
Spindler 1 

Natalie Spindler 

1968 Now: Revolution- Art, History, and Philosophy  

Professor Savage, Kearney, and Gallagher 

19 December 2018 

Soldiers and the Vietnam War 

 The Vietnam War is one of the most divisive and controversial wars in United States 

history. What started as a containment war, with the aim of stopping communism from 

spreading to Vietnam, became a contentious topic that sparked protest and doubt in America’s 

involvement in the war. Whether America should have deployed troops to Vietnam can be 

debated over and over, but the massive mental and emotional toll on the soldiers who fought 

in the war can not be debated. The soldiers witnessed and participated in horrific acts, 

watched a beautiful country be destroyed, and fought in a war they knew could never be won.  

Many consider the Vietnam War to have been an unwinnable war when looking back 

at America’s strategy. Nevertheless, American soldiers were shipped off to Vietnam to stop 

the spread of communism. One Marine and Vietnam veteran, Philip Brady, reflected on his 

thoughts going into the war in the Ken Burns and Lynn Novick documentary, The Vietnam 

War. All the rhetoric prior to Brady’s landing in Vietnam was that America was so close to 

winning the war. General Westmoreland told Brady and his fellow soldiers that, “We were 

down on the five-yard line and we just needed a few more to go get the touchdown.”1 

However, when Brady landed in Vietnam, he realized this could not be further from the truth. 

In reality, America was losing the war. Brady’s story is similar to many soldiers and even 

journalists who went to Vietnam. David Greenway, a journalist covering the war, wrote, “I 

have become very pessimistic about the chances of winning this war. Maybe with 600,000 
                                                
1 Ken Burns and Lynn Novick, The Vietnam War. 
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troops and 20 years we might pull it off, but we will probably lose this one as the French did 

and go home,” in a letter to his father.2 Clearly hopes of winning the war were bleak for those 

directly involved in the war even if the war was being presented as a success to the general 

public. Those higher up in government were well aware of the situation troops would be 

entering into when they got to Vietnam. President Richard Nixon is quoted saying, “Uh, Dick, 

the great trouble I’m under...A man can fight if he can see daylight down the road somewhere. 

But there ain’t no daylight in Vietnam. There’s not a bit,” to his friend Senator Richard 

Russell.3 Therefore, the troops being sent to Vietnam were being sent to fight in a hopeless, 

brutal war with no true understanding of what they would encounter when they got to there.  

Upon landing in Vietnam, many troops were surprised by the beauty of the country. 

One marine, Philip Caputo, described how he was struck by the beauty of the “jade-green rice 

paddies” and the “bluish, jungled mountains” in the distance.4 However, the beauty of 

Vietnam quickly became juxtaposed with death, decay, and destruction as the war intensified. 

All throughout the country, soldiers happened upon death, whether in the jungles, fields, or 

cities. Those in Vietnam (soldiers, reporters, etc.) saw death of not only soldiers, but also of 

civilians. Michael Herr, a reporter in Vietnam, describes talking in an “offhanded way” with 

soldiers until they came across the first of the many dead civilians they were to encounter, 

“...we came across the very first of the hundreds of civilian dead that we were to see in the 

next weeks: a little girl who had been hit while riding her bicycle and an old man who lay 

arched over his straw hat. They'd been lying out like that for over a week, and for the first 

time I was grateful for the cold.”5 

                                                
2 David Greenway, “Foreign Correspondent: A Memoir.” 
3 Ken Burns and Lynn Novick, The Vietnam War. 
4 Ken Burns and Lynn Novick. 
5 “Hell Sucks.” 
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During Vietnam, many soldiers were either wounded or died. Many times, companies 

would get cut off from the roads and it would take them hours to get the casualties out and to 

doctors. Bodies of the wounded and the dead would be piled onto tanks in haphazard fashions 

in order to not leave the bodies behind (Appendix A). There were so many bodies at times 

that the doctors were overwhelmed and could not always give proper treatment. Michael Herr 

gives the example of a doctor who had to quickly triage a Marine who had been shot in the 

neck and move on to soldiers the doctor knew could be saved. Herr noted that there was a 

chance the Marine could have still been considered clinically alive when he was placed into a 

body bag.6 The doctor had never had to make decisions of who to try to save before, but in 

Vietnam it became commonplace. Soldiers, doctors, and reporters were so constantly 

surrounded by death and chaos that many of them grew accustomed to it as best they could.  

