
339

PHrr-rp Cnpuro

FRoM A Rumor of War (197n

The Vietnam War generated several powerful novels and memoirs. Among the most

influential was A Rumor of War, an autobiographical account of Philip Caputo's ex-

perience as a Marine lieutenant among the first American combat troops in Vietnam

in 1965-1966. Caputo describes how dfficult it was for American troops trained for
conyentional combat to adjust to the realities of a guerrilla war of attrition against

a largely unseen enemy, the Viet Cong-nationalist communis* fighting in South

Vietnam. Like so many soldiers over the centuries, Caputo's experience of the mun-

dane tedium and discomfor* (the jungJe heat, biting insects, leeches, and jungle rot

fungus from constantly wet boots) as well as intense horrors of actual combat was

eye-opening as well as disillusioning. Caputo stressed that he and other U.S. troops

were not trained for the kind of irregular guerrilla warfare they experienced. Nor
were they prepared for the pervasive coruuption they witnessed within the South

Vietnamese government and army. Caputo also revealed how he and his platoon killed

civilians suspected of aiding the Communist Viet Cong. His riveting meditations on

what became America's longest and most frustrating war were widely influential.

Prologue from the book A Rumor of War by Philip Caputo. Copyright @ 1977 by Philip
Caputo. Reprinted by permission of Henry Holt and Company, LLC.

n March 8, 1965, as a young infantry offi-
cer, I landed at Danang with a battalion of
the 9th Marine Expeditionary Brigade, the

first U.S. combat unit sent to Indochina.

For Americans who did not come of age in the

early sixties, it may be hard to grasp what those

years were like-the pride and overpowering self

assurance that prevailed. Most of the thirty-five
hundred men in our brigade, born during or im-
mediately after World War II, were shaped by that

eia, the age of lJohn F.] Kennedy's Camelot. We

went overseas full of illusions, for which the intox-
icating atmosphere of those years was as much to
blame as our youth.

War is always attractive to young men who
know nothing about it, but we had also been se-

duced into uniform by Kennedy's challenge to
"ask what you can do for your country" and by

the missionary idealism he had awakened in us.

America seemed omnipotent then: the country
could still claim it had never lost a war, and we

believed we were ordained to play cop to the
Communists' robber and spread our own politi-
cal faith around the world. Like the French sol-

diers of the late eighteenth century, we saw

ourselves as the champions of "a cause that was

destined to triumph." So, when we marched into
the rice paddies on that damp March afternoon,
we carried, along with our packs and rifles, the
implicit convictions that the Viet Cong would be

quickly beaten and that we were doing something
altogether noble and good. We kept the packs and

rifles; the convictions, we lost.
The discovery that the men we had scorned as

peasant guerrillas were, in fact, a lethal, determined

enemy and the casualty lists that lengthened each

week with nothing to show for the blood being spilled

broke our early confidence. By autumn, what had
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begun as an adventurous expedition had turned into
an exhausting, indecisive war of attrition in which we
fought for no causeothe.:* .:. own survival.

The tedium was occasionally relieved by a large-
scale search-and-destroy operation, but the exhila-
ration of riding the lead helicopter into a landing
zone was usually followed by more of the same hot
walking, with the mud sucking at our boots and
the sun thudding against our helmets while an in-
visible enemy shot at us from distant tree lines. The
rare instances when the VC [Viet Cong] chose to
fight a set-piece battle provided the only excite-
ment; not ordinary excitement, but the manic ec-
stasy of contact. Weeks of bottled-up tensions
would be released in a few minutes of orgiastic vi-
olence, men screaming and shouting obscenities
above the explosions of grenades and the rapid,
rippling bursts of automatic rifles.

Beyond adding a few more corpses to the weekly
body count, none of these encounters achieved
anything; none will ever appear in military histo-
ries or be studied by cadets at West Point. Still, they
changed us and taught us, the men who fought in
them; in those obscure skirmishes we learned the
old lessons about fear, cowardice, courage, suf-
fering, cruelty, and comradeship. Most of all, we
learned about death at an age when it is common
to think of oneself as immortal. Everyone loses that
illusion eventually, but in civilian life it is lost in in-
stallments over the years. We lost it all at once and,
in the span of months passed from boyhood
through manhood to a premature middle age. The
knowledge of death, of implacable limits placed on
a man's existence, served us from our youth as ir-
revocably as a surgeon's scissors had once severed
us from the womb. And yet, few of us were past
twenty-five. We left Vietnam peculiar creatures,
with young shoulders that bore rather old heads.

My own departure took place in early fiily L966.

Ten months later . . . an honorable discharge released
me from the Marines and the chance of dying an
early death in Asia. I felt as happy as a condemned
man whose sentence has been commuted, but within
ayear I began growing nostalgic for the war.

Other veterans I knew confessed to the same
emotion. In spite of everything, we felt a strange
attachment to Vietnam and, even stranger, a long-
ing to return. The war was still being fought, but
this desire to go back did not spring from any pa-
triotic ideas about duty, honor, and sacrifice, the
myths with which old men send young men off to
get killed, or maimed. It arose, rather, from a

recognition of how deeply we had been changed,
how different we were from everyone who had not
shared with us the miseries of the monsoon, the
exhausting patrols, the fear of a combat assault on
a hot landing zone. We had very little in common
with them. Though we were civilians again, the
civilian world seemed alien. We did not belong to
it as much as we did to that other world, where we
had fought and our friends had died.

I was involved in the antiwar movement at the
time and struggled, unsuccessfully, to reconcile my
opposition to the war with this nostalgia. Later, I
realized a reconciliation was impossible; I would
never be able to hate the war with anything like the
undiluted passion of my friends in the movement.
Because I had fought in it, it was not an abstract is-
sue, but a deeply emotional experience, the most
significant thing that had happened to me. It held
my thoughts, senses, and feelings in an unbreak-
able embrace. I would hear in thunder the roar of
artillery. I could not listen to rain without recalling
those drenched nights on the line, nor walk
through woods without instinctively searching for
a trip wire or an ambush. I could protest as loudly
as the most convinced activist, but I could not deny
the grip the war had on me, nor the fact that it had
been an experience as fascinating as it was repul-
sive, as exhilarating as it was sad, as tender as it was
cruel.

. . . Anyone who fought inVietnam, if he is hon-
est about himself, will have to admit he enjoyed the
compelling attractiveness of combat. It was a pecu-
liar enjoyment because it was mixed with a com-
mensurate pain. Under fire, a man's powers of life
heightened in proportion to the proximity of death,
so that he felt an elation as extreme as his dread. His
senses quickened, he attained an acuity of con-
sciousness at once pleasurable and excruciating. It



uras something like the elevated state of awareness

induced by drugs. And it could be just as addictive,

for it made whatever else life offered in the way of
delights or torments seem pedestrian.

. . . The battlefields of Vietnam were a crucible in
which a generation of American soldiers were

fused together by a common confrontation with
death and a sharing of hardships, dangers, and

fears. The very ugliness of the war, the sordidness

of our daily lives, the degradation of having to take

part in body counts made us draw still closer to

one another. It was as if in comradeship we found
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an af6rmation of life and the means to preserve at

least a vestige of our humanitY.

Rrvlrw QursrloNs
1. How did the experience of war in Vietnam

change Caputo's original idealistic perceptions?

2. What explains the ambivalence Caputo felt to-
ward the war after returning to the United States

and participating in the antiwar movement?

3. How does the experience of war create special

bonds among combatants?


