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GETTING STARTED — EXCHANGES WITH 

ADOPTED COACHES 
 

 
My paper  on the possible roles of military chaplains in peace operations at  the Cornwallis V 
workshop, presented earlier in this volume, lead to informal discussions with several of the 
workshop participants.  In particular, it was pointed out that, while great efforts are often 
taken to reconstruct and restore the physical infrastructure of societies, little if any, attention 
is paid to reconstructing the personal lives and psychological well-being of the participants in 
conflict. Left alone, the internal scars caused by conflict can fester, grow, and create 
significant new problems that can lead to new types of conflict. During the workshop and 
afterwards, I was encouraged by Ted Woodcock,  Judy Slobig,  and others to relate my 
personal experiences with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and the need for personal 
as well as infrastructural reconstruction after conflict has taken place. 
 

My adopted “coaches”considered that an analytical review of PTSD is best explained by 
my own words, rather than by the dry, impersonal, words of the psychosocial textbook. It was 
felt that my personal story clearly describes PTSD — the intrusive thoughts, the emotional 
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return to the situation, the feelings of desperation, the fear of uncontrollable behavior, etc.  It 
is evident that a large proportion of the acts of violence in the USA are by people who once 
served in the military. PTSD that is not addressed adequately or not at all by those who have 
served in the such violence may be a major cause of such violence.  Most soldiers have never 
had any debriefings before leaving their tour of duty or during their tour of duty.  Soldiers 
have told me that usually it was seen as a disgrace to ask to speak with a chaplain, let alone a 
psychologist. There has to be a better way. People who have put their lives in harms way for 
their nation deserve no less than the full support of that nation as they try to recover from the 
physical, psychological,  and spiritual damage that they have suffered for their compatriots.  

 
 

MY TRUNCATED CHRONICLE 
 
 

I joined the Army in spring 1967 and trained for well over one year prior to departing for 
Vietnam in fall 1968. As an “enlisted person” in the Signal Corps, I took Advanced 
Individual Training (AIT) at Fort Monmouth, New Jersey to become a 34-D Computer 
Repair Specialist.  About midway into my AIT, I was severely beaten into a state of 
unconsciousness, kicked in the scrotum with combat boots and spat upon by another soldier. I 
recall that his last name is Wright, and believe that he was Caucasian. I bled for several days 
each time I needed to urinate. Over the years, on a few occasions I’ve been asked if the 
individual or the incident was racially motivated or could be classified as racist. Indeed,  I do 
believe so. 
 

Tet 1968 came to pass in February/March 1968 when over 70,000 North Vietnamese and 
Viet Cong troops attacked Saigon and a number of other locations in then South Vietnam. 
The Massacre at My Lai occurred on March 16, 1968 when Lt. William Calley and troops 
under his immediate and direct leadership murdered more than 300 unarmed civilians some 
of whom were women,  children and old people. (I would later meet Lt. Calley in person 
while stationed at Fort Benning as an officer student candidate.)  It was in this atmosphere 
that I arrived in Vietnam in the fall of that same year and was housed in a military leased 
hotel in what I believe was the Cholon District of Saigon.  During this time,  I along with 
several of the soldiers who had gone through AIT with me was placed into refresher 
preparation in a small compound just outside the Tan Son Nhut Air Base. That training lasted 
for approximately seven weeks. 

 
 

POST TET-HOTEL SHOOTING 
 
 

Late one night a single shot rang out in the hotel in the vicinity of my room.  Due to physical 
security considerations, such facilities were often in a “blackout” state; therefore, I crawled 
around in the dark with my own loaded weapon in an attempt to determine the reason for a 
weapon being discharged in what was considered a reasonably secure location from close 
range small arms fire. In addition, I desired to know the result of the shot fired. Within 
moments of crawling around in the hallway I entered an adjacent room, the most likely 
location from which the shot was fired.  I came upon the body of a person I assumed to be 
another soldier.  To the best of my knowledge only Americans were housed in this hotel. The 
individual appeared to be still alive, naked but for his shorts, and bleeding profusely from a 
wound I could not readily locate.  I remember calling out for help. I held the soldier,  telling 
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him that he would be all right – but that was not the case.  Other soldiers came and lights 
were turned on.  Apart from the pool of blood and a vague notion that the person was 
Caucasian, everything from that moment became and remains a blur to me.  

