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It is warm and breezy and only a few of
the shniveled autumn leaves cling to the
trees scattered around the grounds of
the Menlo Park Veterans Administra-
tion Hospital. Old, broken men, most
of them World War II veterans, wan-
der the well-trimmed lawas, respond-
ing to orders only they can hear,
ducking enemy missiles hurled decades
ago.

From the outside, Building 323
looks no different from the other
sprawling brick structures housing the
VA psychiatric patients — but it is.
The walls reverberate with the arrested
adolescent energy of the Young Vets:
90 Vietnam combat veterans who have
come here to “put Vietnam to resty”
from tunnel rats (the littie guys who,
because of their size, were assigned the
harrowing task of searching for Viet
Cong in Vict Cong-made tunnels) to
Alexander Haig's helicopter pilot, a
man who was awarded the Distin-
guished Flying Cross for evacuating
Haig from a fire fight during the April
Fool's Day massacre. )

They are here because their battle
continued after the war was over. For
some, the struggie was open and un-
rermtting — they fought with wives,
with bosses, with police, with the bot-
te. For others it was submerged, seo-
thing inside, despite steady jobs and
long-term mortgages. Rap groups and
outreach centers were not enough —
these men buckled.

The Young Vets program in Menlo
 Park is one of only two inpatient

psychiatnc facilities in the country
which specializes in the treatment of
post-traumatic stress syndrome — the
- official diagnosis given to men who are
still suffenng psychic effects of the
war. The therapeutic objective, by
medical model standards, is "uncon-
ventional Program director Fred Gus-
man calls it “debriefing.” “We're
doing what the mulitary should have
done years ago when these guys came
bome.”

Consistent with this objective, the
routine has a decidedly military flavor.
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FOR WHOM THE WAR STILL RAGES

By Nikki

Meredith

“The war was beautiful at night,” Philips says.
“There are things that happened over there that
are hard to explain. You never hear people
describing the high you feel when you kill

someone. It sounds so

savage, but it’s real”

The men are up for calisthenics at 6:30
every morning, living quarters are in-
spected daily and passes are granted on
the basis of progress in the program.
New recruits are required to wear VA~
issue pajamas day and night for the
first week and violatoss of important
rules (no drugs, no alcohol) are seat to
a locked unit, returned to pajamas and
given a “pew look” (a shaved head).
Although these men are often hos-
tile to the military, Gusman says it is
still a system with which they identify.
They were inducted at an impres-
sionable age (the average age of Viet-
“nam soldiers was nineteen; in World
War 1] it was 26) and, according to
social psychologists, at a stage of life
when one's “ego identity” is finally
formed. . .
Imprinted on the psyches of these
tecnage warriors was a violent and
gruesome way of life filled with im-
mense suffering. But it was also a time
of intense friendships and high adven-
ture: an addicting life-on-theedge ad-
renalin  high which left these mea
emotionally tied to a system they hate
and a war that crippled their souls.
David Peters (the names of all the
Young Vets in this article have been
changed) is a short, sober man whose
postwar years have been distinguished
by unyielding melancholia and obses-
sive instant replays of death scenes he
witnessed as a Green Beret medic. Yet
he talks longingly about the closeness
be felt for his Vietnam buddies: “The

only other time [ felt anything like that

was when my child was born. The
bonding that takes place in combat is
really unique.”

Howard Philips, a tall, good-looking
black man with a slightly aristocratic
manner, also a former Green Beret,
was a combat photographer in Viet-
aam. He’s unable to watch war movies
and has difficulty looking through the
leas of a camera without images of
dead and dying humaps impingiag on
the view finder. But, he says, aversion
to the war is not the whole story.

“The war was beautiful at night,”
he says, his dark eyes watering. “There
are things that happened over there
that are hard to explain. You never
hear people describing the high you
feel when you kill someone. It sounds
so savage, but it’s real.”

