site verification, to know for certain whether the folks in the USSR were keeping any promises they might have made about beating their swords into plowshares. Another was to get our own defense industry to look into phasing itself into nondefense lines of work.

No one I knew at BSD thought that the Cold War would ever end without some heavy shooting. But if there were contracts to be had for looking into the possibility of disarmament, then we would be as happy as the next guy to bid on them. Besides, how better to prove that the goal of mutual disarmament was a dangerous chimera than by conducting technical studies on verification?

So, early in 1962, BSD announced formation of a new department to specialize in such studies. To make sure nobody got the wrong idea, the company named a rough-riding retired soldier, Colonel Joe Coffee, to head it. And then, as if to show on the other hand that the army itself had no problem with academic values, Coffee reached out to Michigan’s political science department for the help of a bright young assistant professor to help us ensure that our studies were correctly designed. This is why young green-badged Cady showed up in my office one day late in 1963 with a report needing to be ushered through the publications process.

Cady and I knew some of the same people on campus, we were about the same age, both liberals, and became good, if casual, friends. And so it was that one day in the summer of 1964, Cady was confident enough of my politics to ask me if I would donate some off-hours help to a new congressional candidate whose campaign team he had joined, one Wes Vivian, a Democrat.

Vivian was, in fact, one of the New Democrats, as they were called, in that he had supported the late Kennedy and the New Frontier’s programs on civil rights, poverty, and federal aid to education. Vivian, said Cady, also was voicing some doubts about the growing American involvement in Vietnam.

Normally in those days, working for a Democrat in the Ann Arbor district was a sure way to waste your time. A hard-right Republican named George Meader, heavily backed by local real-estate interests and with the quiet blessings of the university, had held the seat for fourteen years and seemed to have made the job a lifetime sinecure.

“But 1964 is starting to feel different,” Cady said. He was a short, solid, bright, intense man with sharp eyes. First, he said, this was because the reaction to JFK’s assassination had given Democrats, especially northern ones, an edge of sentiment that completely changed the normal political balance between Democrats and Republicans. “The elections this year,” he said, “will be a national tribute to the memory of JFK.”

Second, he said, it looked as though the GOP was going to nominate Barry Goldwater to run against President Johnson. “This doubles the advantage of being a Democrat.”

Cady studied with political scientists at the university’s Institute for Social Research, the ISR, which produced high-tech analysis of up-to-the-minute political polls. The ISR’s most recent results confirmed Cady’s hunch that a strong tide was running in favor of the Democrats.

“So if George Meader is ever going to be beaten,” said Cady, “this is the year to do it. All the Democrats have to do is put up a reasonably attractive candidate of moderate views who is unassailably anti-Communist and smart enough to run a strong campaign without making major mistakes. Johnson’s coattails, the Goldwater effect, and the national mourning for JFK will do all the work. In our district, all a Democrat needs to do in order to win is to not beat himself.”

I could see why Cady thought Vivian tailor-made to knock off Meader for the Democrats. Wes Vivian was founder and president of a defense lab across the road from BSD called Conductron, so he was armored against the sort of Red-baiting that Meader liked to pull. Not even Meader could outflank him to the right on defense issues. Had it not been for his sympathy for the civil-rights movement and federal aid to education, Vivian might hardly have seemed liberal at all.

To start with, Vivian-staffer Cady was not looking for much from me. The candidate needed a polished campaign brochure, something to billboard his political assets on shiny paper. Cady was part of the committee of volunteers Vivian had formed to put such a brochure together. This committee had produced a first draft. What Cady wanted from me was an editorial once-over and some work with an illustrator getting it ready for the printer. If Cady had pitched me rather passionately on the desirability of getting Vivian elected, that was because he needed to get this work done for free. I saw this, but the job wouldn’t take long, it was something different, and I liked Cady and what he was telling me about Vivian. So I told him I’d do it.

The job took a Sunday afternoon and came out well. The candidate was pleased. Cady introduced me to him and a few others on his campaign team. Vivian asked me to take part in a series of staff discussions to help him refine his positions on the issues of the day. I thought this would be fun. There seemed to be some smart people in the group. I liked the feeling of being part of a political campaign. And my bosses at BSD let me know it would be good for us all if I were a friend of the man likely to be our district’s new congressman.