When watching the Ken Burns and Lynn Novick documentary, The Vietnam War, it is 

striking just how much of an affect the war had on those fighting in it. Many did their best to 

get by in the war unaffected, yet that was nearly impossible. One special forces member, 

Robert Rheault, mentioned emotional numbing as a coping mechanism and advantage when 

fighting a war. He described it as, “You don’t have the luxury to indulge your fear, because 

other people’s lives depend upon you keeping your head cold. To be able to get absolutely 

very cold about what needs to be done and to stick with it. To me, it’s a little bit distressing to 

realize that I was at my best doing something as terrible as war.”7 Although soldiers may have 

experienced emotional numbing while in battle, the war still took a toll on many of the 

soldiers. While not a soldier, one reporter summed up what war does to people when he said, 

“You can’t just be a neutral witness to something like war. It crawls down your throat. It eats 

                                                
6 “Hell Sucks.” 
7 Ken Burns and Lynn Novick, The Vietnam War. 
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you alive from the inside and the out.”8 Many of the soldiers just wished for any injury that 

may get them out of continuing to fight in the war. They did not want to continue on fighting. 

They wanted to be sent home, even if that meant getting wounded.  

Michael Herr witnessed the want of many soldiers to just be sent home. Herr wrote 

about soldiers singing lines from the popular song “We Gotta Get Out of This Place” by The 

Animals as that is what they truly wanted to do. The soldiers recognized the horror and 

nastiness of the Vietnam War. Many thought they would never get out alive. Instead, they 

hoped and wished to get wounded, so they could get on the next flight away from the terror of 

the war. Herr recounted the reaction of one soldier who found out he was too badly wounded 

to stay and would thus be sent home, “At first the boy was sure that the doctor was kidding 

him, then he started to believe a little of it, and when he knew that it was true, that he was 

actually getting out, he couldn't stop smiling, and enormous tears of happiness ran down into 

his ears.”9  

Many of the soldiers fighting in Vietnam were quite young. With the draft, younger 

men were enlisted into the armed forces. In addition, many younger men signed up for the 

war. The men who signed up for the war grew up with fathers who fought in World War II 

and the Korean War. These men were inspired by their fathers to sign up to fight in the 

Vietnam War.10 However, these boys did not know what they were getting themselves into.  

Soldiers were constantly confronted with death and destruction. They watched their 

fellow soldiers die horrific and brutal deaths. As Greenway said in his book, “And we saw 

them die. Some would drop just like sacks from a clean bullet to the head. Others would die 

                                                
8 Ken Burns and Lynn Novick. 
9 “Hell Sucks.” 
10 Ken Burns and Lynn Novick, The Vietnam War. 
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screaming in agony. So many were so young, still in or hardly out of their teens.”11 He 

continues on to explain that even though he was only in in early thirties, he seemed so much 

older than so many of those fighting in the war. Many of the deaths and injuries in Vietnam 

were brutal and horrific. One reporter recounts the story of grabbing a soldier’s feet to pull 

him to safety, only to have the soldier’s boots crumble in his hands and then realizing he is 

holding the soldier’s ankle bone as his flesh has been cooked off.12 The reporter can still feel 

the bones in his hands just like many soldiers can still picture and replay the war in their 

heads.    

The war affected all those who took a part in it. The toll the war took can be seen in 

the pain on the faces of those retelling wars stories. The pain is understood with the words 

chosen by those writing about their war experiences. It is understood when hearing the 

shocking stories from the war.    

The boys sent off to Vietnam saw members of their platoons die. They looked at 

bodies of civilians strewn on the streets. They witnessed the wrecking of homes, cities, and a 

country. They watched napalm being dropped endlessly. They listened to the sounds of 

gunfire and battle. They killed many. Many soldiers perished themselves and some survived. 

However, those who survived, did not get away unharmed. Whether the soldiers came home 

with physical injuries, almost all came home with images, sounds, and smells they will never 

be able to forget. The Vietnam War will continue to rage on in those who fought in it.     

  

                                                
11 David Greenway, “Foreign Correspondent: A Memoir.” 
12 Ken Burns and Lynn Novick, The Vietnam War. 
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