 
I don’t recall how or when his body was taken from me; I don’t recall ever being asked 

any of the particulars of the sequence of events from the time of the shot.  I do not recall any 
Military Police, the CID, or any other authority ever interviewing me.  This incident has 
preoccupied and haunted me ever since. I resolved that since this was a war zone, perhaps an 
incident like this could be chalked up to the fact that people died in these places.  Racial 
conflicts and racial discrimination were still very prominent, frequent, and blatant in the 
military; hence, I wondered about the value of my life on that stage. The reason for my 
concern was multiplied because I thought, if a white person was being treated in seemingly 
such an uncaring manner, what am I then to the military organ of the country. I was seriously 
bothered or perhaps I was just naïve. 

 
The refresher course was completed without any further notable personal incidents and I 

was shipped out to CuChi, Base Camp of the 25th Infantry Division. I was assigned to the 94th 
Supply and Service Company,  277 S&S Battalion. I could not forget the incident in the 
Saigon hotel; it became dormant in my consciousness, but I thought much about how to 
minimize becoming a casualty — to survive. 

 
 

EMERGENCY LEAVE 
 

 
In early 1969, about four or five months after my arrival at CuChi, I received word that my 
mother was hospitalized for a condition supposed to have been a heart attack. I was only told 
the name of the hospital in New York City but was given no prognosis. I’ve always been very 
close to my parents, especially my mother; consequently I went into an immediate state of 
shock and depression. I thought that being so far away from home, dying was more 
acceptable than the pain of the unknown of my mother’s health condition. Late that night, 
while making his security rounds, my commander found me in my work area clutching my 
loaded weapon, weeping in grief over the uncertainty of my mother’s welfare. After talking 
with me and reading my letter from home, he explained that he would immediately grant me 
emergency leave to return state side to be with my mother. But he cautioned that he could not 
guarantee if, when or how I would get a flight out of Vietnam. One can’t help but recall that 
this period was pre e-mail or other rapid means of communicating with individuals on the 
battlefront. Further, my family had no telephone number of my whereabouts in country, and 
in any regards would have been reluctant to “bother”the military.  
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This commander kept his promise. I was allowed to return home on emergency leave for 

a short few weeks. My fears and concerns were allayed when I saw my mother even though 
she was still in the hospital. However,  I recall the acute distress of traveling across country 
from California to New York in uniform, my only clothing until I arrived home.  I 
encountered generous hostility from many civilians in our country that displayed disdain and 
anger towards me as a member of the Army, being called killer and other choice names. At 
times I was concerned for my safety but more so, I was concerned for the safety of those who 
verbally assaulted me.  I was never quite sure just what it is that I would do.  Only by the 
grace of God, even to this day, that I have been able to keep my cool in many of the 
encounters faced.  
 
 

RETURN TO VIETNAM 
 
 
I was relieved that my mother would very likely recover, so I returned to my duty post at 
CuChi and focused on proficiently completing all assignments specified to me. My primary 
occupational specialty was to keep the unit’s logistics stock accounting system operational. 
Duties linked to this job were usually forthright except when the computer malfunctioned 
mostly due to heat, dust and defective hardware.  At other times, I was detailed to intra-unit 
guard duty, internal perimeter defense, tower-watch on the claymore mined berm, internal 
perimeter roving patrol, and occasionally riding shotgun (guard) to Long Binh, Saigon, and to 
a number of other sites with which our unit had dealings. Over approximately the next twelve 
months, several other incidents indelibly impacted my life. However, I do not recall the exact 
sequence of these events:  
 
 

