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bteen working further on the Vietnam project, in preparation
“or my meeting with Kennetn Briggs of THo NEJ YCR TIMES. I also hope
: with Michéel Herr (author of DISPATCHES) in New York, and with
iZton in New Haven.

[
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inese are persons 1'd like to have present for the conference:

evareid :
21 Eerr (author of DISPATCHES. the best book on Vietnam so far,
B

lie

Norman O. Brown (to talk about the fate of the counter culture)

Robert Bellan (to talk about Vietnam's influence on "civil religion')

Willian L. Miller (for the same reason)

Jacob Heedleman (to descridbe the current religious climate)

Telford Tavlor

Rovert Jay Lifton (who nhas done the very careful psychoanalytic work
in this area, afte nterviewing war veterans and prisoners-of-war,
following his in-denth analysis of Hiroshima):

Erik Zrikson {to %talk a»out Vietnam's influence on American corporate

an Dinh (from Temnle Univ., a Vietnamese historian, very good in

area)

Ro0sznau (from USC)

n Zriggs (lNew York Times) °

Can<lon (Harper &% Row -- a likely vublishers

“2d Zaculty frem UC33

s Martin Marty, Hichael Vovak, John Orr (Zrom USC) -- all good
nr subject

Dittes, Yale wsychologist -- resvonsible for ''positive disengagement™
siacze
lrwdled — Geth  grsst. staateoh

I'11 do what I can on this during this week's trip to the east.

.
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Books of The Times

By John Leonard

DISPATCHES. By Mlchael Herr 260 pages.
Alfred A. Knopf.. $

| e

ARLY ON in Vietnam, Michael
Herr thinks: “But somewhere

— all the mythic tracks intersect-

ed, from the lowest John
wyne wetdream to the most aggravat-
soldier-poet fantasy, and where they
.d I believe that everyone knew every-
.hing about everyone else, every one
of us there a true volunteer, Not that
you didn’t hear some overripe bull .
about it: Hearts and Minds, Peoples of
the Republic, tumbling dominoes, main-
taining the equilibrium of the Dingdong
by containing the ever encroaching
Doodah; you could also hear the other,
some young soldier speaking in all
bloody innocence, saying, ‘All that’s
just a load, man. We're here to Kill

gooks. Period.” Which wasn’t at all true

of me. I was there to watch.”

If you think you don’t want to read
any more about Vietnam, you are
wrong. ‘“Dispatches” is beyond politics,
beyond rhetoric, beyond “pacification”
and body counts and the “psychotic
vaudeville” of Saigon press briefings.
Its materials are fear and death, hal-
lucination and the burning of souls. It
is as if Dante had gone to hell with
a cassette recording of Jimi Hendrix

and a pocketfu] of pills: our first rock--

and-roll war, stoned murder.

The ‘Miserable-Joyous’

We are told almost nothing about
Michael Herr except that he went to
Vietnam as a reporter in 1967 ‘and
that parts of this book appeared in Es-
quire, New American Review and Roll-
ing Stone. He went to watch. Of him-
self and the other reporters who
watched with him, he remarks: “We
got out and became like everyone else
who has been through a war: changed,
enlarged and (some things are expen-
sive to say) incomplete. . . A few ex-
treme cases felt that the experience
there had been a glorious one, while
most of us felt that it had been merely
wonderful. I think Vietnam was what
we had instead of happy childhoods.”

What does he mean? How can he
talk this way? Because he refuses to
lie. His feelings are a mixture of love

and disgust, of the “miserable-joyous.”

On the Marines: “They got savaged a
lot and softened a lot, their  secret
brutalized them and darkened them
and very often it made them beautiful.
It took no age, seasoning or education
to make them know exactly where true
violence resided. And they were killers.
Of course they were; what would any-
one expect them to be? It absorbed
them, inhabited them, made them
strong in the way that wvictims are
strong, filled them with the twin obses-
sions of Death and Peace. . .”

Thus, “disgust was only one color
in the whole mandala, gentleness and
pity were other colors, there wasn’t
a color left out. I think that those peo-
ple who used to say that they only
wept for the Vietnamese never really
wept for anyone at all if they couldn’t
squeeze out at least one for thése men
and boys when they died or had their
lives cracked open for them.”

Yet the ‘“death-spaced grunts,” “so

innocent and - violent, so sweet and
brutal,” who “were my guns, and I let
them do it,” scare him. They’ve gone
round a bend; between the music and
the drugs, there is only horror: “These
were the faces of boys whose whole
lives seemed to have backed up. on
them, they’d be a few feet away but
they’d be looking back at you over a
distance you knew you’d never really
cross.” He is reminded of faces at a
rock concert: “locked in, the event had
them.”

And he is afraid of himself as well
as for himself, of getting ‘high on
war,” under fire, “reaching in at the
point of calm and springing all the joy
and all the dread ever known, ever
known by everyone who ever lived,
unutterable in its sppzitng brilliance,
touching al] the edgss and then pass-
ing, as though it had all been controlled
from outside, by a god or by the
moon.”

Then, afterward: “so empty of every-
thing but being alive that you couldn’t
recall any of it, except to know that
it was like something else you had felt
once before. It remained obscure for
a long time, but after enough times
the memory took shape and substance
and finally revealed itself one after-
noon during the breaking off of a fire-
fight. It was the feeling you’d had when
you were much, much younger and un-
dressing a girl for the first time.”

Reporting as Literature

A black paratrooper with the 101st
glides by and says, “I been scaled
man, I'm smooth mow.” Mr. Herr is
left to wonder “not what he meant
(that was easy), but where he’d been
to get his language.” Where did Mr.
Herr go to get his language? To a Viet-
nam inside. It seems to me that “Dis-
patches” is a certain kind of reporting
come of age—that is, achieving litera-
ture. It is the reporting of the 1960’s
at last addressing itself to great human
issues, subjective, painfully honest,
scaled of abstractions down to the vis-
cera, the violence and the sexuality un-
derstood and transcended. Stunning.

Much of this language cannot, of
course, be quoted in a family news-
paper. If “Dispatches” were a movie,
it would be X-rated, unlike our wars,
where all the children are allowed in
free while their parents hide on the
other side of the ocean.

A List of Recently Published Books

GENERAL

Apostles Into -Terrorists, by Vera Broido
(Viking, $15). Women revolutionar-
ies in czarist Russia.

Castles of Ireland, by Brian de B ffnv,

nhatnoranhe by onrcoe Matd (T

Who's Who in Architecture' From 1400 to
the Present, edited by J. M. Richards
_ (Holt Rinchart & Winston, $19.95).
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