

















[image: image]








Also by Jonathan Shay


ACHILLES IN VIETNAM


Combat Trauma and the Undoing of Character


[image: image]


Odysseus and the Sirens1







[image: image]







[image: image]



SCRIBNER
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com


Copyright © 2002 by Jonathan Shay


Foreword copyright © 2002 by Senator Max Cleland and Senator John McCain


All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.


SCRIBNER and design are trademarks of Macmillan Library Reference USA, Inc., used under license by Simon & Schuster, the publisher of this work.


For information about special discounts for bulk purchases, please contact Simon & Schuster Special Sales: 1-800-465-6798 or business@simonandschuster.com


DESIGNED BY ERICH HOBBING


Text set in New Caledonia


Manufactured in the United States of America


3  5  7  9  10  8  6  4  2


The Library of Congress has cataloged the hardcover edition as follows:


Shay, Jonathan.


Odysseus in America: combat trauma and the trials of homecoming / Jonathan Shay; foreword by Max Cleland and John McCain.


p.  cm.


Includes bibliographical references (p.) and index.


1. War neuroses. 2. Vietnamese Conflict, 1961-1975—Veterans—Mental health—United States. 3. Homer. Odyssey. 4. Post-traumatic stress disorder. 5. Vietnamese Conflict, 1961-1975—Psychological aspects. 6. Veterans—Mental health—United States. 7. War—Psychological aspects. I. Title.


RC550.S533 2002


616.85′212—dc21  2002075817


ISBN 0-7432-1156-1


eISBN-13: 978-1-4391-2501-4
ISBN-13: 978-0-7432-1157-4


0-7432-1157-X(Pbk)


Permissions acknowledgments appear on page 331.





FOREWORD


BY U.S. SENATORS


MAX CLELAND and JOHN MCCAIN


Those of us who have witnessed, taken part in, and suffered the tragedies of war know that the ancient Greek epics offer compelling insights into our own experiences. In the Iliad, an epic of war, and the Odyssey, an epic of a veteran’s attempt to get home, Homer speaks as one who has “been there.” As veterans of the Vietnam War, we appreciated the clarity and utility of Achilles in Vietnam, Dr. Jonathan Shay’s first book, which put into words what we as veterans have always known: Homer’s story of Achilles matters.


Now Dr. Shay has done it again. In Odysseus in America, he uses the story of Odysseus to examine another layer, revealing what it means to return from war to a safe civilian society. Dr. Shay’s call to protect our troops from injury, and make them more formidable to the nation’s foes, takes his vision to another level. He hits the nail on the head by proposing to compel American military institutions to create and protect trust, and he sets forth certain key results that must be achieved: positive qualities of community in every service member’s military unit; competent, ethical, and properly supported leadership; and progressive, realistic training for what military service members actually do. If we achieve such results within our military, we will prevent not only psychological injury, but physical casualties as well, because these three fundamentals are also combat strength multipliers.


As part of our work in the U.S. Senate, we both serve on the Armed Services Committee. Although we come from different parties, we are in agreement with the treatment outcomes that Dr. Shay seeks from the combat veterans he serves in the Department of Veterans Affairs. As veterans, we endorse the goal of trust he proposes for all service members. The laws of nature did not force our present military institutions on us. These institutions are man-made and can be transformed to better serve our nation and its military servicemen and -women.
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PREFACE


The Iliad may have been a fiction, but the bard sang the truth. By comparing veterans’ stories to the story of Achilles, in Achilles in Vietnam I showed that what Homer sang about—particularly betrayal of “what’s right” by a commander and the deep human attachment between battle comrades—cut close to the experiences of real soldiers in real war. I pointed out that the surface story of Achilles is about war itself, all war, and will be valid as long as we have war. The Iliad is a classic, not because it’s on college reading lists, but because it is so vividly truthful about this persisting and terrible human practice. In fact the veterans’ words have helped the professors hear the poet’s words afresh.


The poet also taught those of us in psychiatry and psychology to hear things in the veterans’ words that we had not previously attended to: the moral dimension of trauma and the dreadful, rabid state of the berserker, which Homer shows with such fidelity when Achilles “loses it” after Patroclus is killed.


This book is an obvious next step. Homer’s Odyssey has sung of a veteran’s struggles to get home for more than two and a half millennia. Let’s take Homer at his word and see what we can make of it.1 The Odyssey as a whole—but most vividly the fantastic adventures of Books 9-12—may profitably be read as a detailed allegory of many a real veteran’s homecoming. Time and again Odysseus shows himself as a man who does not trust anyone, a man whose capacity for social trust has been destroyed. This is the central problem facing the most severely injured Vietnam veterans. Odysseus stands for the veterans, but as a deeply flawed military leader himself, he also stands for the destroyers of trust. Homer’s Odysseus sheds light—not always flattering light—on today’s veterans and today’s military leaders.


I invite the reader to see that real veterans’ psychological and social homecomings cast new light into the Odyssey. No single “true” interpretation of the Odyssey trumps all others. Here I expand the appeal that I first made with Achilles in Vietnam: that when reading Homer, we take seriously combat soldiers’ and veterans’ actual experience as an added source of interpretive insight.


I was completely surprised by the tide of support for Achilles in Vietnam among professional military people. The book made a strong pitch for the prevention of psychological and moral injury in military service, and for changes in U. S. military culture and practice that would promote prevention. As an unknown VA psychiatrist back in 1993, I had been unable to recruit a single active-duty military service member to comment on the manuscript before it was published. I figured I had no hope of getting a hearing from the people on the inside.


An early review of Achilles in Vietnam in the journal of the U.S. Army War College, Parameters, changed that: “Were it in the reviewer’s power, no officer would be allowed to swear the oath of commission until he had read this book.”2 Two Commandants of the Marine Corps have put it on their professional reading programs for All Hands in the Marine Corps. I have met privately with two successive Marine Corps Commandants and an Air Force Chief of Staff; a Secretary of the Navy invited me to give his guest lecture in the Pentagon. Heady stuff! The invisible company of the combat veterans standing at my shoulder when I speak gives me missionary courage to address a roomful of generals and admirals. The veterans don’t want other young kids wrecked the way they were wrecked. The fire in my belly for prevention burns hot and hopefully will shine light in every chapter of this book.


I cannot presume to speak for or about all veterans. But I do know that the veterans I have the privilege to serve in the Department of Veterans Affairs clinic in Boston want me to do this work. They remain, despite their terrible psychological injuries, proud Americans who want the armed services to attract the best young people in the country, and for those young people to flourish.


So this book comes into being as the first one did: a labor of love that joins Homer’s great epic with the lives of American combat veterans to give them the chance to cast new light on each other. And it continues my missionary agenda to convince the American public to care about how military units are kept together, how they are led, and how they are trained.


So let us begin …




ODYSSEUS IN AMERICA








1 Introduction


“Must you have battle in your heart forever? The bloody toil of combat? Old contender …”


—Odyssey 12:132f, Fitzgerald1


“I wish I had been untrained afterward … reintegrated and included. My regret is wasting the whole of my productive adult life as a lone wolf.”


—Jim Shelby, Vietnam veteran2


“Doc, you’re f——ing crazy.”