THE NEAR ‘FRIENDLY FIRE’ INCIDENT  — AN ISSUE OF DISBELIEF 
 
 
This first incident began because of a defective part in the computer system used by the 94th 
S&S Company. I had to find a replacement part. It was not always easy trying to explain 
technical issues to someone not accustomed to those aspects of computers (really a 
mechanical accounting machine), and how both mechanical and electrical parts deteriorate or 
become unusable. In any event, I had considerable difficulty explaining to my commander, 
that for me to obtain the repair part, I had to go to Saigon. The item was not standard in our 
on-hand stock of repair parts.  Approval was given which allowed me to travel to Saigon to 
get the item. But time constraint was conditional, only if I could obtain the part and return to 
CuChi within the same day. I therefore had an 11-hour window from 0700 to 1800 hours to 
go and return. I assured my Commander that I would return to CuChi within the time window 
allowed, on the same day.  There was no system of scheduled ground transport and I could 
not rely on catching a chopper.  Therefore, I had to perform the additional duty of riding 
“shotgun” on one of the unit’s trucks designated for a separate mission to Saigon. 
 

The role of shotgun required that I accompany the truck and driver wherever he had to go 
before embarking on finding the Tech Rep and securing the needed repair part.  Due to a 
mixture of time-consuming events coupled with the congested traffic, we could not leave 
Saigon until late afternoon, by then it was nearly 1700 hours. I knew that we could not cover 
the 60km between Saigon and CuChi without violating the military curfew that went into 
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effect around 1800 hours. That problem was exacerbated by our inability to contact our unit 
and the commander. We also picked up a member of the 94th in Saigon and now had the 
driver and two “guards” returning to camp.  Night had fallen by the time we were on the main 
road to CuChi. Military vehicles were prohibited from driving with regular lights on the open 
roads; therefore, the driver was forced to drive his 5-ton truck with “blackout” lights. The 
illumination from these condensed beams was so insignificant that he was forced to drive 
about 15 MPH.   

 
Roughly halfway between Saigon and CuChi, in the area of Hoc Mon Village, we spotted 

movements to our front and off to the right; both the driver and the other soldier asked me to 
open fire (start shooting) preemptively since this was a known area of VC activity. My fellow 
unit members were clearly afraid. I was likewise afraid but was able to keep my wits and 
rapidly rationalized that I could not use deadly force on unidentified people, regardless of 
how much danger we thought we were facing.  In addition to being uncertain as to who the 
shadowy figures were, I did not know how many were around us. A few moments later, a 
member of the party, a white American, stopped us. He was part of a small force of about 
seven men, all very well armed and wearing black pajamas (classic VC attire.)  After 
inquiring as to our mission at that time of night, and our final destination, we were cautioned 
and allowed to go on our way.   

 
These people were more than likely, 25th Infantry Division Wolfhound soldiers operating 

as part of a joint US-Vietnamese team on security patrol or moving to set up ambush.  I had 
come extremely close to killing a number of people and would have no doubt been killed 
myself (this would have been referred to as death by friendly fire – that’s when an American 
is killed by his/her own soldiers).  I have relived those moments endless times, especially 
when I recall that I had the only fully automatic weapon among those of us in the truck.  
More frightening, however, is that my weapon would not have been any match for the 
superior firepower of the group that we had stumbled upon. This realization coupled with the 
fact that we were outnumbered more than two to one, has, over time left me with very uneasy 
feelings. The occasion has proven to me that when adhered to, patience and faith are real 
blessings. 

 
We proceeded without further incident, but upon arrival at CuChi Base Camp’s main gate 

were not allowed to enter the compound. The time was now about 2000 hours. After what 
seemed like a lifetime, though perhaps no more than an hour had elapsed, a senior member of 
my unit accompanied by Military Police and other soldiers arrived, opened the gate, and 
permitted us to enter. The next day I was summarily and verbally chastised for traveling after 
dark. None of the reasons I offered seemed to matter, least of all, that of keeping my word to 
return on the same day, the very condition established by my Commander.    
 
 

UNIT MEMBER KILLED 
 
 
Months later a member of the 94th was killed. I never learned how he was killed or of the 
circumstances that may have provided an explanation for his death. But given my past 
experience in the Saigon hotel I did not bother to inquire.  As I later thought about this 
experience, I recall that there were a few things that perhaps struck others as unusual about 
me. Drugs were abundantly available (mostly in the form of marijuana) and quite openly 
used.  Although typically offered to me I never desired to partake.  I usually kept to myself 
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but was generally pleasant to others. Except for one or two cases, I chose not to make friends 
in Vietnam. 
 
