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Apologia—

This bibliography (which begins on page 4), while far from exhaustive, should be broad and deep enough to help one arrive at a fairly sophisticated intellectual and emotional understanding of the Vietnam War and its myriad effects on American society, politics, and culture. I hope it also provides some sense—to put it all too feebly—of the devastating impact the war had, and continues to have, on the people and land of Vietnam. Over the years I’ve slowly but intimately come to appreciate the many ways the Vietnam War in particular and “the 60s” generally, have decisively shaped the contours of my worldview (and no doubt subconsciously, my lifeworld as well): hence my attraction to Buddhist spirituality and identification with Left politics and economics. (At least I’m in good company, the Dalai Lama having described himself in an interview as ‘half-Marxist, half-Buddhist’). Indeed, upon learning of this compilation (and in light of over thirty previous bibliographies), my wife expressed surprise that it took me so long to put this particular one together. I suppose it has something to do with a reluctance to fully confront in complete lucidity those mysterious forces we sense—presuming a capacity for episodic transcendence of self-deception and states of denial—have determined in large measure the notion of who we are with regard to our most cherished beliefs, values, and commitments. 

‘You and your like are trying to make a war with the help of people who just aren’t interested.’

‘They don’t want Communism.’

‘They want enough rice,’ I said. ‘They don’t want to be shot at. They want one day to be much the same as another. They don’t want our white skins around telling them what they want.’

‘If Indo-China goes…’

‘I know the record. Siam goes. Malaya goes. Indonesia goes. What does “go” mean? If I believed in your God and another life, I’d bet my future harp against your golden crown that in five hundred years there may be no New York or London, but they’ll be growing paddy in these fields, they’ll be carrying their produce to market on long poles wearing their pointed hats. The small boys will be sitting on the buffaloes. I like the buffaloes, they don’t like our smell, the smell of Europeans. And remember—from a buffalo’s point of view you are European too.’  

‘They’ll be forced to believe what they are told, they won’t be allowed to think for themselves.’

‘Thought’s a luxury. Do you think the peasant sits and thinks of God and Democracy when he gets inside his mud hut at night?’

‘You talk as if the whole country were peasant. What about the educated? Are they going to be happy?’

‘On no,’ I said, ‘we’ve brought them up in our ideas. We’ve taught them dangerous games, and that’s why we are waiting here, hoping we don’t get our throats cut. We deserve to have them cut. I wish your friend York was here too. I wonder how he’d relish it.’

—Fowler and Pyle in conversation from Graham Greene’s 1955 novel, The Quiet American. 

“Like most tropical countries, Vietnam gets up with the light, and one of the greatest pleasures you can find is to go outside at six in the morning and see the whole town out stretching its limbs, playing badminton or soccer in the streets, ghosting its way through tai chi motions. And for all the bullet holes that scar the country, the foreigner has only to say he’s from America, and he is greeted with shiningly genuine smiles. [….] It is hard, in fact, not to grow woozily romantic when enumerating the holiday seductions of the land. There are mist-wreathed rain forests in the west and north, where you can find 53 distinct minority tribes—each with its own colorful costume, customs, and tongue—hunting, still, with bows and arrows. There are atmospheric old French villa, peeling behind coconut palms and green gates, made more nostalgic now by decay, and lined by lovely avenues of tamarind. There are illuminated lanterns and oil-lit lamps along the crooked streets at night, which take you back to the Indochina of your dreams, and the urbane pleasures of white-linen restaurants serving mandarin juice and coq au vin while serenading you piano and violin duets. There are 1,400 miles of coastline studded with deserted pure-white beaches, and there are prices that are extravagantly low…. Most of all, though, there are the exceptionally attractive, cultured, and hospitable people, who still light up at the sight of foreigners, and yet who are still self-possessed and full of a quick intelligence—for which they have long been famous.”

—Pico Iyer (in the introduction to the Smolan and Erwitt title below) 

A General Retired

dedicated to Nguyen Chuong and the brothers of my division

Your days in the army are over.

Now you stay home in the village,

think of old friends, 

the many who went and didn’t return.

Your wife grown old beside you. How many 

years chewing betel nuts in afternoon rain?

So young when you parted, all the years of longing;

how much love can make amends?

The medals rest in the old chest, 

what’s a general, a commander’s rank now?

Old fame and glory pointless;

life flows by like swift-running water.

Once a friend to guns and fighting,

now you while away the hours with neighbors.

Once you crossed thick-canopied mountains and forests, 

now you wander a small garden path.

Your parents long dead,

you rebuild their graves.

On a quiet yard of earth, you watch

the incense rise like shimmering grass.

Rain and sun beat down on the small house

your children left.

Without the many neighbors, 

your life would dissolve into loneliness.

Nights when the wind blows cold,

the old wounds come back.

Where is the division now?

Who’s still there; who’s lost?

Your power and rank surrendered,

who remembers you; who comes to visit?

Who forgets; who stays away?

You live alone with the moon and the sky…

—Nguyen Khoa Diem

From the volume, 6 Vietnamese Poets, edited by Nguyen Ba Chung and Kevin Bowen (various translators) (Willimantic, CT: Curbstone Press, 2002, in cooperation with the William Joiner Center for the Study of War and Social Consequences).
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On The Fire Suicides Of The Buddhists

By  Charles Bukowski 

They only burn themselves to reach Paradise
                                      —Mne. Nhu

original courage is good,
motivation be damned,
and if you say they are trained
to feel no pain,
are they
guarenteed this?
is it still not possible
to die for somebody else?

you sophisticates
who lay back and
make statements of explanation,
I have seen the red rose burning
and this means more.
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