LIGHT AT THE END OF THE TUNNEL

1. Chapter 3, “Dwight D Eisenhower and Wholehearted support of Ngo Dinh Diem.”  What is the policy of the Eisenhower Administration during the early years of the American involvement in Vietnam? Why did the Eisenhower Administration support Diem?

In April of 1954, Eisenhower made a statement that said, “ The loss of South Vietnam would set in motion a crumbling process that could, as it progressed, have grave consequences for us and for freedom. {p.33}”  Eisenhower had used this domino affect analogy to describe the importance of Indochina.  Vietnam’s independence was strategically vital to the United States and in the beginning Eisenhower would use the Truman policy and strategy, to keep communism out of Vietnam.  The Truman policy was to spend a lot of money without sending American troops in harms way.  

Eisenhower, by 1955 had started to support an autocratic recluse named Ngo Dinh Diem.  For the remainder of Eisenhower’s presidency he placed his backing of Diem; although Diem’s ability to control the war was questionable.  By supporting a leader in the government of Vietnam, the United States became involved in the politics of their government.  All of this support was to keep American troops out of the battles, yet it did exactly the opposite.  

2. Chapter 12, “The Failure of Force.”  According to the author of this chapter, Gareth Porter, the United States failed “to take account of either the psychology of the North Vietnamese or their capacity to adapt successfully to an all-out war of destruction.” Do you agree with the author? Explain.

Nixon had made threat after threat to use unprecedented devastation by bombing Hanoi, and the North Vietnamese had taken these threats seriously.  Their government had actually abandoned these cities, except for looks and diplomatic uses, and expected them to be destroyed.  When the time came for the massive bombings, there was a defensive mechanism in place that even the Russians didn’t know about.  “During 1972 the DRV had been secretly making radical improvements in the capability of its radar system for tracking US planes… (p. 140)” An estimated 850 SAM missile sites were ready and waiting to defend Hanoi.  The Vietnamese government and its people were held up safely some distance away.  The U. S. was unable to even comprehend an enemy that would do something like this.  Yes, I agree with the statement that the United States failed to take into account the psychology of the North Vietnamese.  I also disagree that with the one-sidedness of this entire book.  The Vietcong were cowards; they failed to separate themselves from the population, the VC army could not be distinguished from civilians.  In today’s society they would be considered terrorist.  The VC used terror tactics to gain numbers of soldiers, similar to our current situation in the Middle East. The U.S. was also fighting a war on the home front.  I deplore how the U.S. universities reacted during this time period!!  To this day, I still see the university system as being ultra-liberal and can not trust it as an institution.

3. Chapter 16, “Why the Communists Won.”  According to the author of this chapter, William Duiker, why did the Communist win the Vietnam War?

The main reason, if you could put a finger on a single issue, was the fact that the world let it happen by not entering in early enough.  Since this was not the case, Duiker states, “The genius of that program, Communist Party’s program, was that it was able to combine patriotic and economic themes in an artful way to win the allegiance of a broad spectrum of the Vietnamese population in the party’s struggle against its adversaries. {p.180}”  The Vietminh Front linked with the ICP, Indochinese Communist Party, to form an alliance; this alliance allowed the Vietminh to oppose the French colonization.  It banded the desire for economic and social justice with the drive for national independence. On the other hand, the nationalist movement was so inept that the leaders had to rely on outside support for their survival.  

The second major contributing factor was the party’s ability to combine the political struggle with the military.  “ It was the political superiority of the Communists over their nationalist rivals that forced Paris, and then Washington, to turn to the military option and thus transform a civil conflict into a revolutionary war. {p.181}”  Ho Chi Minh was the central figure of the revolution.  He was able to formulate appropriate programs and strategies to match the circumstances.  

Duiker points out that since the French had sufficiently put down any chance of a nationalist opposition, this opened the door to non-traditional movements.  In its truest form the Communist doctrine is acclaimed to be heaven on earth, everyone works, everyone benefits.  Lets face it; a true democratic society has the extremes of rich and the poor.  
4. Chapter 18, “Getting Hit.”  What happens after the platoon in “Getting Hit” receives the order that “a Christmas cease-fire had gone into effect”?