 

ROCKET CITY 
 
 
Several months passed, and I had by then become the senior computer systems repair 
specialist on CuChi Base Camp and perhaps in all of the 277th S&S Battalion. Occasionally I 
was called upon to provide backup assistance to other systems on the compound and in other 
units of the Battalion dispersed over hundreds or square kilometers. On separates occasions I 
was asked to provide emergency maintenance assistance to systems at Dau Tieng and Tay 
Ninh, nicknamed “Rocket City,” located at the base of Nui Ba Den, the Black Virgin 
Mountain; so called because of the enemy’s propensity for raining rocket and mortar barrages 
on our location. In one of those events, our transport was a single open jeep traveling over 
terrain of very doubtful security. I traveled with Warrant Officer Rice from my unit. On 
another trip I traveled by helicopter gunship. Upon arriving on site and upon inquiry, was 
informed that the system maintenance specialist whom I was there to support had been killed.  
He was the victim of an incoming rocket direct hit on the power generator on which he had 
been working.  I do not recall the result of my repair support efforts, but remember the 
compound being on red alert. We later came under direct and severely constant rocket and 
mortar attack throughout the entire night.  
 

We were unable to leave the area by any means.  Since I was not at the location in the 
role of an infantry soldier and not directed to engage as a fighter, my next most important 
duty was to try to get some sleep, a “good” that was nearly impossible to obtain when 
munitions were falling all over the place.  I attempted to hasten my falling asleep by 
consuming half a quart of Johnny Walker Red Scotch Whiskey. I desperately hoped for a 
state of stupor to set in, but that was not to be. I was not afraid in the classic sense. I had 
experienced and survived several mortar attacks in other places, but nothing of the intensity 
and duration as this. What made this situation remarkably unsettling for me was the fact that 
the person that I was there to assist had managed to become a casualty he was dead - 
nightmarish. 
 
 

DECEPTIVE REPORTING RE: ATTACK ON CUCHI – AN INDELIBLE TERROR 
 
 
I don’t recall the time sequence, but on another occasion CuChi Base camp was on very high 
alert. In crisis situations rumors abound; but over time many of these rumors have proven to 
be true. It was rumored that the enemy had tunnels running under our base camp and had 
broken through our perimeter defenses in separate places, but most of them had been 
repelled. My thoughts were about any enemy who perhaps were loose. Another rumor was 
that the enemy had successfully breached our perimeter’s claymore mine fields and had killed 
a number of guards who were found sleeping while on watch (guard duty). In any event, I do 
recall that even our 94th S&S Company was on alert and in full battle gear throughout that 
and other nights.  From the 94th’s vantage point we had line of sight to the Quonset hut that 
held the Graves Registration activities. Helicopters arrived and exchanged cargo most of the 
night. I had heard the heavy weapons from surrounding firebases on many occasions, but this 
night was especially fierce.  From my position I could see the flurry of activities as soldiers 
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carried body bags to/from the Chinook helicopters. The experience has been very painful; and 
it had forced me to bear witness to many lives snuffed out that night. For what reasons were 
so many lost? Frighteningly for me is that at any turn my own life could have been one of 
those snuffed out as well. 
 

The ultimate insult came a day or two later when I saw the “Stars and Stripes” 
newspaper’s story about the battle. It reported that only one soldier was killed at CuChi. In 
several ways I have tried to rationalize how information could be reported so incorrectly.  At 
the time I was filled with patriotism and blind belief in my superiors, and I refused to believe 
that any military or national official would wantonly manipulate facts so. I thought that the 
reporter had either made a grave error or had not properly collected the necessary facts. I 
tried valiantly to push this incident from my mind and was fairly successful so long as I was 
around other military colleagues. Even after I had left active duty in 1975, and well after a 
number of military leaders, elected and appointed officials had confessed to deceiving the 
American public, I still somehow had a bit of success burying some of these events. It was 
not until I began taking steps to close my military affiliation with the Army Reserves in 1996, 
some 29 years after I first joined the military and 26 years after I left Vietnam, that I began to 
have a conscious sense of being overwhelmed by many of my past military experiences. 
Especially disturbing for me have been those times related to Vietnam. This misreporting of 
the attack at CuChi was only one in a string of unfortunate events that continue to adversely 
affect my life. 