It was at an issues-committee meeting one evening, the third or fourth I’d attended, that Vivian raised the question of the war in Vietnam.

“Or is it really not a war?” he asked the dozen or so of us gathered in his living room. “Is it instead just a police action? What should we call it? And if Meader decides to make an issue of it, what should we say?”

Somebody needed to do a little library work and draft a position paper. Who wanted to volunteer to do this? Nobody did. We all thought we had more amusing ways to waste a weekend. But since I was the writer in the crowd, Wes asked if I would sketch something out.

Well, why not? It shouldn’t take that long. Maybe I’d do a good job and win a little prestige. And what if Vivian were elected? It couldn’t hurt to have a real, live U.S. congressman feel a bit indebted to me. So sure, I could do it. Just take a weekend to read up a little and crank out a few pages, right?

It took me a Saturday morning in the library to realize that I didn’t know a thing about Vietnam. That afternoon in the UM stacks, I ran into my own version of the problem that Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara would encounter three years later, and which he tried to cut through by ordering the study that resulted in the Pentagon Papers.

And I, too, in effect, turned to the Pentagon in the form of Colonel Joe Coffee, who ran BSD’s arms-control department, the guy Cady did his consulting work for. It was Cady who told me I should go talk to him. Colonel Coffee was a ramrod of a man in his late fifties with graying black hair that he slicked down and combed straight back. He liked to snap his fingers as he marched down the hall. His reputation was that of a fierce ultraconservative who would bite your head off if you even looked at him from the left. Yet Cady was a dishwater liberal, as was the candidate for whom I was to write this thing. Why would a liberal like Cady send me to a guy like Coffee for advice on Vietnam?

Cady shrugged the question off. “The colonel knows the literature on the Cold War as well as anybody at the university. He’s a totally straight guy. He’s right here. And he’s told me he likes your work.”

So I called up Coffee’s office to see if he had half a minute. He told me to come on down.

“I need a good source book on the history of the Cold War, Colonel,” I told him, “especially the cold war in Asia. I need something that just says what happened and when it happened and why. I haven’t got forever to study it, and I need to not fall into the hands of somebody with an ax to grind.”

Colonel Coffee did not ask for another word. Like a doctor writing out a prescription, he made a note on a slip of paper and handed it to me across his desk.

“You may think it’s a trifle left-wing,” he said, “but this is an honest book, and it will tell you what you need to know.”

I thanked him and left, not in the least suspecting that I was about to have my worldview shattered.

The good right-wing colonel had put me onto what was then one of the most important works in the canon of Cold War revisionism, Vanderbilt historian Dena F. Fleming’s two-volume tome first published in 1961, The Cold War and Its Origins, 1917 to 1960. Writers such as Gabriel Kolko, Richard Barnet, William Appleman Williams, and Noam Chomsky would later fill in the story with a greater command of detail on particular issues. And some critics argued that Fleming depended too much on journalistic sources in assembling his narrative. Yet there was nobody quite like him for establishing the detailed sequence of events in which the Cold War was born and had its being.

And that was Fleming’s purpose: to set forth clearly what came first and what followed, for as he often repeats throughout his book, “what came afterwards cannot have caused what came before.” What made Fleming’s book seem so powerful to me was the effort he made to see events from the Soviet standpoint as well as the Western. Fleming did not make this effort because he was a Communist or had the least sympathy for Stalin, but because, in the era of nuclear weapons, he was concerned that mistaken perceptions of the other side’s intentions might trigger a belligerent move that could easily prove irreversible and catastrophic. We had all just lived through the Missile Crisis of October 1962, so I had no trouble seeing what Fleming meant.