—One of my patients, a former Army Airborne sergeant, veteran of four Vietnam combat tours, upon hearing that I was going to lecture on prevention of psychological injury at the United States Military Academy at West Point


Homer’s Odyssey is the epic homecoming of a Greek fighter from the Trojan War. Odysseus’ trick of the hollow horse got the Greeks inside the walls of Troy, a feat that ten-to-one superiority in troop strength had never achieved. He was the very last fighter to make it home from Troy and endured the most grueling travel, costing him a full decade on the way. Odysseus’ return ended in a bloody, triumphant shoot-’em-up. It is now more than thirty years since the majority of American veterans of the Vietnam War have returned home—physically. Psychologically and socially, however, “many of us aren’t home yet,” in the words of one combat medic.3


My portrait of the psychologically injured combat veteran is colored by respect and love. However, I shall conceal none of the ugly and hateful ways that war veterans have sometimes acted toward others and themselves during their attempts to come home and be at home. To the ancient Greeks, Odysseus’ name meant “man of hate” or “he who sows trouble.”4 Indeed, some veterans have sown trouble in their families. No one should ever hear from his mother, “You’re not my son!” or “Better you died over there than come home like this.” Yet veterans with severe psychological injuries have sometimes heard these terrible words.


Odysseus, like Achilles, is remembered as a hero of Greek myth. Today we see our heroes as unmixed blessings, almost as though pure beneficence is part of the definition. When we call those firemen and police who rushed to the New York World Trade Center on September 11, 2001, heroes, we have reason to see them as intending only good and to an amazing degree accomplishing it, at the sacrifice of their lives. However, the ancient Greek idea of the hero was deeply mixed. As I just noted, Odysseus’ name means “man of hate.” Achilles’ name means “he whose host of fighting men have grief”—referring to his own Greek troops as well as to the enemy!5 Ancient Greek heroes were men of pain who were both needed by their people and dangerous to them. Achilles’ withdrawal resulted in numberless Greek deaths; Odysseus’ long return home to Ithaca caused more than seven hundred Ithacan deaths on the way or when he got there. Achilles harmed the Greek army during the war; Odysseus harmed his people after the war. They were both heroes in the ancient Greek sense.6


Almost everyone has somehow heard of Odysseus—sometimes he’s called by his Latin name, Ulysses—but not everyone has read the Odyssey or remembers the details. I have tried to write this book in a way that will allow those who have never read Homer’s Odyssey to follow it and not feel lost. A brief pocket guide to the epic in the style of a movie synopsis is offered in Appendix One. It’s a complex story, easily muddled in memory. So I urge readers who are not currently familiar with the Odyssey to give the synopsis a quick reading before they start. While I hope that this book will ignite a desire to read or reread die Odyssey, no one should think it’s required beforehand.


Part One of this book invites the reader to hear the Odyssey as exactly what it says it is: the story of a soldier’s wanderings and troubles as he tries to make it home. The first dozen or so chapters “decode” Odysseus’ adventures in wonderland—the most famous part of the epic—as an allegory for real problems of combat veterans returning to civilian society. These are adventures that Odysseus himself tells as a story-within-a-story, to people who resemble wealthy, complacent civilians. Reading the Odyssey as allegory is not new,7 but I suspect and hope that this allegorical reading will carry a different emotional weight than those rendered in the past.


In Part One, Odysseus appears, so to speak, on a split screen. On one screen, Odysseus as a veteran, trying to come home. On the other screen, Odysseus as a military leader who shaped the experience of others—often in disastrous ways.


All of my current patients, except a single Gulf War vet, are Vietnam combat veterans, men in their early to mid-fifties. When I first started working with veterans, they were perhaps the same age as Odysseus, returning home to Ithaca from ten years fighting in the Trojan War and ten years trying—and not trying—to get home to his wife, Penelope, and son, Telemachus.


Television, not to mention schoolbooks and feature films such as Ulysses, have made Odysseus’ encounter with the Cyclops, the Sirens, and episodes such as the contest of the bow familiar to even the smallest children. What adventures! How poignant the story of the old soldier struggling to get home to his family! How many trials and obstacles thrown in his way! Homer’s epic is the earliest known and most famous account of a combat veteran trying to get home after the war, and of what he does after he gets there.


In the last chapter of Part One, the narrative shifts from the world of fabulous monsters, witches, and ghosts to Ithaca, the real world of Odysseus’ farms, home, and hometown. When Odysseus arrives home at last, he is disoriented and does not recognize Ithaca. The fact that he doesn’t recognize his own homeland is itself a metaphor that many veterans can understand. The first person Odysseus meets is an unknown youth who is the goddess Athena in disguise. The two exchange courtesies and Odysseus tells her a dazzling pack of lies. Dropping her disguise, the goddess teases him:


A man would have to be cunning and thievish to surpass you in all your tricks—even if he were a god. Wretch, with the mind of a chameleon, master of tricks, not even in your own land will you leave off your deceptive and thievish tales—which you love from the bottom of your heart.


(13:291ff, orig., Jenny Strauss Clay, trans.8)


Odysseus thought he had duped a civilian, but he was speaking to his own guardian angel who knew his trials and his tricks better than anyone. Finally at home in Ithaca, he finds himself in danger from the young bucks trying to win his wife’s favor—the suitors. He moves in disguise and concealment, surrounded by a bodyguard of lies. He is reunited with his wife, son, and father, but much of the time he is icy or cruel. And then he runs off again!


Looking beneath the surface to what Odysseus, the master of disguise, has hidden in the stories he tells the civilians, we see not only the “what” of real experiences, but the “why” of a veteran’s need to disguise his experiences at all. What is “home” anyway?


Part Two explores recovery from psychological injuries. The basic message is that whether recovery occurs spontaneously or in a defined treatment setting, recovery happens only in community. We are habituated to the assumption that injuries or illnesses can only be treated one on one in a professional’s office. I shall explain below that two people (no matter how well trained, well meaning, and caring one of them is) are not a community. I believe this one-on-one assumption is responsible for how frequently we have failed in the treatment of severe psychological injury, especially when it has damaged character.


The American Psychiatric Association has saddled us with the jargon “Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder” (PTSD)—which sounds like an ailment—even though it is evident from the definition that what we are dealing with is an injury: “The person experienced, witnessed or was confronted with an event or events that involved actual or threatened death or serious injury, or a threat to the physical integrity of self or others.” We do not refer to a veteran who has had an arm blown off by a grenade as suffering from “Missing Arm Disorder.” But I am not going to fight it. “PTSD” it is, even though I much prefer “psychological injury.” Combat PTSD is a war injury. Veterans with combat PTSD are war wounded, carrying the burdens of sacrifice for the rest of us as surely as the amputees, the burned, the blind, and the paralyzed carry them.


Part Two explains the distinction between simple PTSD—the persistence into civilian life of adaptations necessary to survive battle—and complex PTSD, which is simple PTSD plus the destruction of the capacity for social trust. Then we shall come at recovery from two directions. The first, coming from the direction of organized health care, comprises the treatment concepts and practices of our small outpatient program in the Boston VA for Vietnam combat veterans with complex Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. The second approach spans the poorly understood “spontaneous,” or “natural,” processes of recovery that happen in the native soil of a veteran’s own community. Picture these two recovery models converging, like the two polished granite surfaces of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington, D.C.—the Wall—and meeting at a sharp vertical line. Veterans in our VA program and members of the treatment team travel to the Wall together annually. This trip joins the universally human potential for spontaneous recovery with our intentional VA treatment program for complex combat PTSD.


