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Why the tears? It wasn’'t my war!

It wasn't even my war. Mine was Korea, and it was over by 1953. | spent my
army career mostly in Germany, which was a good place to be at that time.
Some of the men in my basic training company never came back from Korea.
But Vietnam wasn't mine. It was another war, in another place. Most Americans,
including me, didn't know we were in a war until long after it started. For a long
time we really didn't know what was going on. In many ways Vietham was like
the LaBrea tar pits. No one intended to get in that muck. When we found
ourselves in it, no one really knew how to get out gracefully.

That's why | couldn't understand my reaction when | visited the Vietnam war
memorial in Washington not long ago. | stopped to check through the directory
of the dead who are memorialized, over 50,000, and my eyes filled with tears.
Perhaps it was because the directory that helps you find particular names is as
thick as the San Mateo County phone book. Perhaps it was the hundreds of
small paper Canadian flags, each one attached to a strip of paper with the
name of an individual Canadian who had died in Vietnam. | had never thought
of Canadians in Vietnam, but thousands were there, and hundreds died. For
every Canadian there were many Americans.

The memorial is unlike any other |'ve seen. It is all at and below ground level,
highly polished dark granite. It's very low key, yet as emotionally wrenching as
any memorial | know of. No men on horseback, no tombs of unknowns, no fancy
uniforms and changings of the guard, no eternal flames, just name after name
after name in granite.

In fact | was so moved | bought a copy of the directory to bring home. It's not
light reading, just names, hometowns, location on the panels. The impact is not
that there are names | know, (James Walker, PFC, Army, Born 26 Feb 1947,
died 29 Apr 1968, hometown Pacifica, CA Panel 53E, line no. 8) but that there
are six other James Walkers, from Florida, and Louisiana and Idaho and
Pennsylvania. It's bad enough our James Walker died, but there were six more
James Walkers needed to accomplish whatever it was we accomplished in the
Vietham War.

There are no Azevedos, but there are five Acevedos, (Azevedo is Portuguese,
Acevedo Spanish). There are plenty of other Hispanic names, and Asian.
There's Perez, and Vazquez, and seven pages of Johnsons, almost nine pages
of Smiths.

As | walked down the path, | heard, first a conversation in Spanish, then one in
Chinese. | realized the families that were impacted by the loss of sons and
brothers and fathers don't all speak English at home. The Canadian flags
demonstrate that not all those who died in Vietnam representing the U.S. were
born in this country. '

| understand that the young woman whose design was used had first submitted
it in her school design class. It got a B. When she and her teacher both
submitted designs to the committee, his did not place, but her design was
chosen. If my emotional reaction is the criterion, she deserves an A plus,