 
 

LEAVE AND RETURN TO DUTY/PANIC/MORE DECEPTION 
 
 

As the time for my rotation out of Vietnam drew near, my Commander, Captain Brow asked 
me to extend my tour of duty with the unit. He promised me a number of perks including 30 
days leave and award of the Bronze Star Medal. I did extend and did take the leave. It was 
during this interim leave from Vietnam that I began to realize or perhaps confirm that 
something was developing in my mind. I was talking with a friend who had asked me what 
life was like in the war zone of Vietnam. As I was speaking, all of a sudden, for no apparent 
reason I began to cry. It was evident to my girlfriend who was with me at the time, that I was 
very uneasy around people. Even though I interacted with others it was on a shallow level. I 
craved to be alone or alone with her. An alarming circumstance for me however, was the 
night I awakened to find my thumbs buried in the throat of this young woman. She was 
staring at me with a most horrified look, unable to speak. I released her and lay there in 
shock, frightened and amazed at what had almost happened. She later told me that she was 
about to go to the bathroom, moving quietly so as not to disturb me.  

 
My behavior scared me then and continues to scare me to this very day. Two weeks after 

returning from Vietnam in May 1970, I married this young woman who had shown me love 
and compassion even in light of my unpredictable states of explosiveness, obvious discomfort 
around people, inability to relax, and an obsessive need for physical and emotional security.  
Sixteen years later a near similar incident occurred when my then five-year-old daughter 
came quietly to kiss me early one morning. I came so very close to fatally harming her that I 
still shudder to think about it.  

 
As regards the Bronze Star, my hopes and expectations were raised when told that both 

CW3 Bradley and Captain Brow would be recommending the medal.  I was quite dependable 
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about insuring that the unit’s computer system remained fully operational except for 
scheduled maintenance. So I was not at all surprised at the offer of a Bronze Star, but I have 
never received the award. As time was drawing close to the end of my first extension of duty 
in Vietnam, Captain Brow again asked me to extend for yet another tour. On this occasion I 
was promised a direct commission to the rank of warrant officer if I extended. I thanked the 
Captain and requested a little time to think about his offer. I returned the next day and 
informed Captain Brow that I would not extend again in Vietnam because I felt “my number” 
coming up. In other words, I had a premonition that I would be killed, if I had stayed in 
country for any time beyond my new rotation date. 

   
 

ISOLATION/RAGE/OTHER HEALTH ISSUES 
 

 
I finally returned Stateside in spring 1970, and lived at home for a few days before being sent 
to Germany. I could not help but frequently relive the experience of months earlier when I 
came close to killing the young woman whose only desire was to show me love. As a result, I 
became increasingly isolated from my family in that I constantly locked myself in my room, 
fearing the harm I could do to them, albeit unintentionally. 
 

That was only one part of the trauma. Being in New York City, time and again I resisted 
the urge to duck for cover each time I heard fire engines, police sirens or explosive loud 
noises; but I was not always successful. Of course, I would be very embarrassed and felt like 
an idiot around people who were no more the wiser of the trauma boiling within me. In these 
surroundings, I was faced with several foes simultaneously, the worst and most dangerous 
being my own mind. Other foes were our own US civilian population who saw those like me 
during the time of the war as enemies, on such occasions when I had to wear the military 
uniform in public. But they too were in danger because I was never quite sure when I was 
going to “lose it.”   

 
According to my wife then, I made people very uneasy because of the way I looked at 

them, yet I was utterly unaware that I had been fixing people with a piercing stare. For many 
years I was uneasy in civilian settings, including an inability to sleep even in my own home; 
but I could sleep soundly whenever I was on a military compound or in a tactical training 
environment. About three months after our marriage, my wife became pregnant. Following a 
live birth, our baby girl lived for only a few hours.  

 
Over the next four and one half years we would experience eight more 
medically documented pregnancies and no live births.  These miscarriages 
wreaked havoc on our relationship, and no one seemed willing or able to offer 
any viable explanation. Agent Orange was not an admittedly recognized 
adverse phenomenon then.  