The Wall itself is but one example of healing through community—self-organized Internet e-mail groups are another. In Part Two, with their permission, we shall listen in on one self-organized e-group as its members attempt to come to terms with the suicide of Lewis B. Puller, Jr., whom some knew personally, but most knew from his Pulitzer Prize autobiography, Fortunate Son: The Healing of a Vietnam Vet. His suicide turned this upbeat book title into a kick in the stomach. Here we are able to witness one example of the communalization of grief—no one in that Internet group had to go through it entirely alone. As a nation and as individuals we are still grappling with Vietnam, emotionally, philosophically, and spiritually. This is not a closed chapter.


Homer’s lyre is silent in Part Two, but memories of ancient Greece and veterans’ wisdom from the intervening centuries are not far away. Athenian war memorial practices, such as inscribing names of the dead in the kerameikos, classical Athens’s military cemetery, are reflected on the polished surface of the Wall and of community memorials all over America.9


Part Three calls for prevention of psychological and moral injury in military service. The public needs to know not only what measures will prevent psychological and moral injury, but why, and also how these measures will affect the ability of our military services to do what we ask of them. In the course of my travels in the active duty armed services as a missionary on prevention, I have learned that the very same measures that prevent injury are also combat strength multipliers. So why aren’t we doing them?


The leading preventive psychiatry recommendation is to keep people together through training, into a fight, and home again. Most citizens know very little about the administrative side of the military, but if they know one thing about personnel policy in the Vietnam War, they know that individual soldiers were rotated into the war zone with strangers and home again with strangers, to catastrophic effect. Yet with the partial exception of the Marine Corps, we are still shuffling and reshuffling our units like decks of cards, just as we did in Vietnam!


Army Major Donald Vandergriff’s compelling and meticulously researched history of the American military personnel system, called The Path to Victory: America’s Army and the Revolution in Human Affairs,10 gives the full history of how we got where we are, shows the dangers and incredible human waste of the present system, and explains how the system can be renovated. The most compelling need for renovation comes from the mismatch between the units and leaders that the system creates and the changing face of warfare in the twenty-first century.


The most fervent wish of the veterans I serve is that future kids not be wrecked the way they were wrecked. The public must hear about matters of military personnel policy that are rarely discussed with outsiders. The most effective prevention lies almost entirely with better military practices, and does not place mental health professionals in center stage. Health professionals may often be able to stop injuries from becoming fatal, disabling, or permanent, once they’ve happened. Preventing the injuries in the first place is beyond their power. That is in the hands of the line leaders and trainers and of the policymakers. By the end of this book I hope every reader will know the mantra—cohesion, leadership, training— and demand policies that produce skilled, cohesive units and competent, ethical leaders. Since their voices were heard in Achilles in Vietnam: Combat Trauma and the Undoing of Character,11 my patients are intensely proud of contributing to public knowledge about war, particularly the measures that can be taken to reduce and partially prevent psychological injury in war.


While Homer has little to contribute to our understanding of modern military training, the poet is brilliant on the subject of military cohesion12 and leadership, two critical legs of the prevention tripod. Homeric scholar Johannes Haubold goes so far as to say that the relationship of leader and his people is the common theme linking the Iliad and Odyssey. Part Three compares Achilles and Odysseus as military leaders, and Odysseus comes off very badly. The details of Odysseus’ performance as an officer read like the charge sheet for his court-martial.13 The problem was not competence, but character. So even here, in the most improbable setting of a call to renovate modern military institutions, we shall discover new meanings in a poem more than twenty-five centuries old. The great scholar of the Odyssey W. B. Stanford wrote, “One must be prepared in advance for some remarkable differences of opinion on the moral worth of Ulysses. No other classical hero has been the subject of so much moralistic controversy.”14


I add to the “moralistic controversy” in this book, both because I see the figure of Odysseus through the eyes of those who might have served under him, but also of those officers today who are responsible for selecting, training, and promoting American military leaders. Their judgments on his conduct are likely to be even harsher than my own.


You already know that lids book is written in a “personal voice.” I don’t, or won’t, or can’t hide behind an expressionless mask of professionalism. But this personal voice is somewhat different in each of the three parts of the book. The voice of the first part is the labor-of-love voice, telling readers about veterans, about the Iliad and the Odyssey.


In Part Two I notice that my voice changes because I am also trying to persuade my professional colleagues in psychiatry to think differently about what psychological injury is and how best to assist in recovery from it. At the same time, I have seen the enormous value that basic education on trauma can have for veterans and their families. Part of my personal voice here is influenced by the immensely moving experience of seeing a veteran or his wife grow visibly lighter as the burden of freakish stigma lifts.


In Part Three, I address military professionals and the policymakers who are their bosses, and, most important, the American people, who are their boss’s bosses. It is an effort in democratic persuasion—because I have authority over no one but myself. Part of this effort stems from the soul satisfaction I get as a missionary for the veterans I serve, and part comes from my determination to be a citizen, not an idiot. According to classical scholar Tom Palaima, “Originally, the Greek word ‘idiōtes’ meant ‘a man who attends to his own concerns.’ The Athenian leader Pericles, according to Thucydides, used the term ‘idiōtes’ of citizens who focused on their own affairs and were ignorant of the important issues facing the city of Athens.”15 All of these audiences—high school and college students, teachers, combat veterans, veterans’ families, mental health professionals, and military professionals—are fellow citizens, vital parts of one another’s future.








PART I UNHEALED WOUNDS












2 Odysseus Among the Rich Civilians


Further up the table the accountant has just been explaining how, if only we had held out a bit longer, the war would have been won…. Lower down, they are talking about stocks and bonds and peace terms, and all of them, of course, know much better what should be done….


—Erich Maria Remarque, The Road Back1


All the talk makes me stupid in the head, and I am soon unable to follow any longer….


At this moment—God be praised!—crisp, grilled chops appear on the table. I sniff. Real pork chops they are, fried in real fat too. The sight of them consoles me for all the rest. I lean over and secure a good one and begin chewing with relish. It tastes marvelous. It’s a power of time since I last ate a fresh chop. In Flanders…. I neither hear nor see anything now; I lose myself in memories—


A giggle awakens me. About the table is dead silence. Aunt Lina has a face like a bottle of acid. The girl beside me is stifling a laugh. Everybody is looking at me.


Sweat breaks out on me in streams. Here I sit, just as we did then out in Flanders, absent-minded, both elbows on the table, the bone in my two hands, my fingers covered in grease…. But the others are eating cleanly with knife and with fork.


Red as a beetroot, I look straight ahead and put down the bone. How could I have so forgotten myself?….


But there is anger too in my embarrassment,—anger against this Uncle Karl, now beginning to talk so loudly of war loans; anger against all these people here that think so much of themselves and their smart talk; anger against this whole world, living here so damned cocksure with their knickknacks and jiggery-pokery, as though the monstrous years had never been when one thing and one thing only mattered,—life or death, and beyond that nothing.