The quickest route back to return to friendly lines was down the Purple Heart Trail.  As the platoon made their way through the flooded rice field and up the mudded embankment, the platoon started to slip and fall among the mud causing them to fall into each other and bunching up. When Caputo made it over the embankment he helped a few marines up and passed the word back not to bunch up, which was misunderstood as  “… to burn the hut. {p198}”

After Caputo ordered them to put the fire out, he was talking to one of his men when, “There was a roaring and a hot hard slap of wind and a needle pricking my thigh and something clubbed me in the small of the back. {p 198}”  Caputo ended up with his stomach in the mud and his ears ringing. After he stood up, still stunned, he saw that none of the shrapnel had pierced his skin. At first he thought someone had stepped on a mine, but then realized that it had been an electrically detonated mine. There were nine wounded, four that were able to walk and five that needed to evacuate. 

After the wounded were airlifted out, it was determined that the village they had just passed through had VC in it, and they were the ones who detonated the mine. At Caputo’s orders, both rocket launcher teams fired white-phosphorus shells into the village causing half of it to go up in flames. 

5. Chapter 20, “Nursing and Disillusionment.”  How would you describe Lynda Van Deventer’s nursing experience in Vietnam?  How does she cope with her tour of duty?

Lynda Van Deventer went up-country believing that she was there to save not only the wounded, but also the Vietnamese from having to live with the threat of tyranny. Instead she saw the results of the disfigurement with the wounded, watched the painful death of many soldiers, and also witnessed the degrading treatment of the dead, not just by the V.C. soldier’s, but by the U.S. soldier’s as well. Near the end of her tour of duty she was emotionally spent. In the middle of one particular day of duty she was directed to scrub in on a belly case.  She realized that the patient was a prisoner of war, a lieutenant colonel.  Furious she challenged the charge nurse, “We still have GIs out there…What the fuck are we doing this guy for? {p.212}”  In order for her to cope with herself and all of the death and destruction around her, she became a harden person to survive her tour of duty.

6. Chapter 21, “They Did Not Know Good from Evil.”  In this story, what is it that the U.S. solider did not know?

He was fighting in a country not knowing the language, not knowing the people nor their way of life, not knowing what they believed in, if they wanted this war or not. “He didn’t know who was right, or what was right; he didn’t know if it was a war of self-determination or self-destruction, outright aggression or national liberation; he didn’t know which speeches to believe, which books, which politicians; he didn’t know if nations would topple like dominoes or stand separate like trees; he didn’t know who really started the war, or why, or when … {p.217}” He did not know if a smile was one of being friendly, or one that is hidden with hate. He did not know what their friendship meant, did it have the same meaning as it did in the states? He did not know the culture, their religion, but most of all he did not know who he could trust.  Who can you trust, trust in the wrong hands kills Americans.  

7. Chapter 23, “Military Mismanagement.”  How did the prevailing attitude of the U.S. Army officers effect the overall direction of the war in Vietnam?  How did an officer’s desire to have his “ticket punched” affect the outcome of the Vietnam War? 

Industrial bureaucratization had infiltrated the US Army by the time Vietnam started, it had started in the 1940s.  Officers that did not get promoted were removed from the army.  This technique was detrimental to skilled army officers.  “Americans seem unable to imagine an individual being satisfied by doing a job for which he is suited. {p.236}”  The bureaucracy was to manage workers instead of leading by example, why put a manager in harms way when this manager was looking at getting promoted.   General Westmoreland thought of himself as “America’s senior personnel manager in-country. {p.236}”  This identity was something he had learned in the H āāārvard Business School.  