 
Sometime after I left active duty in 1975 up to 1978, we had yet other pregnancies that 

ended in miscarriages. By then our marriage was severely stressed and headed for the rocks. 
In the meantime, at least three other health-related issues had become pronounced. I forced 
myself to constantly remain busy; drove myself relentlessly and lived on the edge, (some 
have said recklessly).  I was ashamed to expose the upper half of my body because of the 
discoloration of my skin from exposure to Agent Orange during my years in the CuChi, Tay 
Ninh, and Dau Tieng areas. For one who is usually blindly trusting and loyal, I did not feel 
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that I could trust anyone or any organization. I was almost always in a state of internal panic 
and would quickly become angry if any one referred to me as “crazy.” I tried and believed 
that I usually succeeded in projecting a calm demeanor, though inside I’ve been enraged and 
struggled to maintain control. In fact, I have often been afraid that I might lose control and 
strike out.  Until these past three or four years, it was a daily struggle for control over my 
emotions. To complicate the issue even more, I abhorred situations when I detected that 
someone was either lying or attempting to manipulate me.  

 
 

SEARCH FOR NORMALCY/MORE DECEPTION 
 

 
In 1980, five years after l left Vietnam, and no less than ten miscarriages later, my wife and I 
were blessed with one child. But the cumulative years of my then unknown or undetected 
distress, some of which were undoubtedly and mistakenly projected on her, by then had taken 
a permanent toll on our relationship. We were divorced in 1985, after nearly fifteen years of 
marriage. My wife's absence created a void in my life that made me realize I did not relish 
being permanently alone. I needed the stability of a solid monogamously bonded relationship. 

 
Over the next twelve years I searched for someone to become my wife, but summarily 

rejected many women as soon as I detected that they were getting to close or perceived them 
to be manipulative. During that period I was the cause of hurt to many women, due mostly to 
my undetected and un-confessed illness. Within these past five years however, my faith has 
again been severely and repeatedly tested. Several people in positions of leadership that I've 
had to work with, lacking exposure to people who have been adversely exposed to trauma 
have continued with business as usual, reminiscent of three decades earlier. In one sadly 
obvious incident, I was directed to reverse myself on a properly made administrative decision 
as well as to present a letter of apology to the staff member affected by my decision. One 
person who had never worn the uniform commented, "Ivan, think about your job. Think 
about how much you have done for your country. You can do this small thing." This event 
was as painful to me as when I was beaten and kicked into unconsciousness as I related 
earlier. The insult added to injury was that I was summarily relieved from the position, 
thereby serving to blemish my likelihood for merit advancement in that organization.  

 
Also mentioned earlier, I had joined the Army Reserves after leaving active duty. Still a 

member of the reserve, circa 1994/95, a senior officer "told" me that she wanted me to "take 
care" of another officer who was in my subordinate rating chain. This more junior officer had 
always executed her duties well. She was alleged to have been involved in fraud about which 
I had no knowledge. Moreover, the incident preceded the period that the affected officer 
worked under my command or could have been rated by me. When discussions with my rater 
reached the point where she began to displace her anger on me, I decided that the better part 
of valor was to quit the reserves even though the orders about which we disagreed would 
have been found to have been illegal, hence unlawful. My values were once again challenged 
and my dignity trashed because I stuck to principles on which my whole life has been 
grounded. These incidents have haunted me in a multiplicity of ways, none the least of which 
has been tremendous stress that takes me back to times when it appeared that life was 
meaningless to many in positions of authority and leadership. 
 

Someone recently theorized that my recurring nightmares that involve snakes are 
consistent with past misrepresentations and distortions of otherwise objective truth.  I like 
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many similarly situated others are in need of considerable help to overcome some of these 
dragons. This has therefore led me to offer the closing portion in the next section of this 
paper.  

 
 

TRANSITIONING COMBATANTS FROM WAR TO PEACE 
 
 
I have reflected on my exchanges with Dr. Ted Woodcock, Dr. Judy Slobig, several 
professionals at the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) as well as the truncated chronicle 
of my troubling military experiences. Given the initial difficulties experienced with the VA, 
the questions that are continuously repeated in my mind are: So what? Who cares? What can 
they possibly do about my state of mental and emotional affairs? What could I possibly say 
that would capture the attention of other affected veterans; the government, specifically the 
Department of Veterans Affairs, and finally, the civilian population of our country, especially 
those who’ve been touched by the war and its aftermath? 
 