Odysseus’ return to “the world,” the civilian world, has a very rough start. A storm has pounded his homemade raft to pieces, half drowned him, and washed him up literally naked on the shore of a strange land. He and we learn it is the Land of the Phaeacians. He is not home yet; he is alone; this isn’t Ithaca. It’s someplace else yet again, his fourteenth stop since Troy, which he departed ten years earlier commanding a squadron of twelve ships.


In addition to being Odysseus’ last stop in the decade of wandering since Troy, this Land of the Phaeacians also brings a particular kind of encounter with civilians, with rich and complacent civilians. Ernst from The Road Back, sequel to All Quiet on the Western Front, has this kind of encounter at Uncle Karl’s dinner party. Ernst can go home to his mother after the humiliation, but Odysseus is still on the knife edge of survival. He’s a castaway on civilian shores, alone with his gastēr, his “ravenous stomach.” Figuratively Odysseus’ gastēr is his gluttonous will to acquire and control. Gastēr brings to mind stealing and lies, as well as hunger, greed, and compulsive self-gratification. What has happened to his noble fighting heart, his thumos?2
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The opposition between thumos and gastēr, heart and belly, is also that between wartime and peacetime, between the different civilian perceptions of the men they send to fight for them and the men who return home to them. What in wartime is a heroic amphibious landing, is in peacetime a criminal pirate raid. What in war is bold and courageous, in peace is reckless and irresponsible; in wartime resourceful, in peace lawless. Achilles and Odysseus might have been the same person—Achilles in war, Odysseus after war.


We should also reflect that the difference Homer shows us between thumos and gastēr may be in ourselves—between what we as civilians, who are terrified and enraged by an enemy attack, value in soldiers, and what we fear in them when the enemy no longer scares us, and the soldiers come home as veterans. When we are in fear of the enemy, nothing is too much or too good for the “greathearted spirit” (thumos) of our fighting men; when they return as veterans we see their needs as greedy, demanding, uncultivated belly (gastēr).


When Odysseus crawls up on the Phaeacian beach, he has two urgent needs: first, his immediate safety—that he not starve or be killed by the natives as a dangerous intruder—and second, help to get home. With a hand from the goddess Athena (6:15ff, Fagles) he comes face-to-face with the king’s beautiful young daughter. Odysseus charms Nausicaa, manipulates her to get past the rough sailors who would willingly snuff his life, and into the palace of her parents. Once safely inside and courteously granted asylum by the king and queen of the Land of the Phaeacians, Odysseus keeps his eyes and ears open. What sort of people are these?


High rooms he saw …
with lusters of the sun and moon …
The doors were golden …


(7.89ff, Fitzgerald)


The Phaeacians are rich and secure. Odysseus identifies himself as a “man of pain” without saying anything specific about his identity. His host shows him every Mediterranean courtesy and doesn’t press on the details. Always alert, Odysseus learns a great deal more about the Phaeacians.


They are—in the manner of today’s luxury health club habitués—avid athletes, but not in the combat sports. Odysseus finds them not serious. When he is pushed to compete with the sleek young runners and throwers, he says:


I have more on my mind than track and field …
hard days, and many, have I seen, and suffered.
I sit here at your field meet, yes; but only
as one who begs your king to send him home.


(8:162ff, Fitzgerald)


Even more, Odysseus finds them self-indulgent, avid in the pursuit of luxury and entertainment. The king says:


… we set great store by feasting,
harpers, and the grace of dancing choirs,
changes of dress, warm baths, and downy beds.


(8:261ff, Fitzgerald)


They are also connoisseurs of the arts: the court boasts the services of the great minstrel Demodocus. The Phaeacians are, in a word, civilians.


The gulf between Odysseus and his civilian hosts is visible in their drastically different responses to the songs of Demodocus. This bard is the genuine article—the Muse whispers the truth of the war at Troy in his ear when he composes his songs. His songs, narrative poems like the Iliad, reduce Odysseus to tears, which he tries to hide. Afterward he proclaims that Demodocus sings with the truth of someone who was there himself. The Phaeacian civilians love these epic poems of war (8:98)—along with the harper’s dance music (8:265ff) and his bedroom farces (8:280ff).3 It’s all the same to them. It’s all entertainment. But for Odysseus, the truth-filled stories of the Trojan War open the gates of grief.


Demodocus sings of the clash between Achilles, the hero of the Iliad, who embodies biē— violent force—and Odysseus, the hero of the Odyssey, who embodies mētis— cunning tricks and strategy.4 The bard sings about how their insecure and incompetent commander, Agamemnon, delights in this clash. This provokes Odysseus’ reaction:


[Odysseus] with massive hand drew his rich mantle down
over his brow, cloaking his face with it,
to make the Phaiacians miss the secret tears …


(8:90ff, Fitzgerald)


Odysseus makes every effort to hide his anguish from the complacent audience. But every time the poet resumes, emotion overcomes Odysseus. Only the king at his elbow is aware. A tactful host, the king rescues Odysseus by interrupting the poet to suggest an athletic exhibition.


After athletics, the feasting and entertainment resume with dancing and comic poetry. Odysseus publicly praises the poet, sends him a splashy tip, and asks for a “request number.” He tells Demodocus:


Now … sing that wooden horse
Epeios built, inspired by Athena—
the ambuscade Odysseus filled with fighters
and sent to take the inner town of Troy.


(8:526ff, Fitzgerald)


Thus far, Odysseus has not told his hosts who he is, but he knows he must do it soon. Perhaps he wants the poet to sing this episode in which Odysseus himself is the star. This would set the stage for him to reveal himself in the most impressive light. Or perhaps Odysseus thinks the poet is a phony and wants to see if he really knows what he’s talking about. But it is Odysseus himself who is tested—and ambushed by his own emotional reaction.5 A surprising and powerful simile is the tip-off that he is not the master of this situation:


… the famous harper sang
but the great Odysseus melted into tears,
running down from his eyes to wet his cheeks …
as a woman weeps, her arms flung round her darling husband,
a man who fell in battle …
trying to beat the day of doom from home and children.
Seeing the man go down, dying, gasping for breath,
she clings for dear life …
and the most heartbreaking torment wastes her cheeks.


(8:585ff, Fagles; emphasis added)


Again the king interrupts the performance to spare his guest’s feelings.


Homer makes the same point twice, as if to drive it home. These stories rip Odysseus’ heart out, while for the Phaeacians, they are never more than entertainment. Homer doesn’t show the king and his people as monsters; they are just limited, unable to offer Odysseus what he needs in his soul. They give what he needs physically—plenty of food for his belly, clothing, and a ship to take him home. But at this moment the most the king can offer him is courteous sympathy:


… let Demodokos touch his harp no more.
His theme has not been pleasing to all here.
During the feast, since our fine poet sang,
our guest has never left off weeping. Grief
seems fixed upon his heart. Break off the song!


(8:576ff, Fitzgerald; emphasis added)


King Alcinous now presses Odysseus to reveal his identity—which surely Odysseus saw coming, and for which he was perhaps preparing himself. Quite reasonably, his host asks him to explain his emotional reactions, the “grief … fixed upon his heart.” But in the very next breath, he tells Odysseus what Odysseus’ own experience means:


That was all gods’ work, weaving ruin there
so it should make a song for men to come!