Problems disengaging from the war
range in seriousness from David Pe-
ters’ postwar habit of carrying a back-
pack filled with emergency i
supplies to the aetivities of Doug Reilly
who, in the years following the war,
amassed an enormous number of exot-
ic weapons and more than 20,000
rounds of ammunition. (“T was better
outfitted than the local police.”)

Reilly, ;a solidly built mad with
vigilant green cyes and a Bruce Dern
demeanor, admits to spending hours
“scoping people out” with his rifle.
“What [ really wanted was to catch
someope robbing a bank and go down
in a fire fight,” he says nervously. His
descriptions of Vietnam are so immedi-
ate you can practically hear rocket

shells and smell gangrenous flesh.
These men were pot militarily de-
programmed after the war and they
also were ot prepared for the psycho-
logical and cultural shock of coming
bome. “The govermment did it right
with the Iranian bostages,” says Gus-
man. “They re-entered society grad-
ually; they were offered psychiatric
assistance and there was a gencral

recognition that they had suffered 2
»u‘aumaticexpcﬁcnoe." h

On the journey home, Victnam
G.L's did ot have the period of un-
winding available to World War Il
soldiers, most of whom returned on
ships with the same men they had
fought with during the war. Soldiers in
Victnam were individuaily assigned, so
when a man’s tour was over, be said
goodbye to his combat unit and left the
war alone via commercial jet. There
was no chance to decompress, no op-
pOrtunity 10 review war experiences,
plan reunions and prepare for re-eatry.
. A decade or more later, these men
are coming hoine again — ihis time as
a unit. “I am my brother’s keeper” is
the central theme of the Young Vets
program. For most of these men, this
communal experience provides the
only sense of belonging they've had
since the war.

“When I got home,” says Peters,
“students on my college campus were
trying to get me involved in the peace
movement. [ couldn’t because I felt like
marching against the war would be a

_betrayal of my friends who were killed

in Vietnam, and unfair to the ones stil
fighting.” :

Almost all of the Young Vets say
they soon learned after coming home
pever to talk about their war experi-
ences. Non-veterans recotled, and few
of the men had any contact with other
Vietnam vets.

-Some veterans dealt with their fecl-
ings of alicnation by going back to
Viewnam. Paul Kirby, a former mem-
ber of the Navy's underwater demoli-
tion team, had three full tours of duty
in Vietnam, volunteering to return de-
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spite serious doubts about the legiuma-
cy of the war. “When I came home. I
knew | was back physically, but I just
wasn't back mentally. I couldn’t adjust
s0 [ kept re-enlisung.”

Of those who stayed home, many
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sought numerous ways to escape their
estrangement. Some got stoned or
drunk daily; some cnisscrossed the con-
tinent looking for a place to fit in; some
holed up m the woods, isolating them-
selves from family and frends.
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At the Young Vets program there is
no escape, no hiding, no secrets. “Full
disclosure” is one of the motios es-
poused by Gusman and his men. Noth-
ing is considered off-limits for group
discussion, including war atrocities,

§  blown up.

treatment of women, drug use anc
sexual habits.

Ithough most of these mer
have been suffering for years
post-traumatic stress sym-

drome didn’t acquire status as a legit-

mate diagnosis until 1980. i

This delayed recognition was due ir
part to the low rate of combat psth:-
atric casualties which occurred during
the war itself: In World War I there
were 101 psychiatric casualties per
1,000 men; in Vietnam there were 12
per 1,000. One of the major factors for
the low rate in Vietnam was the
rotation system which limited cach
man’s tour of duty to twelve or thirteer.
months (unless he volunteered for
more). In Vietnam it was easier for
men to “hang in there” knowing they
would soon be going home. _

Easy access to drugs also made it
possible for soldiers to repress thei
anguish and tranquilize theirr fean
during combat. This psychic numbeng,
— often referred to as “frozen griefl”
— was reinforced when they got home
by a country which either ignored ¢
condemned their participation in thg
war. This denial of their experience x|
tended to mental health agencies, in-
cluding the VA. Vets secking help wer|
consistently misdiagnosed and inap-
propriately treated.

