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‘No war is worth losing your life for,” a college acquaintance used to

argue. ‘The issue isn’t a moral one. It’s a matter of efficiency: what’s the
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most efficient way to stay alive when your nation is at war? That’s the
issue.” But others argued that no war is worth losing your country for,
and when asked about the case when a country fights a wrong war, those
people just shrugged. Most of my college friends found easy paths away
from the problem, all to their credit. Deferments for this and that. Letters
from doctors or chaplains. It was hard to find people who had to think
much about the problem. Counsel came from two main quarters, paci-
fists and veterans of foreign wars. But neither camp had much to offer.
It wasn’t a matter of peace, as the pacifists argued, but rather a matter of
when and when not to join others in making war. And it wasn’t a matter
of listening to an ex-lieutenant colonel talk about serving in a right war,
when the question was whether to serve in what seemed a wrong one.
(30-31)
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One aspect [of the middle-western community] is my sense of bitterness
about small-town Republican, polyester, white-belted, Kiwanis Amer-
ica. The people who vote and participate in civic events, who build
playgrounds and prop up our libraries and then turn around and send us
to wars, oftentimes out of utter and absolute ignorance. And I'm bitter
about it. I'm bitter about people who say with a knee-jerk reaction, “let’s

go kill Satan.” The Middle America I grew up in sent me to that war.
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... That know-nothing attitude really disturbs and angers me. The Mid-
west for me is not just a sweet background I naively grew up in full of
innocence and romanticism. I have a real bitterness towards it that lasts
to this day. ... And, just to finish this little tirade of mine, above all my
bitterness has to do with my hatred of Middle American ignorance. ...
There’s a laziness and a complacency, a kind of Puritan sense of pious
rectitude, that you can tell really pisses me off. So when I write about it
in part out of a sense of real rage and anger, justifiable rage and justifi-
able anger. (80)
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...it’s not just Worthington; it’s the whole country that sort of ticks me
off. I go after Worthington only because I know the place well enough
to make it particular in the details of it, but it’s representative to me of a

whole mindset in this country,... (Herzog Vietnam 90)
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Piled on top of this was the town, my family, my teachers, a whole his-
tory of the prairie. Like magnets, these things pulled in one direction or
the other, almost physical forces weighting the problem, so that, in the
end, it was less reason and more gravity that was the final influence...
The decision was mine and it was not talked about. The town lay there,
spread out in the corn and watching me, the mouths of old women and
Country Club men poised in readiness to find fault. It was not a town,
not a Minneapolis or New York, where the son of a father can some-

times escape scrutiny. (18)
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1 did not want to be a soldier, not even an observer to war. But neither
did T want upset a peculiar balance between the order I knew, the peo-
ple I knew, and my own private world. It was not just that I valued that
order. I also feared its opposite—inevitable chaos, censure, embarrass-
ment, the end of everything that had happened in my life, the end of it
all. (22)
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I grew out of one war and into another. My father came from leaden
ships of sea, from the Pacific theater; my mother was a WAVE. I was
the offspring of the great campaign against the tyrants of the 1940s,
one explosion in the Baby Boom, one of millions come to replace those
who had just died. My bawling came with the first throaty note of a new
army in spawning. I was bred with the haste and dispatch and careless
muscle-flexing of a nation giving bridle to its own good fortune and

success. I was fed by the spoils of 1945 victory. (12)
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...most of If I Die is straight autobiography. All of the events in the
book really happened; in one sense it is a kind of war memoir and never v
intended to be fiction. It’s not fiction. But...I tried to cast the scenes in
fictional form. Dialogue, for example. Often I couldn’t remember the
exact words people said, and yet to give it a dramatic intensity and im-
mediacy I’d made up dialogue that seemed true to the spirit of what was
said.... Things like ordering chronologies, that’s made up. I didn’t follow
the chronology of the events; I switched events around for the purpose
of drama. (Schroeder 125)
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It was more intense, more detailed, and certainly more time-consuming
than anything that newspaper or magazine reporters, including investi-
gative reporters, were accustomed to. We developed the habit of staying
with the people we were writing about for days at a time, weeks in some
cases. We had to gather all the material the conventional journalist was
after and then keep going. It seemed all-important to be there when
dramatic scenes took place, to get the dialogue, the gestures, the facial
expressions, the details of the environment. The idea was to give the full
objective description, plus something that readers had always had to go
to novels and short stories for: namely, the subjective or emotional life

of the characters.
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Through the magic of a story, as we watch characters have the same
sensation of actually participating in events. Our heartbeats quicken. We
shed a tear. We chuckle. We feel. It is one thing to understand that the
American was in Vietnam was morally ambiguous and morally compli-
cated. It is another thing to feel personally ensnared in those ambiguities

and complications. (219)
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HETH-DICHEFITNLCEEY #T 5 —“You start muttering to yourself.
You wish you had a friend. You feel alone and sad and scared and desperate. You
want to run...you aren’t a soldier. Not really. You don’t belong here. Some ghastly
mistake” (55)0 & 5 Wi, you L FEOPUT 2SS, REZEOESF -2 2
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You take off your uniform. You roll it into a ball and stuff it into your
suitcase and put on a sweater and blue jeans. You smile at yourself in
the mirror. You grin, beginning to know you’re happy. Much as you hate
it, you don’t have civilian shoes, but no one will notice. It’s impossible

to go home barefoot. (203)
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The pronouns ‘I’ and ‘you,” as opposed to ‘she,” ‘he,” ‘they’ and the
like, are empty in themselves. They do not refer outside of the situation
in which they are uttered. Each utterance is performed by an ‘I’ and
addressed to a ‘you.’ This second person is crucial, for it is that subject

that confirms the ‘I’ as a speaker. (30)
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