(8:619f, Fitzgerald; emphasis added)


The king asks Odysseus why he grieves, but then doesn’t give him even a moment to answer before he negates Odysseus’ grief by explaining that the “big picture” justifies the suffering—as entertainment! Granted, Homer’s epics are more than just entertainment; they are art at its most enduring. To the ancient Greeks they were also Bible, history, and philosophy, all in one. But here Homer shows us the Phaeacians as rich tourists in the landscape of suffering.


Picture this scene: A Vietnam combat veteran goes to a family wedding some ten years after his service. (Odysseus is ten years out from Troy.) The band plays a Jimi Hendrix piece that reminds him of a dead friend, blindsiding him with emotion. He tries to conceal his tears, but a rich relative notices and says, “Why aren’t you over that Vietnam stuff yet? Anyway, that war was all about oil—and damn right, too, or we’d be paying $5 a gallon for gas.”


Saying that to one of the veterans I work with at such an emotional moment would provoke an explosion of rage. He might tip the table over in the man’s lap. The veteran’s relative is intimidated, stammers an inaudible apology, and rushes away. The veteran looks around feeling like someone has just peeled his skin and every nerve ending is naked and exposed. Everyone in the church social hall is silent; everyone is watching him, just as everyone stares at Ernst in Remarque’s The Road Back. He walks slowly from the room and out of the church. His wife is weeping with mortification, fury, and self-blame that she didn’t catch this in time. She is torn between her love for and loyalty to her husband and the ten-year family consensus that the veteran is a dangerous psycho.


Odysseus does not have the luxury of “losing it.” He must keep a grip on his emotions to stay alive and must stay on the Phaeacians’ good side to get home. Elsewhere, Homer describes Odysseus’ capacity to suppress and conceal his emotions as a part of his guile, dolos (19:212, orig.).


Odysseus has also found he cannot talk about the war at Troy at this moment—at least not to people who show themselves incapable of hearing the stories with their heart. The combat veterans I have known fly into a rage when a civilian tries to tell them the meaning of their own experience. For Odysseus there can be no communalization of his experience here—not with this audience.


Whether Odysseus made up his mind in an instant or over the thirty-six hours of watching his hosts, he decides three things about revealing himself: First, he will not tell these civilians anything about Troy—although his host, the king, has implicitly asked him to do just that, by inquiring whether he weeps for a “comrade” (hetairos— 8:584, orig.) who died at Troy. Second, he will correct the implied civilians’ misconception about combat veterans—that once the war ends, the losses and suffering end, too. The king assumes that Odysseus is tormented with grief only for deaths that occurred during the war. And third, he decides that he will fully satisfy the king’s request to tell his story, “Where have your rovings forced you?” (8:643, Fagles) and will tell it in the only form that they are capable of taking it in: entertainment.


He reveals his identity: “I am Odysseus son of Laertes …”—his next words are extraordinarily ambiguous and surprising: “… who am a worry [or concern, or problem] to all men by my wiles” (9:19-20, orig., Segal, trans.).6


What a way to introduce himself to powerful strangers he desperately needs! Odysseus is not quite so raw as this one line, taken out of context, suggests. Nonetheless the first thing he declares about himself is the cunning, guile, and trickery that make him famous “to the sky’s rim.” Imagine you have taken in a complete stranger as a houseguest. He evades identifying himself for a day and a half, and then he boasts that he is famous the world over as a con man! What’s more, you’ve heard of him, and of some of his more spectacular scams.


Odysseus is not quite so “in control” as he is usually pictured. He desperately manages his own emotions at the same time that he woos his hosts to give him quick passage home. He cannot tell the truth about “what it was really like” at Troy without risking his own composure. Odysseus could have introduced himself in any of a hundred flattering and safe ways, such as “architect of the Greek victory at Troy,” or “courageous fighter and master bowman,” or as the person to whom the Greek army awarded Achilles’ armor as a prize of honor, or simply “the best of the Greeks.” But none of these would have created the diversionary distraction of his boastful, somewhat off-color self-introduction. It allows him the sleight-of-hand shift from the king’s actual question about the war to, “What of my sailing [nostos = homecoming], then, from Troy?” (9:41, Fitzgerald). Without missing a beat he launches into the adventures that will entertain, enchant, and dazzle his royal listeners for the rest of the night.





3 Pirate Raid: Staying in Combat Mode


Just as some thieves are not bad soldiers, some soldiers turn out to be pretty good robbers, so nearly are these two ways of life related.


—Sir Thomas More, Utopia, published in 15161


But will warriors lay down, together with the iron in which they are covered, their spirit nourished … by familiarity with danger? Will they don, together with civilian dress, that veneration for the laws and respect for protective forms …? To them the unarmed class appears vulgar and ignoble, laws are superfluous subtleties, the forms of social life just so many insupportable delays.


—Benjamin Constant, Swiss, 1767-18302


But all was not right with the spirit of the men who came back. Something was wrong. They put on civilian clothes again, looked to their mothers and wives very much like the young men who had gone…. But they had not come back the same men. Something had altered in them. They were subject to queer moods, queer tempers, fits of profound depression alternating with a restless desire for pleasure. Many of them were easily moved to passion when they lost control of themselves. Many were bitter in their speech, violent in opinion, frightening. For some time while they drew their unemployment pensions, they did not make any effort to get work for the future…. Young soldiers who had been very skilled with machine-guns, trench-mortars, hand-grenades, found that they were classed with the ranks of unskilled labor in civil life.


—Philip Gibbs, British, 19203


Odysseus’ first adventure after he leaves Troy with his squadron is the sack of Ismarus. It’s a pirate raid—there’s nothing particularly amazing or fairy-tale-like about it.4 No one-eyed or six-headed monsters show up here, no witches, no gods either. The crews get drunk on captured wine and Odysseus loses control of them. They go wild and run riot in the town. This reflects no credit on the troops—they indulge themselves and put themselves in a weak position. The victims of this raid and their kin counterattack and inflict serious losses on the boat crews before they can escape out to sea.


Hardly what we expected! But here Homer shows us the first way that combat soldiers lose their homecoming, having left the war zone physically—they may simply remain in combat mode, although not necessarily against the original enemy.


Once discharged from the military, what civilian occupations are open to a veteran that employ the skills and capacities he has developed? While former military pilots may find civilian employment as airline, charter, or corporate pilots, what work does the combat infantry look for? In the course of my work I see many Vietnam War military discharge papers—Department of Defense Form 214—and always experience a sour amusement at item 23b, “RELATED CIVILIAN OCCUPATION.” For every veteran with Military Occupation Specialty 11B, “Infantry light weapons specialist”—a “grunt” infantryman—the related civilian occupation is given as “Firearms Proof Technician,” i.e., someone who test fires guns for their manufacturers. So just how many of the hundreds of thousands of infantry veterans were able to find employment in gun manufacturing? Very few, of course. And how much does this civilian occupation actually resemble the work of the combat infantryman?


A bitter joke.
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For which civilian careers does prolonged combat prepare a person? Let’s look at the strengths, skills, and capacities acquired during prolonged combat:


• Control of fear.


• Cunning, the arts of deception, the arts of the “mind-fuck.”


• Control of violence against members of their own group.


