Foreword

This book is a collection of stories based on the time I spent in Vietnam from 1969 to 1970. Unlike others I was able to “talk about it”. In fact I was able to “get over it” as we said back then. 

As I was arriving in Vietnam in late November of 1969 a war protest march of about a quarter million people was happening in Washington DC. The charges and subsequent court martial were starting to surface for the Songmy (later know as the My Lai) massacre. 

On December 1, 1969 the first draft lottery since WWII was held for troop selection in 1970. I never did find out my “number”. Of course it didn’t matter. I was already there.

The Vietnam “conflict” was now under the direction of the fifth different US president, twenty-fifth year of US involvement and fifth year of direct US combat operations. Peace talks were underway in Paris (well, sort of).

I was raised on the south side of Chicago, a block and a half from the ballpark by a single parent. My life had a very narrow focus. I grew up in an Italian neighborhood comprised of working class people. I attended a Catholic high school… and promptly went to work the day after graduation. College was not an option for most of us in that neighborhood.

I’d like to say being street smart was probably my strongest educational quality. I knew how to survive, and make the best of any situation. While we and the neighborhood were considered poor or not well off or… To those of us who lived there it was home and it was the best we had. 

We and certainly I were not very worldly. We knew what was happening in the “hood” and the city of Chicago and maybe some things about the state, but a war (excuse me “conflict”) happening halfway around the world, not a chance. Sure we watched the news, but if it wasn’t happening down the street, it just didn’t matter. 

My draft notice came in the summer of 1969 and I was in Vietnam by Thanksgiving. Pretty much before I even knew where it was I was there.

My outlook on life was rather simple and naïve. It was as traumatic to be away from my surroundings (Chicago, the city, the neighborhood) as it was to be in Vietnam. I could have been anywhere and it would have been just as traumatic. The fact that Vietnam was a war zone was just a minor piece of the picture. 

I’ve always been a positive person, a “glass is half full” kind of guy, so my outlook has always taken on the positive. Sure I could dwell on the “how bad it was” concept, but like anything in life you learn to adapt or you die and in this case, dying was an everyday occurrence.

The original title for this book was “For Those Who Weren’t There” because I wrote these stories to let others know what it was like to live, exist and survive in Vietnam on a day to day basis. Being there was more than just staying alive.  It was surviving the elements, the army, the bullshit and the knowledge you just didn’t matter. 

I returned from Vietnam in late 1970, served out the rest of my time, returned home, married my future ex-wife and got back to business.

The actual concept for this book came from an impromptu short story I had to write in a college English class. The time was the early 1970s. I was attending a junior college on the GI bill and trying to get on with my life. The classes were largely made up of Vietnam veterans. Some of us talked, some of us didn’t. 

From the basis of that handwritten short story, I composed others and eventually had a “bunch” of handwritten notes and stories. 

Shortly after my divorce, (Vietnam related? Not in the least!) I was forced to move back in with my mom and stepfather and it was there that I pulled out my mom’s old big black manual typewriter and set about putting these notes and stories into some semblance of order.

I had a journal of activities I had kept, and most importantly, a host of letters that I had written to my ex, another girl, my mom and letters I had addressed as “your man on the scene” that I sent back to the folks where I worked. So I had a wealth of information to refer to, but most importantly I had my memories, that were still quite sharp that soon after.

It was enough to fill in the blanks as I set about to put words to paper. The first few drafts were quite atrocious as I pounded on that manual typewriter, but I was able to create a completed manuscript. One of the secretaries at the office I worked at re-typed it into a new fangled word processor the office had at the time called a mag-card machine. It created these magnetic cards that could be used to store the original and allow you to make changes and re-print. We are talking the early seventies here. Technology was on the move. 

We actually created a clean typewritten manuscript that I sent off to several publishers and was rejected by everyone. By 1979, I needed to get on with my life and threw the manuscript, still in its envelope stamped “Unsolicited material, return to sender” into a box with my notes and stuff and put it on a shelf in a closet. It remained there until I moved in 2002 and was forced to “deal with it” again some twenty-three years later.

I took on the effort to re-key those words and pages into my computer if for no other reason than to have a copy of it stored somewhere. My daughter has been after me for years to do something with it. She has been one of the few people to ever read it all the way through and one of the earlier versions at that.

So, after all these years I’m doing something with it.
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