The new up or out policy made the military bureaucracy so top heavy during Vietnam that there was a larger percentage of officers in the field than other American Wars.  This new kind of leadership led to the fall of morals, honor, and military logic, and without it our soldiers had no direction to follow.  In order for an officer to have his ticket punched, he needed to have a tour of duty in Vietnam. It did not matter if he had any battle experience. The officer could and would make battle plans in the safety of his office. The more battles that the officer won and the higher the reported numbers of enemies killed would mean more medals and promotion for the officer in charge.  What mattered was what looked good on paper, and if it made his superiors look better as well. The fighting soldiers knew this, by this time they had stopped caring who won or who lost. There were times when soldiers would kill an officer for saying something they did not like. Many of them had turned to drugs as a way to either escape into another world, or to just not feel anything anymore. The senior officers knew what was going on and did nothing to stop it. With this type of leadership it was the beginning of the end of the war. 

8. Chapter 24, “My Lai: The filling Begins.”  This chapter vividly describes what took place at My Lai. The authors also point out that not all the soldiers participated in the carnage. “Only a handful offered any real help or compassion to the Vietnamese.” Identify those who refused to participate in the slaughter.

Robert Mables, described as “a quiet, mild-mannered, and thoughtful Nergo from Englishtown, a rural area of New Jersey. {p.254}”  He had seen many disgusting things being done during his tour in Vietnam, but one particular incident would be the worst. There was an old man who had sustained serious injuries to his legs. Another soldier by the name of Bergthold, shot him blowing off the top his head and claimed he did this out of mercy. A platoon medic by the name of George Garza came across a little boy, who had an injury to his arm, Garza bandaged it. Harry Stanley and Herbert Carter came upon another boy that was urged to hide and to be quiet. “Carter admired Stanley, describing him often as a ‘sharp dude.’ He believed he cared more for the Vietnamese than his fellow Americans. {p.258}”  Leonard Gonzalez found a young girl lying on her back at the edge of a field. She had a chest wound, he knew that there wasn’t anything he could do for her, other than pouring some water on her forehead and try to get her to drink some water. After he left, he hadn’t gone very far, he heard a shot then turned to see that she had been shot.

9. Chapter 37, “A Deserter and His Family.”  How do Mr. and Mrs. Perrin initially deal with their son as a deserter in the United States Army? Over time how does their attitude change?

Mrs. Perrin, a nurse on the night shift at the Veterans Administration Hospital, heard on the radio that their son, Richard had deserted from the Army. Mr. Perrin, a veteran of World War ll, was asleep when his wife got home from work. She decided to wait until morning to tell him about Richard. After she told him, they cried. They knew how their son felt about the war, but at the time they couldn’t understand why. Mr. Perrin was a patriotic man, and had made statements like, “Anyone who deserts should be shot. {p.43}”  They were horrified when they saw their son being interviewed by CBS. Mr. Perrin made a statement to a reporter saying, “We don’t go along with what this boy did but we realize he has been brainwashed. {p.413}”  Just the word deserter made them feel sick. Even though they did not approve of his actions, they would always defend him. It took them almost three years to come to an understanding why he deserted and the reasons why.  They felt that they would never see him again, and started to question if Richard had done the right thing.  There were some people, even though they were few, that told them they felt he did do the right thing.  A pastor that had known Richard and liked him told his parents to “keep in touch with their son, not to turn their backs on him. {p.415}” In the fall of 1973, the Perrin’s went to Vermont for an amnesty conference. For the first time they were with people who felt like they did.  Mr. and Mrs. Perrin have been seen their son and family in Canada five times, and they have been happy ones!

10. Chapter 38, “Agent Orange and the Wall at Home.”  Whose names do Sam and Emmet look for on the Vietnam Memorial?  What is the relationship of these people to Sam and Emmet?

They were looking for Dwayne E. Hughes, Sam’s father and Emmett’s brother in law. Emmet was also looking for guys that had been killed around him on a certain day, and for another guy that he didn’t know if he made it out or not. Sam had borrowed a ladder from one the men that had been working on the wall so that her Mamaw could climb up to eye level of her son’s name. Afterwards Sam looks for Emmett and finds him “sitting there cross-legged in front of the wall, and slowly his face bursts into a smile like flames. {p.424}”
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