• The capacity to respond skillfully and instantly with violent, lethal force.


• Vigilance, perpetual mobilization for danger.


• Regarding fixed rules as possible threats to their own and their comrades’ survival.


• Regarding fixed “rules of war” as possible advantages to be gained over the enemy.


• Suppression of compassion, horror, guilt, tenderness, grief, disgust.


• The capacity to lie fluently and convincingly.


• Physical strength, quickness, endurance, stealth.


• Skill at locating and grabbing needed supplies, whether officially provided or not.


• Skill in the use of a variety of lethal weapons.


• Skill in adapting to harsh physical conditions.


This is a chilling picture. World War I veteran Willard Waller remembered what it was like on street corners after that war. In 1944 he wrote in anticipation of the return of the troops from World War II:


There is a core of anger in the soul of almost every veteran, and we are justified in calling it bitterness, but the bitterness of one man is not the same thing as the bitterness of another. In one man it becomes a consuming flame that sears his soul and burns his body. In another it is barely traceable. It leads one man to outbursts of temper, another to social radicalism, a third to excesses of conservatism.5


Most of the skills that soldiers acquire in their training for war are irrelevant to civilian life…. The picture is one of men who struggle very hard to learn certain things and to acquire certain distinctions, and then find that with the end of the war these things completely lose their utility…. Digging a fine fox-hole or throwing hand grenades with dexterity, they are entirely valueless….


The boss, who hires and fires him, writes recommendations for him, raises or lowers his pay, and otherwise disposes of his destiny is nothing but a soft civilian. The foreman thinks he is tough…. While the veteran was risking his life for his country, the boss and the foreman were having an easy time of it…. The veteran cannot help reflecting that a smash of a gun-butt, or even a well-directed blow at the bridge of the nose … might easily dispose of such a man forever.6


Very few combat veterans have become mercenaries or “civilian defense contractors” who train, support, and/or fight for foreign governments or for insurgents at the behest of the U.S. government, such as for Afghan mujahedeen fighting the Soviets. These ways of staying in combat mode have captured the public imagination in film and pulp fiction, as well as magazines such as Soldier of Fortune. As sociologist James William Gibson has described in Warrior Dreams: Violence and Manhood in Post-Vietnam America,7 this fascination with the mercenary shows us much more about ourselves as civilians than it tells us about veterans. I am less interested in the exotic and the glamorous than in what matters every day in South Boston, Somerville, or Quincy, Massachusetts.


Law enforcement in all its varieties has some military traits, and might seem most to resemble the occupation of the combat infantryman. Policemen carry guns. They wear uniforms. The images of the embattled inner-city cop whose precinct is a war zone, and of the specialized “tactical” unit, both suggest similarities. Many combat veterans have, in fact, joined the civilian uniformed services. Bear Mercer (a pseudonym) was one of these. He became an officer at a maximum-security prison.


Bear is the second son of a proud, hardworking family in a Boston multiethnic neighborhood. His father was a foreman, his mother, a health professional.


He joined the U.S. Army in December 1965, out of high school after learning that an older, admired friend in the ------ Airborne had been killed in Vietnam. Bear’s father, a Silver Star honoree tank sergeant in Europe in World War II, opposed his enlistment, but acquiesced. His father was later to tell the Department of Defense official who [erroneously, as it turned out] notified him of Bear’s death: “Go to hell! You got the wrong Mercer.”


Bear served one combat tour in Vietnam as a “grunt” forward observer sergeant. He was honorably discharged in December 1968. He never missed time, was never subject to disciplinary action, and was eligible to reenlist. He was honored with the Combat Infantry Badge, the Air Medal, and the Army Commendation Medal for Valor with Oak Leaf Cluster, which denotes a second separate act of bravery.


After his first month as the radioman for the 81mm mortar at the center of the perimeter, Bear felt like he was simply a helpless target for enemy rockets and mortars that fell in the perimeter. He knew that in theory he was safer in the center than outside it patrolling and waiting in ambush, but he had come to fight, not to cower under bombardment. So he volunteered to serve as a forward observer, to patrol with the grunts and call in mortar, artillery, and air strikes in their support. He takes pride in the fact that he was never responsible for an artillery error that caused American casualties.


Sergeant Mercer did, however, see the results of the fires he called in on the enemy. His patrol found a Viet Cong, dying after his legs had been blown off by a strike Bear had called in. Over the radio, the CO refused to call a MedEvac for the enemy and ordered Bear to kill the wounded enemy soldier. Unwilling to order anyone in his squad to do it, he performed this mercy himself, and believes that the dying Vietnamese assented to it by gestures. Now in nightmares and flashbacks the color of his blood, changing from bright red to almost black after Bear cut his throat, comes back again and again, as does the evil grin of a man in his squad who crushed the dead man’s chest with a boulder, drenching Bear with blood that squirted out of the severed neck arteries. Bear felt the enemy had “paid his dues” and is enraged at the disrespect shown by the other American soldier.


Four days later in the same patrol a friend named Kennedy, known for his joking and cheerful disposition, volunteered to throw the smoke grenade in a clearing to guide in a helicopter. He stepped out of the concealment of the jungle and Bear heard an “Uh!” sound and saw Kennedy fall back on a bush. “I ran over and took him off the bush. His front tooth was gone. I put my hand behind his head to lift him off the bush, and felt this warm sensation. I had part of his brain on my hand. I looked back and saw blood pouring down off the bush.” This scene, too, repeats endlessly in Bears nightmares. He knows there was nothing he could have done to save Kennedy.


Bear is also haunted by the death of a new forward observer, whom he had been breaking in for three months by going out on patrols with him. One night when Bear was “just so frigging tired” that he stayed behind, the new FO went out with a patrol on a night ambush. The ambushers were ambushed, and the men inside the perimeter could hear the wounded (including Bear’s best friend) screaming all night. The next morning they found two dead with the wounded survivors, but two were missing. A distance away they found the headless bodies of the missing two. Following a blood trail, they came to a clearing where the two heads were set up on stakes, with their eyelids pinned back with vine thorns. One of these heads was that of the new FO. “I see the head just staring at us. If I hadn’t been so frigging tired and gone myself, he wouldn’t be dead.” These dead eyes stared at Bear during the times he tried to kill himself by driving his car off the road in 1974 and 1975.


After this enemy atrocity Bear’s platoon went berserk, “just went nuts—started cutting heads off, collecting ears. They called us the ‘head hunters.’” The berserk state leaves a permanent imprint on the physiology of a person who has been in it—a permanent hyperarousal of the autonomic nervous system and adrenaline secretion. Mercer suffers repeated adrenaline storms, with racing heart, sweats, and most of all, rage.


