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OVERVIEW
United States political leaders viewed the Vietnam War as part of the global struggle in the
fight against communism. President Lyndon B. Johnson began to steadily increase United
States involvement in Vietnam in 1965. Michael Herr reported from Vietnam in 1967. His
book entitled Dispatches contains painfully realistic and vivid descriptions of the Vietnam
War and the men who fought it, as the following excerpts show.
GUIDED READING As you read, consider the following questions:
• What were Herr’s living conditions like in Vietnam?
• How did Herr feel after the war was over and he was back in the United States?

T

he courtyard of the American compound in Hue was filled with puddles
from the rain, and the canvas tops of the jeeps and trucks sagged with the
weight of the water. It was the fifth day of the fighting, and everyone was still
amazed that the NVA or the Cong had not hit the compound on the first
night. An enormous white goose had come into the compound that night, and
now his wings were heavy with the oil that had formed on the surface of the
puddles. Every time a vehicle entered the yard he would beat his wings in a
fury and scream, but he never left the compound and, as far as I knew, no one
ever ate him.
Nearly 200 of us were sleeping in the two small rooms that had been the
compound’s dining quarters. The Army was not happy about having to billet
so many of the Marines that were coming through, and they were absolutely
furious about all the correspondents who were hanging around now, waiting
until the fighting moved north across the river, into the Citadel. You were
lucky to find space enough on the floor to lie down on, luckier if you found an
empty stretcher to sleep on, and luckiest of all if the stretcher was new. All
night long the few unbroken windows would rattle from the airstrikes across
the river, and a mortar pit just outside fired incessantly. At two or three in the
morning, Marines would come in from their patrols. They’d cross the room,
not much caring whether they stepped on anyone or not. They’d turn their
radios on and shout across the room to one another. "Really, can’t you fellows
show a bit more consideration?" a British correspondent said, and their
laughter woke anyone who was not already up.
One morning there was a fire in the prison camp across the road from the
compound. We saw the black smoke rising over the barbed wire that topped
the camp wall and heard automatic weapons’ fire. The prison was full of
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captured NVA and Viet Cong or Viet Cong suspects, the guards said that
they’d started the fire to cover an escape. The ARVN and a few Americans
were shooting blindly into the flames, and the bodies were burning where they
fell. Civilian dead lay out on the sidewalks only a block from the compound,
and the park by the river was littered with dead. It was cold and the sun never
came out once, but the rain did things to the corpses that were worse in their
way than anything the sun could have done. It was on one of those days that I
realized that the only corpse I couldn’t bear to look at would be the one I
would never have to see. . . .
. . . . Back in the World now, and a lot of us aren’t making it. The story
got old or we got old, a great deal more than the story had taken us there
anyway, and many things had been satisfied. Or so it seemed when, after a
year or two or five, we realized that we were simply tired. We came to fear
something more complicated than death, an annihilation less final but more
complete, and we got out. Because (more lore) we all knew that if you stayed
too long you became one of those poor bastards who had to have a war on all
the time, and where was that? We got out and became like everyone else who
has been through a war: changed, enlarged and (some things are expensive to
say) incomplete. We came back or moved on, keeping in touch from New
York or San Francisco, Paris or London, Africa or the Middle East; some fell
into bureaus in Chicago or Hong Kong or Bangkok, coming to miss the life so
acutely (some of us) that we understood what amputees went through when
they sensed movement in the fingers or toes of limbs lost months before. A few
extreme cases felt that the experience there had been a glorious one, while
most of us felt that it had been merely wonderful. I think that Vietnam was
what we had instead of happy childhoods.
During my first month back I woke up one night and knew that my living
room was full of dead Marines. It actually happened three or four times, after
a dream I was having those nights (the kind of dream one never had in
Vietnam), and that first time it wasn’t just some holding dread left by the
dream, I knew they were there, so that after I’d turned on the light by my bed
and smoked a cigarette I lay there for a moment thinking that I’d have to go
out soon and cover them. I don’t want to make anything out of this and I
certainly don’t want sympathy; going to that place was my idea to begin with,
I could have left anytime, and as those things go I paid little enough, almost
nothing. Some guys come back and see their nightmares break in the streets in
daylight, some become inhabited and stay that way, all kinds of things can
trail after you, and besides, after a while my thing went away almost
completely, the dream, too. I know a guy who had been a combat medic in
the Central Highlands, and two years later he was still sleeping with all the
lights on. We were walking across 57th Street one afternoon and passed a
blind man carrying a sign that read, MY DAYS ARE DARKER THAN YOUR
NIGHTS. "Don’t bet on it, man," the ex-medic said.
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Of course coming back was a down. After something like that, what could
you find to thrill you, what compared, what did you do for a finish?
Everything seemed a little dull, heaviness threatened everywhere, you left little
relics lying around to keep you in touch, to keep it real, you played the music
that had been with you through Hue and Khe Sanh and the May Offensive,
tried to believe that the freedom and simplicity of those days could be
maintained in what you laughingly referred to as "normal circumstances." You
read the papers and watched television, but you knew what those stories were
really all about beforehand, and they just got you angry. You missed the scene,
missed the grunts and the excitement, the feelings you’d had in a place where
no drama had to be invented, ever. You tried to get the same highs here that
you’d had there, but none of that really worked very well. You wondered
whether, in time, it would all slip away and become like everything else
distant, but you doubted it, and for good reason. The friendships lasted, some
even deepened, but our gatherings were always stalked by longing and
emptiness, more than a touch of Legion Post Night. Smoking dope, listening
to the Mothers and Jimi Hendrix, remembering compulsively, telling war
stories. But then, there’s nothing wrong with that. War stories aren’t really
anything more than stories about people anyway.
Source: Herr, Michael. Dispatches. New York: Avon Books, 1978.
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