I thought about a number of ideas suggested by Ted, my second wife, Tatiana and a few 
other veterans I befriended while enrolled in an introductory class for PTSD sufferers and 
those already diagnosed with PTSD. First, I have come to the conclusion that I am indeed 
blessed. I’ve been blessed with the opportunity to have had the experiences noted; blessed 
with being driven to seek every chance to look for more occasions to increase my knowledge 
in diverse areas, especially the search for normalcy and peace through such mechanisms as 
becoming more grounded in my faith; to identify intra and interpersonal conflicts, assessment 
of those conflicts and resolution or management of those identified.  

 
Further, I have become focused on engaging in research to find solutions to incalculable 

troubles of international proportions. With these identified blessings I have determined that 
others and I can benefit significantly, mostly from capturing “something” from each source.  
Whatever, the “capturing’ process entailed, any final product would need to be released to the 
greater public. In so doing, if only one person is helped, then the energy that I’ve put into this 
work will have been worth the effort. Moreover, if officials of the VA can determine any 
potential benefits, perhaps some nugget may be extracted to assist other veterans seeking to 
extricate themselves from the entrapment of similar trauma. 

 
Unlike the blessings I’ve experienced in holding full-time employment since leaving 

active military duty, a disproportionately large number of veterans have not been as fortunate. 
The misfortune to many may be chalked up to any number of possibilities. Assuming for a 
moment that a veteran entered the phase of denial that I did for as long as I did, it’s neigh 
impossible to calculate how many veterans needed assistance, and barring receiving any help, 
fell thought the cracks. Going through the cracks could have resulted due to a reduced ability 
or absolute inability to cope with the stress of everyday life. 

 
 Apart from those killed in actual combat or the in-country contributing causes, how 

many other lives have been wasted? How many have been caught in the unfathomable abyss 
of drug abuse? How many whose behavior have been deemed legally and societally 
dysfunctional have wreaked abuse and violence on their families, to the point death to 
unsuspecting others? How many have sought help from family, friends, and the medical and 
legal systems only to be turned away or turned down?  
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This because the person or institution approached was unconcerned, lacked interest or 
know-how, or was a gatekeeper to dispensers of the services needed. How many suicides 
have been committed because of helplessness that enveloped many once considered 
“America’s Best”?  And you the reader ought not to think that my questions are relegated to 
the US military veteran of the Vietnam era. No! To the contrary, I am talking about all 
veterans who have experienced any degree of trauma that has been indelible to efforts to 
eradicate. WWII, Korea, skirmishes or interventions in the Pacific, the Caribbean, Central 
and South America, and all of the known and unknown attempts to at peace operations 
missions in Africa, Asia, Europe, and elsewhere. 

 
I invite the VA, other parts of the government, as well as institutions of higher learning, 

and philanthropic organizations that fund research, to obtain credible figures as to the burden 
borne by the American taxpayer of the true cost of such neglect or oversight on our society, 
especially the affected veteran. In so doing, however, it must be kept in mind that the types of 
traumas will more than likely be different in terms of the nature and the manifestations from 
one conflict, mission, intervention, or war to the next. In my own case, and I certainly am not 
unique, I suffered the additional trauma of a “user unfriendly” organization in the faceless 
monstrosity we know as the VA. It would have been an entirely different issue if I had not 
been complaining about most of the health issues while in Vietnam between the years 1968 
and 1970. My complaints and request for help continued during the five additional years I 
remained on active duty between 1970 and 1975. On and off I sought help through the VA 
system between 1975 and 1978.  
 