I can’t imagine coming across this book in any other way. These were the days in which I read “literature”—novels, plays, poetry, criticism, philosophy—and little else. But now I was on an assignment that required a body of historical knowledge. So I needed to learn what Fleming had to teach. If the United States was going to war in Vietnam because of an Asian cold war imposed upon us by Red China, as was the conventional wisdom of the time, then I needed to know what the cold war in Asia was about and what Vietnam had to do with it. And this not only because the candidate Vivian needed a position paper but also because my job at Bendix, even if only remotely, made me an active part of the Vietnam expedition.

The whole episode—drawing the assignment, reading Fleming, finding the counterarguments, drafting the paper for Vivian—took about two weeks. During that time the candidate passed word through Cady that he wanted me to write the paper in the form of a speech. Cady also told me not to try to second-guess Vivian but to write it the way I would want to give it myself.

After I had finished, I brought the speech along to a meeting with the candidate and a group of his supporters. I was asked to read it. The core passages ran as follows:

“The ugly war grows dimmer in its origins, our commitment to it more obscure in its purposes. Witness after witness before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee makes it clear that the only possible victory for the United States in Vietnam is a victory over the South Vietnamese people themselves—who are as hungry as ever though we spend $2 million there every day—and that even so cruel a victory is ultimately untenable.

“Our leaders are far from informative. They seem willing to talk about how we might win there, but the important questions are really: What do we want to win, and why do we want to win it? Above all: In the name of what vision of history and the common human good has the United States committed its power?”

There was, of course, the question of the influence of Red China, which was the question that aroused my bravest sallies. It is easy to forget, so much farther down the road, that the perception of an expansionistic Red China was once the centerpiece of the argument favoring our Vietnam expedition. My crash course in the history of the Cold War had taught me to see this perception as a grave mistake. So I wanted the candidate to say:

“North Vietnam is no more dependent upon Red China than American intervention has forced it to be. Indeed, as with the parallel case of Cuba and the Soviet Union, North Vietnam only disappears into the control of the Red Chinese to the extent that American policy succeeds in depriving it of alternatives.”

And then there was the question of our South Vietnamese allies:

“Our counterinsurgency war, justified in the name of democracy, takes a few privileged Vietnamese oligarchs as our friends and turns the Vietnamese people as a whole into our enemies. And if it sounds like doctrinaire radicalism to say this so bluntly, that’s too bad because it is still a fact. Our generals know it. Our reporters know it. Our politicians know it. The Soviet Union and China know it, and so do France and Britain. Besides the ordinary American citizens who think they voted for peace and yet find themselves paying for the helicopters and the napalm and sending their puzzled sons off to kill and to bleed in an utterly alien land, who indeed does not know it?”

And as to the diplomatic complexities of finding a solution:

“The problem of Vietnam is not complex at all. It is only made to seem so by those who have no real interest in solving it. All that is necessary to solve the problem of Vietnam—and besides this very easy solution there is no other solution at all—is simply for the United States government to direct its military forces to leave Vietnam as gracefully and as promptly as they can.”

I looked up from reading this text aloud to the living room and saw right away that it had not made a really big hit. The candidate’s face wore a frowning smile.

“Gee, Carl, I can’t deliver a speech like that,” Vivian said mildly. “The Democratic Party doesn’t believe that and neither does President Johnson, the Congress, the American people, or most of the experts I know. And I’m pretty damned sure that I don’t believe it either. So I am certainly not going to say anything like that. What made you think I would go for appeasement?”

I was surprised and embarrassed. I tried not to be defensive. “Well, it’s just some language,” I said, “just a set of talking points.”

“What made you think I’d go for such a defeatist line?” the candidate said with a smile. Then he joked, seeming pleased with himself, “Gee, is it something I’m doing?” People in the room laughed uneasily. I threw in a little nervous chuckle of my own. “No,” I stammered, “it’s, well, it’s just how I came out feeling about the war.”

He smiled again and said, “I had no idea we had any radicals around here.” A chuckle went around the room.

I felt a flash of embarrassment. What the hell was so radical about thinking the government had its pants on backward in Vietnam? Foolish lies were foolish lies, weren’t they? But I tried to keep cool.

“The chances are good, Wes,” I said, in what I hoped was a forgiving, professional tone, “that you’ll end up thinking as do I that this Vietnam expedition is a big mistake. But I can see you’re not there yet. So I’ll thank you for the experience and wish you luck and get out of your hair.” And I got up to leave.

