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Q. How do you feel your books have contributed to the way we remember or understand Vietnam?
A. My hope is that readers might feel something of what I felt as a young man at war.  We all know, of course, that war is terrible.  We all know that war is a polite name for sanctioned homicide.  We all know that, adding up the pluses and minuses, we would rather eat a good steak than shoot a man in the head.  However, for most of us, such knowledge is abstract and sterile.  I could tell you, for instance, that war is hell—which certainly it is—but that utterance does not permit us to feel much.  Through the magic of a story, as we watch characters make their choices and live their lives, we sometimes have the 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 war in Vietnam was morally ambiguous and morally complicated.  It is another thing to feel personally ensnared in those ambiguities and complications.

Q. Do you believe that fiction or memoir can change the public consciousness as it relates to war?
A. Fiction appeals not just to the reader’s intellect, but also to the nape of the neck, and to the heart and the funny bone and the tear glands and the back of your throat and the stomach.  A textbook might make your head respond.  A decent story will make your stomach respond.  To this extent, but no more, a piece of fiction (and sometime a memoir) may have some modest influence on public attitudes toward mass butchery.

Q.  How has your view on war changed, if at all, since writing If I Die in a Combat Zone?
A. Mankind has never suffered a shortage of reasons to kill.  Some of those reasons—not many—seem to me defensible.  Most seem preposterous, especially after the passage of time. (I think of the Trojan Wars.  I think of weapons of mass destruction that did not exist.  I think of the white man’s wars of extermination against American Indians.  I think of Flanders and the Somme.  I think of the Hundred Years War.  I think of our nation’s wars against Mexico and Spain and Vietnam.)  Wars are sold to us as pending catastrophes.  “If we don’t start killing other human beings,” the pitch goes, “we will suffer unendurable and lasting harm.”  Odd thing, but I now own a white dress shirt manufactured in Vietnam.  My wife purchased the shirt for twenty-seven dollars at a J.C. Penny just off I-35 in Austin, Texas.  Business is booming.  American teenagers bicycle up and down Highway One.  Tourists drink cold Cokes in the cafes of Hanoi.  Catastrophe?  Three million people are dead.  We lost.  Where’s the fucking catastrophe?

Q. How do you think the experience of today’s soldiers differs from your own?
A. In one chief respect, wars in Iraq and Afghanistan seem to me radically different from my own war of forty-plus years ago.  Now there is no national conscription.  There are no hometown draft boards sizing up eighteen-year-olds in the name of containment and falling dominoes.  There is no lottery.  The wolf isn’t howling at the door.  It’s easy to support a war if you don’t have to die or kill.  It’s easy to declaim belligerent rhetoric down at the Elks Lodge on a Saturday night if your handsome young son or your lovely young daughter will never end up in a plastic body bag.  There should be a law:  If you support a war, you must go.  And your children must go. Otherwise you’re a hypocrite and will be imprisoned for murderous hypocrisy.  (Unless, of course, you support a war only to the extent that other people should die in it.)

Q. What advice would you give to a young soldier today?
A. I would advise a young soldier to avoid killing children.

Q. You’ve written both fiction and nonfiction books about Vietnam.  Why did you choose to do so?  Do you feel that one or the other is better at communicating certain truths?
A. The distinction between fiction and nonfiction seems to me problematic.  Truth itself—whatever that might be—is elusive and mutable.  What is true one day may be untrue the next.  (Do you still believe in Santa Claus?  Have you ever fallen out of love?  Is the Earth flat?)  So-called nonfiction—a history textbook, let’s say—is necessarily selective in its presentation of facts.  A history of Vietnam does not contain every thought of every soldier who participated in that war, no does it mention even a puny fraction of the many millions of ambushes, night patrols, firefights, bombings, combat assaults, artillery barrages, mosquito bites, leech infestations, mutilations, decapitations, sucking chest wounds, wailing mothers, silent fathers, and broken hearts.  (Is a portion of the “truth” the truth?  A man might truthfully say that he had done some grocery shopping that morning, neglecting to mention that after paying the cashier, he had then pulled a pistol and robbed the place.)  Moreover, even if the notion of truth were not so perplexing, a work of history cannot report what is held secret.  A history cannot report the wee-hour dreams of Ho Chi Minh.  A history is limited by the unknown and the unknowable.  (In his final moments, did Custer recognize the astonishing justice of receiving that which he had come to deliver?  What passed through Lizzie Borden’s mind as she raised her hatchet?  Did Lizzie raise a hatchet?)  A history reduces.  A history omits.  A history generalized.  And yet, by and large, we regard our history textbooks as “true,” while we regard Adventures of Huckleberry Finn as “untrue.”  This puzzles me.  But, please, don’t’ misunderstand.  Nonfiction is important.  I adore reading a good work of history, or a good biography, and I thoroughly enjoy the illusion that I am discovering “what actually happened.”

Q. Why have you continued to write about Vietnam over your entire career?
A. America gave me Vietnam.  I want to give it back.