For several years I gave up thinking that only incompetents were employed by and in the 
VA system. I was encouraged to give them another try by a friend who was a VA employee. 
Sometime around 1983 I began trying the organization again intermittently until late the late 
1980’s. Finally, in a fit of desperation, I began trying the VA more consistently in the latter 
half of the 1990’s. The VA’s stock began rising after I met a physician, Dr. Agawal of the 
Red Team at the Medical Center in Washington, DC. This doctor has demonstrated herself to 
be a concerned and caring medical practitioner. Since then, barring one very sad experience, 
every physician I’ve met on the Red Team or those to whom I’ve been referred, have 
demonstrated themselves to be both competent and caring professionals. Since 1996 my 
health has been on a roller coaster, but it appears that I’ve experienced more decline between 
1998 and 2000. I have been noticing a trend reversal within the past few months. 

 
Among veterans with whom I’ve talked and commiserated, are veterans from WWII, 

Korea, and several from Vietnam who have been contesting with the VA more than 40 years 
in some cases in trying to establish a medical claim. One veteran from WWII with whom I 
had become very close – a wheelchair bound amputee - at one point, had all of his benefits 
taken from him before ending with an award of 100% disability. He lived about ten years 
after his award before finally succumbing to a multiplicity of ailment. Another veteran from 
the Korean war era was so angry, that any moment I expected to hear that he was picked up 
for inflicting violence on someone. The Korean War veteran was finally awarded somewhere 
in the neighborhood of 75% disability and has been vigilant about being present for all 
treatment. One of the two Vietnam Veterans was flatly denied and the other was in a state of 
constant depression, seeking a team of lawyers or mediators to negotiate his case with the 
VA. The sad and painful portion of this experience is that all of these people are intelligent, 
with families, bur needed to have their stories heard and their respective conditions 
acknowledged.  One of my traumas was the non-acknowledgement of several conditions that 
have seriously affected my life and my ability to “function normally” in several respects. 
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Since my second marriage, something tripped in me and I began talking very 

unashamedly in responding to questions from wife. Such openness as regards Vietnam, et. al, 
was never the case in my first marriage; in fact his out in several high risk adventure in my 
investments, driving, military reserve and personal lifestyle, combined with a personal desire 
to excel and to attempt to do almost anything better than anyone similarly engaged.  

 
The VA has in fact initiated a number of suggestions that I will delineate. Unlike wars 

fought before Vietnam and the early portion of the Gulf War, movements to the battle area 
were made by fully contiguous units. To the best of their ability members also returned with 
their units. There was built-in system of team spirit or group support. Not so in Vietnam and 
several peace-hyphen intervention in which the nation has become increasingly involved in 
recent years. Mission clarity, incomplete mission planning, battlefield leadership, pride and 
esprit all seem to be figments of my imaginative past – with the exception of a very few 
stalwarts, Zumwalt, Powell, Schwartkoff, Zinni, Clark and a few others, all of whom have 
already left the service, planning and leadership seems sadly lacking. Veterans who carry the 
merciless burden were neither debriefed in country or at home. What a burden for any man or 
woman to have to bear alone! This situation coupled with the shame of one’s feeling tends to 
keep him or her rather isolated. If a member of the military remains on active duty, full 
debriefing should be SOP before he or she continues to the next assignment, with the 
insistence for follow-up opportunities to share one’s story, especially if and when conditions 
of the mission are deadly and classified. 

 
Standard parts of medical assessment and follow-up should be evaluation of one’s mental 

state. Many in the appointed or political levels may claim that such cost would be prohibitive 
and may even denigrate the preparedness for those who remain on active duty, driving up the 
“already large” allocation to the VA budget; but I believe a benefit and cost analysis would 
demonstrate to the contrary. 

 
 

SO WHAT – CONCLUSION 
 
 
Given the foregone as I’ve tried to lay out for the interested leader, the situation has to be 
turned around for the affected citizen — whether he or she remains on active duty or 
becomes a veteran.  What does turning around the situation look like? For the person who 
remains on active duty, in addition to the individual being required to provide a mission 
debriefing, debriefing must also be made to the mission’s affect on the member’s mental state 
and preparedness, for (functioning normally) without duress, in both military and civil 
societies. If missed on active duty and the individual has moved on to veteran status then 
adequate means  must be found to address the personal and societal costs caused by Post 
Traumatic Stress Disorder. A failure to address the causes and effects of such stress disorder 
will surely lead to additional wounds to the foundations of our wider society that will 
certainly require the expenditure of significant resources for their healing. 
 
 
 