It was only after similar cases o
thousands of traumatized veterans
were reported that the psychiatriq
community officially recognized the|
connection between their symptom
and the war.

he most frightening symptom:

I of post-traumatic stress arc

. nightmares and flashbacks|
Nightmares are often recurring anc
generally replay a situation of extrem.:.
terror. Jerry Walker has a recurren
nightmare about a time his umt wa
ambushed and his closest friend wa

“His intestines were hanging ot
and he lost an arm. He was sull aliv:
but he wasn't going to make it. Peop’
in Vietnam made pacts with fnend
about what to do under those circun:
stances. We had made that kind o
pact, so I shot him. 1 couldn't stand 1
hear him scream. [ killed him becaw.
I loved him but it still hurts.”

Although flashbacks occur whe
the individual 1s awake, he has ¢
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contrl over them, Paul Kirby de
stn‘oa a tlashback he had on a San
Uanmsco bus when a Vietnamese
famuly got on. “Thev sat near me and
3 soon as | bheand them speaking
\‘\ctmm'csc‘ 1 was back in Vietnam.
For about ten munutes { was in the war

again. The whole thing was ateolutely
real”

~ The theory, o at least one of them,
8 that nghtmares and Nashbacks are
an atempt on the part of the uncon-
scous 1o relive the emotions that have
been repressed and o gain mastery
over the troubling expenence through
repetition. Sometimes this “symptom
breahthrough™ is triggered by an event
which is reminiscent of the onginal
trauma: the return of the Iraman
hostages; helicopters flving overhead,
news accounts of Vietnam veterans
committing cnimes, Vanous samuli are
also suggestive of the war, like camp-
ing in 3 dense forest or the smell of
burning garbage. A powerful emotion-
al state can also preaipitate 8 flash-
back. as it did with Howard Philips.

After returning from Vietnam, Phil-
ips got married, earned a Masters
degree at a Bay Area college and was
hired as an instructor. Everything was
going well until his wife had a baby
and the couple’s financial situation
became pressured. Their relationship
detertorated and during a heated argu-
ment Philips grabbed his wife and
started strangling her.

“] was super angry. It was suddenly
not my house, not my wife. I was in
Vietnam.” Dunng the the war he
strangled a Viet Cong. “When 1 killed
him, | broke his neck sideways. But
when | choked my wife and she fell
forward, unconscious, then [ knew who
she was.”

Flashbacks are not pecuhiar to Viet-
nam veterans. They have been report-
ed by survivors of Nazi concentration
camps and World War Il pilots. The
issue of flashbacks is controversial be-
cause it is being used increasingly in
the legal defense of veterans who have
commutted crimes. )

The Young Vets themselves ap-
proach the issue critically. During an
oncntation of new admissions, the men
grilled a man who claimed he suifered
from flashbacks. Questioning the au-
thentiaty of a described flashback, one
Young Vet sad, “Man, you're sitting
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You can't bullshit us.”

“We took very few prisoners. If we
came across a Viet Cong who was
wounded, we'd finish him off — it
would be one more body count. Sorme-
times we'd kill them with a knife
instead of a gun because we didn’t
want to waste the ammunition: You
get collous. Afier a while it didn't feel
like it was really killing. | cut off
Jingers. 1 saw a G.I. who had been
skinned by the Viet Cong. It scared the
hell out of me and it made me mad. !
got kill crazy after that. We screwed
that country up real bad. I wish | had
never gone. What did we gain? We lost
a whaole lot.” . — A Young Vet, 1981

he jungle fight in Vietnam was
against an clusive enemy whose
covert methods left the troops
fecling impotent and frustrated at
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being unable 10 engage in a conven-
tional battle. The anticipation of being
“blown away™ and the terror of watch-
ing friends maimed and killed by invis-
ible forces generated rage which was
often indiscniminately displaced on the
Vietnamese people. And since military
victories were gauged by numbers of
dead bodies rather than the seizing of
territory, the expression of this rage
was tolerated, if not encouraged, by the
military.