He recalls that for six months, the captain who had ordered Bear to kill the wounded prisoner was the company commander. This captain was dangerously incompetent. During one operation he ordered the company to reconstruct an old night position abandoned by the ------ Infantry. All the seasoned NCOs told the captain not to do it, because GIs always left booby traps behind. One “chow hound” in the company nicknamed Teddy because of his size and hairiness, who always scarfed up any C rations that the other men did not eat, spotted a C ration can in the sump of the abandoned position. When he picked it up, an American grenade with its pin pulled fell out, releasing the safety spoon that had been tucked against the inside of the can—a classic GI booby trap. Teddy died instantly. This same captain, apparently motivated by no more than idle curiosity, ordered a man nicknamed the Italian Stallion to pull the pin on a found Chinese Communist-manufactured grenade and throw it so the captain could see what it was like. All the seasoned NCOs shouted at the man “You don’t have to do it—some of them are rigged!” but the captain’s insistence overcame his reluctance. He pulled the pin and it detonated instantaneously, blowing off both his arms. The Vietnamese enemy had removed its time-delay fuse. Bear recalls screaming in rage at this CO that he was an “incompetent son of a bitch—lucky to be alive [i.e., close to being fragged by his own men].”


Bear remembers one instance in which his lieutenant ordered him to take his squad into a senseless death trap in a rice paddy and he refused. The lieutenant found three other men more compliant and sent them across the rice paddy, rather than around as Bear had advised. All three died from mines. In another incident, after Bear heard sounds of heavy movement ahead and advised the officer to call in an air strike, the disbelieving lieutenant sent a squad to “make contact—if Charlie’s there at all.” The whole squad was wiped out and the platoon was pinned down on that hill, Hill ------ near ------, for two days.


Any incompetence Bear encounters in civilian life arouses the same feelings of fear, rage, and grief. When he yanked his general supervisor at the post office across his own desk and screamed at him, he screamed exactly the same words he screamed at his incompetent CO.


He feels profoundly tainted by the pointless risks and senseless cruelty he participated in while taking prisoners for interrogation. He received his Air Medal for highly dangerous “in and out” helicopter insertions to snatch prisoners for interrogation by U.S. Army intelligence. He particularly recalls that one Viet Cong “catch” his team had captured at great risk was refused as unneeded by Army intelligence. They were told to give him to the ARVN “Tigers” whose base adjoined that of the Airborne. Bear had witnessed these South Vietnamese “elite” troops behave with a contemptible blend of cowardice and sadism. After three hours of listening to the man’s screams, Bear’s whole team walked into the Tiger compound to find the man bleeding from hundreds of little cuts, particularly around the genitals. They shot him through the head, so enraging the Tigers that a firefight almost ensued.


Bear received his Army Commendation Medal for Valor for an action where he called in artillery on his own position (which necessarily was observation distance from the platoon he was working with), to permit the platoon he was serving as forward observer to escape encirclement. He received a second such award, but has complete amnesia for the action for which it was given.


Bear is a proud man. He is proud of supporting his family, but is profoundly apprehensive that he is “losing it,” now more than thirty years after the war.


His wife has taken to sleeping on the sofa. Bear always sleeps with a knife under his pillow, despite her pleas not to. He lives a long way from Boston in a rural community where few people lock their houses, no one locks the car, and many leave the key in the ignition. Bear is fanatical about both—forcing his family to lower the blinds at sundown, and he “walks the perimeter” every night before bed looking for snipers and ambushes. He rarely gets more than two hours of sleep a night because of nightmares. Four hours sleep is a good night.


After Vietnam he took a job in the Department of Corrections as an officer in a maximum-security prison. Clearly his background as a combat sergeant in the Airborne made him appealing to the prison authorities. He says he was motivated by a desire to help the many incarcerated veterans. But he also loved the sense of being alive that came from being the only guard on a prison tier, where only his cunning, his will, his comprehension of the psychology of the moment stood between him and a shank (homemade knife blade) between the ribs. He reveled in his ability to “mind-fuck” the prison administration when they mistreated Vietnam vet inmates.


He recalls with relish various strategic deceptions that he pulled off against prisoners and administrators alike. In one episode, he feigned a regular, predictable pattern of sleeping while on duty in one of the prison towers, drawing a contraband operation to the apparently safe spot in plain view beneath his tower. He loved this job and only left it because he rebroke the ankle he had broken in a post-Vietnam parachute jump at Fort Bragg.


Now at work in the post office he feels he no longer is able to pick his targets, but rather engages in physical violence before he even knows he is doing it. This hurts his pride because he has always counted on his self-control and self-discipline. Along with his understanding of combat veterans, these were his major assets when he worked as a prison guard.


On one occasion Bear confused a Vietnamese co-worker at the post office with the Vietnamese enemy. He grabbed the man and told him he was going to cut his throat just like his comrades. Bear finds these episodes hateful, because he despises racism and recognizes that the man he terrorized is “a nice guy, by the way.”


Co-workers say that sometimes he just stands and stares. No one dares to interrupt him at these moments, or to come up behind him unannounced.


Thirty years after military discharge he has in one year used up four weeks of vacation time, 150 hours of sick time, and 80 hours without pay, mainly having to leave work in order to prevent himself from killing somebody, but also to receive treatment at the VA.


Many, like Bear, who joined uniformed services quit or were fired after relatively short careers. Unlike Bear, some found civilian policing too boring, too dictated by rules that made them feel unsafe, too full of “chickenshit” authority relationships and apparently meaningless administrative tasks.


A career that war exactly prepares veterans for upon return to civilian life is a criminal career, symbolized here by Odysseus’ pirate raid on Ismarus. Even though piracy had a certain cachet, even respectability, much as privateers, from Sir Francis Drake to the American brig Yankee in the War of 1812, have had in more recent times, I shall use it as a metaphor for a criminal career.8 For obvious reasons, the veterans I work with do not tell me crimes they have committed for which they were never caught and punished. I wouldn’t want to know. It would both impair my personal safety to know these things, as well as lower the level of safety felt by the veterans in the treatment program. One veteran, asked if he had ever “done time,” replied without a flicker of emotion, “Not under this name.” A significant number of the men I have worked with have been incarcerated, which is not statistically unusual. According to the massive, congressionally mandated National Vietnam Veterans Readjustment Study, 11.6 percent of Vietnam-theater veterans who still met criteria for PTSD in the mid-1980s when the interviews were done disclosed to the interviewer that they had been convicted of a felony.9


Active criminals live in a world that surrounds them with dangers, but even more so does prison. Combat veterans who are unable to leave combat mode are in a sense perfectly adapted to these hideous conditions. “They’re fine there. They know exactly where they stand,” says Navy veteran Wiry (a pseudonym), one of my patients who has been incarcerated repeatedly. He continues, “I sleep better there than I do here. You hear that door [to solitary confinement] close on you and you know you can’t hurt anyone and nobody can get at you.”


Veteran Wiry served twenty-two months in the United States Navy on assault support patrol boats (ASPBs), in the Mobile Riverine Force in the Mekong Delta. During this service his boat, including four sailors and the bosun’s mate captain, received the Presidential Unit Citation. This unit citation is considered equal to the Distinguished Service Cross (second only to the Medal of Honor) for individuals.10 He was also individually honored with the Bronze Star Medal, with V device for valor, and a cluster, denoting a second separate honor of the Bronze Star. He received one Purple Heart for combat: wounds.


Wiry was born in a Boston Irish neighborhood to Roman Catholic parents. He joined the Navy out of his senior year in 1965 and completed his high school education in the Navy. The oldest of many siblings, he was the first person in his family to enter military service.


Initially Wiry was trained as a cook and served in this capacity during the unopposed Marine landing at Da Nang in 1965, but after his return, he volunteered for the newly forming Mobile Riverine Force to fight in the Mekong River Delta.