“Oh, no, Carl,” everyone said in a chorus aimed at making me feel appreciated, and I sat down again. But it was a comeuppance, and I went home stung by it. I made Beth listen to my harangue.

“Is the prowar side just trying to close off the debate?”

“What debate?” she said.

“Are all the pols just trying to make us shut up and do as we’re told?”

“At least,” she said, “you don’t have to work for a prowar politician.” She was right. I wasn’t looking for things to do. My play The Peacemaker was scheduled for production that fall by Michigan’s drama department. So, now that Vivian and I were no longer comfortable with each other, I begged off his campaign team and spent my spare time getting the play ready. The 1964 election came and went as though behind my back, though I could hardly help noticing that Vivian handily knocked off Meader in the great LBJ landslide of that year without saying much of anything about Vietnam. Johnson’s effectiveness as a social liberal and the extremism of the GOP candidate, Arizona senator Barry Goldwater, made it easy to overlook Johnson’s sharp escalation of the air war. Maybe he would at least keep the troops out.

Famously, once elected, he started sending them in, despite the growing chaos this was bringing to South Vietnam. Still, Vietnam was on the other side of the world. It was too bad for the Vietnamese as well as for the increasing numbers of American troops who were being sent there to carry out an increasingly ambiguous mission, but what could a guy like me do about that?

By Election Day, I was spending all my spare time at rehearsals, immersed in the make-believe of the stage. It was because of that play that my last blundering steps onto the stage of the antiwar movement came about.



THE PEACEMAKER was about the famous Blue Ridge Mountains feud between the McCoy family of Kentucky and the Hatfield family of West Virginia, a feud that had its bloodiest years in the 1880s, after the Reconstruction period.

I’d gotten the idea for the play from running across a folk song about those “feudin’ mountain boys” in a collection and being struck by the way it treated the feud as a comedy. It hit me that those were, after all, real people shooting real bullets at each other. What was it all about? I found some histories, saw some interesting characters, started sketching scenes, and pretty soon the play was in production at the university.

One day that fall, my good friend and literary boon companion George Abbott White came out to Sunnyside to pick up a copy of the play. George was the editor of the UM’s literary magazine Generation. He planned to print the play in his next issue, which would come out the week the play was running. We started talking about the elections and my fling with Vivian, by then a congressman-elect. George asked to see the thing I’d written for Vivian on Vietnam. He read it on the spot and said he thought it should be printed in the same issue as the play.

Great, I thought. My fiery polemic wouldn’t be altogether wasted. I spent half an hour with it, changing a few sentences to put it in the form of an open letter to the victorious candidate.

The Peacemaker opened, ran its scheduled week, got nice reviews and good crowds, then closed. And one unseasonably warm December day a few days after, as I was fooling with a shutter in the front yard, Beth came to the window to say I had a call.

The guy had a high, nasal voice and a singsong, rapid manner of speech. “Hi, Carl, my name is Roger Manela, and I’m a grad student in sociology at the university. I saw your play the other night, and I bought a copy of Generation and just read it over. I wanted to tell you how much I enjoyed it.”

Before I could get past thanks, he went on, “But you know, what really struck me was that letter of yours on Vietnam. I’m a member of SDS, and I’m assuming from your letter that we have a common political viewpoint. I’m wondering why I haven’t met you around campus.”

“What’s SDS?”

He paused. “You’ve never heard of SDS?”

“Afraid not.”

“It stands for Students for a Democratic Society.”

“Oh? And what’s that?”

“I’m surprised you don’t know about us,” he said. “It’s a national group. It was founded here a couple years ago. Could I come out and fill you in?”

“Uh…”

“Because to judge from your letter about Vietnam, I think you’ll be interested.”

The Sunday calm of the neighborhood was soon broken by the roar of a black Harley-Davidson, with Roger, bareheaded, astride it in a brown leather jacket. And with that, the chain of coincidences that led my family and me from Sunnyside Street to the thick of the sixties was complete.
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