The dehumanization of the Viet-
namese, in part due to the radical
difference in race, language and cul-
ture, was aggravated by the ever-
present threat that even the mast inno-
cent-looking man, woman or child
ocould be the enemy. [t was brutal and
brutalizing and few who fought es-
caped without a measure of guilt.

In a group session, a black man talks
about running over a Vietnamese child
with a truck. He had been angry —

angry at being in Vietnam, angry at his
commanding officer, angry at the way
he felt blacks were being treated by the
military. He says he did not hit the
chiki intentonally but wonders i bis
anger contnbuted o his careiessness.
He is tormented by the memory of the
maother holding ber dead baby.

Another form of guilt is that shared
by sumvors of vanous disasters. It s
the burden of having lived when others
in the same circumstances have died.
Many Young Vets talk about being
relieved, even elated, after having en-
dured a fire fight, only later to feel
remorseful and unworthy.

One of the mast common expres-
sions of consuming unresoved guilt is
self-destructive behavior, Almost all of
the men who have come to the Young
Vets program enther have attempted
suicide or have senously considered it

One of the goals of the program is to
put this guilt into perspecuve. “We
work realt hard 10 get the guys to take a
look at the role they played,” says
Gusman. “One of the things we talk
about is: how many peoplc who never
fought over there contnbuted to the
war and prospered from it"” -

The_issue of gwiit is also dealt with
extensively in groups. “Ome of the
bealing aspects of the group is that
these guys can give themselves forgive-
ness,” says Gusman. “The only people
who can forgive them are people who
were there, people who know what 1t
was like, They can say, "We blew it, we-
all blew it We have to make sure it
doesn't happen again.' "

g ¢ has strong, square-jawed
good looks with thick dark
hair and blue eyes. But there

15 no life in tus eyes, and he does not
smile. He is a new admission so he 1sin
his pajamas. sitting in a small chrome
chair encircled by the rest of the men.
It is Monday night, the time when new
admissions tell their stones.

He's coming down from a week-
long vodka bender. His wafe, hus thurd,
recently gave birth to a baby and was
at home Ul. He walked out and left her
alone. He hadn't wanted the baby, and
he just couldn’t handle it

The men are incredulous: “Man,
you just left her. I wouldn't treat a dog
that way,” says one Young Ver
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They ask him about Vietnam. He
says onc of his buddies got a Dear John
ietter over there and then proceeded 1o
blow his head off. “I got real depressed
and just stayed that way. I staried
drinking and 1 didnt sr.op."‘

. H; s so passive, it's difficult to
imaginc how he got himself married so
many times. The group asks mo
about his wives and his children. Lrv'mr;
10 draw feelings of remorse from him.
Nothing.

“This guy ain't back,” says Gus-
man. “He died in Vietnam.”

‘Women are a problem for these
guys. Some haven't been ‘with a wom-
an for several years, and others have
been married three or morc times.
Those who marmied say their wives
complained that they coulda't feel
close, couldn’t penetrate the barrter.

{t is wartime psychic numbing. it is
the macho John Waynpe thing, it is
drugs and alcohol, it is violent out-
bursts, it is the memorics of Dear John
letters or of a welcome home with no
one home. And when children come, it
is too much responsibility, too much
noise, 100 much pressure; and some-
times when their babies sleep, it is
buried memories of children dead.