Training for this force was very rigorous. The men trained as five-man crews, where everyone was cross-trained in all the weapons and everyone else’s specialties: in radio, in engine mechanics, in language and interrogation, in the tasks of the medic, and as steersmen. All were trained in counterinsurgency warfare, psychological warfare, hand-to-hand combat, and in the art of making and disarming booby traps. The climax of the training was the Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape course (SERE) during which the trainees were persuaded that they never wanted to be taken alive, by being starved, beaten, subjected to mock executions with a gun in the mouth, kept naked in cold rain, being held upside down in a barrel of water. The training was also effective instruction in methods of torture—this is how you do it.


Wiry’s specialty was weapons and explosives. After training, the five-man crews were introduced to their fifty-foot assault support patrol boats designed for river warfare, specifically to remain afloat after the most violent mine explosion. As Wiry recalls it, the boats were heavily armed with twin.50-caliber machine guns in the bow, a swivel-mounted M-60 in the driver’s position, and a 20mm belt-fed cannon on the roof with an automatic grenade launcher. In the stern, the boat carried a.30-caliber machine gun and a belt-fed, hand-cranked 40mm grenade launcher (“Thumper”). In addition the crews carried on board an arsenal of individual weapons ranging from light antitank weapons (LAWs), M-16s and shotguns, to.38 Special Smith & Wessons in rib holsters.


The crews went over in March 1967, to be joined by their boats about a month later. Wiry’s squadron of ten ASPBs were assigned to ------, on the ------ arm of the Mekong River as it forms its delta entering the South China Sea. The main arms of the river are connected by a maze of thousands of miles of natural and man-made waterways, which also extend away from the river in each direction as it flows south out of Cambodia. The area is the most productive rice-growing area in Vietnam and heavily populated along the banks of the waterways. It was a Viet Cong stronghold.


“Our job was to go in first to find the enemy, keep them busy, until the troops were landed to flush them out…. The rivers were our homes. Helicopters came out to fly orders to us…. We’d beach and take prisoners—we’d do our own interrogations.” They patrolled in narrow waterways where the Viet Cong controlled both banks, and built dug-in, well-concealed ambush positions. Large command-detonated mines were placed underwater at the enemy’s leisure, sometimes creating such large explosions that the bow or stern of the fifty-foot boat would be blown sideways onto the bank, immobilizing the boat and killing some or all of the crew.


“Every time we went out, five guys had to die—this was from four to six boats…. Out of the original fifty of us, seventeen are alive. Two or three are paraplegic and a couple others are in VAs all their life [psychiatric casualties]…. One shot from a village and we took everybody out. We’d go in and wipe out a fucking village—completely.” Wiry served on two ASPBs in his time on riverboats in Vietnam. He is the sole survivor of the first crew, and only one other man is alive from the second. “Sometime we didn’t have no MedEvac, we carried our own dead and our own wounded…. In my nightmares I can’t stand the screaming.” The screaming is sometimes that of wounded crewmates and sometimes of prisoners being tortured.


One particular incident figures strongly in Wiry’s life since Vietnam: flashbacks, intrusive memories, and intrusive thoughts related to the twelve-day period during the Tet Offensive. On St. Patrick’s Day, March 17, 1968, two direct hits from rocket propelled grenades (RPGs) separated by a brief time ambushed his boat in a narrow waterway in the Delta. The first rocket killed the other men in the boat and the second blew Wiry onto the riverbank, where, wounded and unconscious, he was apparently left for dead by the enemy. The Navy also apparently left him for dead, because there was no effort to rescue him. He feels deeply betrayed and enraged by this abandonment, and has lost control of his rage subsequently in civilian life under conditions that seem to repeat this abandonment. During the next twelve nights he made his way on foot through enemy territory, hiding during the day, putting maggots on his infected wounds to clean them, and killing everyone who spotted him or had food to be taken.


Other flashbacks and nightmares relate to the earlier deaths, one by one, of the crew he trained with. “One was an old-time bosun’s mate who had been in the Navy sixteen years. He got hit, a direct hit with an RPG. I was holding a dressing on his stomach and I could feel the blood squishing under my hand every time he took a breath…. One guy lost his arm. He was screaming and screaming, and I picked up his arm and threw it at him—‘Shut the fuck up!’


“We were there to die, and I didn’t die…. I always have that thought, why am I alive? Look at what we did to them people…. Keeping me alive so they don’t forget…. What happens is, I like pain…. Pain makes the nightmares go away. There’s not enough pills or booze to make the nightmares go away, but pain…. In jail I made them do me [beat him]—grabbed a guard and beat him so they’d do me…. If I get hurt bad it helps the nightmares go away faster.”


Wiry is an intelligent, capable man. After discharge from the Navy, between 1970 and 1985 he held himself together by being a workaholic, building up and repeatedly losing businesses, both legal and illegal. He started a successful delicatessen and then destroyed the business when his symptoms flared up. He describes “certain points where I get erratic—all fucked up—and whatever I have going at the time is irrelevant.” He has worked as a caterer, as a tractor-trailer driving instructor, and as a trucker. Several of his businesses were criminal, “in the rackets,” for which he has served prison terms.


One such criminal business involved stealing locked safes from business establishments and then expertly opening them elsewhere with explosives—a civilian application of his trained military skill. He informs me that an ordinary auto tow truck is quite up to the job of pulling a safe through the wall of a building with its cable and then driving away with it.


His first VA hospitalization occurred in January 1985 when he was employed as a trucker. His truck broke down in the cold, and he called in to his employer, who promised to send help. Wiry waited in the truck, but help never came, resulting in the development of hypothermia, for which he had to be hospitalized. He now understands that he experienced this as a replay of being abandoned in the Mekong Delta after being blown off his boat. At the time, however, he did not see this: “They left me…. [After release from the hospital] I went off and I shot up the warehouse…. I made the people who owned the company get down on their knees…. I treated them like [Vietnamese] prisoners.”


Treatment in the VA since the mid-1980s has only partially stabilized Wiry. He remains highly symptomatic, highly mistrustful, and highly explosive. In the periods around Christmas and around the anniversary of Tet in March [that is, of a period of thirty-five consecutive days of fighting during the Tet Offensive], he has gotten himself beaten up almost every year. He does this by going into a bar and attacking the largest man in the place. Wiry weighs no more than 140 and is about five feet seven, and, of course, wiry in build.


Speaking of his criminal activities he says, “It’s not the money, it’s the action.” His skills, his cunning, his craft—a precise word, because it means both highly developed skill and cunning—all become valuable again in “action” in a way that they never are in civilian life. To my knowledge, he has never read Tennyson’s poem Ulysses, but would readily subscribe to the following:


How dull it is to pause, to make an end,
To rust unburnish’d, not to shine in use!
As tho’ to breathe were life …


He shares the disdain that Tennyson’s Odysseus has for the civilians: they merely “hoard, and sleep, and feed, and know not me.”11


What kind of recognition and acknowledgment would have let Wiry feel he was “known,” understood, and valued? Any kind? Would it have affected his need for “action”? I believe that a unit association of Riverine Force veterans, such as exists now thirty-plus years out, could have made this difference had it existed at the time.
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