So the Young Vets attend coupies’
groups and classcs on relationships and
sexuality and there is much talk about
fechings. The development of seasiavity
and tenderness is almost a requirement
for graduation with honor,

ome of the Young Vets grew up
in stable, muddie-class homes,
S but most are from working-class
(amuties, often where the parents were
divorced or plagued with drinking
Jems. Some are high school drop-
outs. One was frequently beaten by his
father; another was sexuaily molested
by a relauve. Their histories provoke
the question: Wouldn't most of these
guys be experiencing problcms even if
they hadn’t been to Vietnam?
Gusman says he hates that fre-
quently asked question: “People are
always looking for a reason why the
war couldn't have caused these prob-
lems. Why is it so hard 10 accept how
_stressful it was for these guys?
“Shrinks in our society make big
bucks off ‘stress’: Workshops arc given
for the stress of divorce, a death in the
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family, the loss of a job — there's even
‘a stress inventory that covers taking a
vacation. The same people who are
making all this money on workshops
question whether it is truly 2 stressful
experience for an eightcen-year-old to
be semt 10 war and taught.to kill, 1o
watch close friends dic every day and
then to realize it was all for nothing.”

What Gusman is referring to is the
“fatal flaw™ controversy — the debate
about whether it is weakness in a man’s
character which predisposes him to
post-combat stress. Skeptics, suspi-
cious of all “diminished capacity” ex-
cuses for criminal behavior and wary
of well-publicized kamikaze missions
carried out by professional Vietnam
veterans, claim that many veterans are
psychological malingerers who would
have made marginal adjustments to
life without Viewmam. =~

Vietnam veteran activists claim that
the numbers of combatants baving

difficulues are just too high to be
explained by character flaws. Out of
the approximately one million men
who were in combat, suicide estimates
range from 70,000 to 100.600 — more
than the 57.000 who were killed in
action. Dr. John P. Wilson, a Cleve-
land State University psychologist who
recently completed a throc-year study
on the war's after-cffects, says that half
a million combat vetcrans suffer some
degree of post-traumatic siress.
Veterans of all wars suffer, but one
of the crucial differences between these
vets and others is that Vietnam veter-
ans have had no way to reconcile their
plight, no way to morally justify the
grief they felt and the pain they caused.
Historically, peoplc who have endurcd
\ragedy have been better able to inte-
grate their experiences if they believed
that the suffering had some mcaning.
Echoed among the Young Vets is the
refrain, “It was all for nothing.”

The moral vacuum encapsulating
these men is attended to in a vanicty of
ways at the Menlo Park program.
Almost every day, Gusman takes out
time from a group to read a pocm.
Someumes it's about the war, some-
umes it's about loneliness or love or
beauty.

“Part of what we do is almost
spiritual,” he explains. “These guys
spirnts have dicd or are dying and that’s
what we're fighting. Their souls are
trapped and must be freed. It can't be
for a car or a wife or a housc, which is
what many of them have tried to live
for. They really have lost their under-
standing of what it is to live and why.”

oes the debriefing work? Ac-
D cording to Gusman, 90 per-

cent of the men who complete
the program succeed. He defines suc-
cess as holding a steady job; icading a
stable family and social life; and being
free from the domination of drugs or
alcohot. He says the 10 percent who
fail, do so because they do not have
enough support when they return
home (he is now in the process of
establishing support groups statewide).
He acknowledges that so far the fol-
low-up has been informal — he per-
sonally maintains contact with almost
all of the graduates — but thc VA.is
now preparing to do formal long-term
outcome studies. :

Joe Grant graduaied from the pro-
gram a year ago. He now works in 2
Bay Area hospital and is planning to
get married soon. He says the program
saved his life. After almost a decade of
troubled living, he had felt that the
only option was suicide.

He still has nightmares, but nothing
like he experienced in his pre-Young
Vets period. “Before, my ‘joy’ button
wasn’t functionmg; that’s changed
now.”

Grant believes that it is time for
Vietnam vetcrans 10 stop being victims
aqd says that the Young Vets program,
with its motto “pride, humiity and

integrity,” is a start. “We have tremen-

dous potenual for social contribution,
once we get our shit together. Instead

of victims, instead of receptacles for -

the country's guilt over Vietnam, we
can be the moral vanguards of the
nation. We have learned a lot.” 0




