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Fascinating overview - : ,
tackles key questions

Vietsam: A Histery. By Stan-
ley Karnow. Viking: §22 30,

By JOSEPH A. GEARY

This history has been billed as
the “companion to the popular
P.B.S. series bearing the same
name." but Stanley Karnow's

deserves much than
that. Here is & book that Is thor-
ough, indeed exhaustive, but is

readable and at times fascinating
in ity conclusions.
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we had won or lost — traditionally
— via a surrender, then it might be
over. Of course, it did pretty much
end in a surrender, only we Ameri-
cans haven't gotten it through our
thick skulls that there wasn’t much
we could do about it one way or
another.

We, like the French before us,
had had a shot at bringing a solu-
tion to the jungles of Southeast
Asia. We could not, they could not
— it was a purely Vietnamese
problem to solve — and they have
solved it. We may not like how
they solved it, but we — like they
— must live with it!

Now, beyond the first sentence
above, Capps goes on to explain
why the way hasn’t ended in many
Americans’ hearts and minds. His
book will appeal to the growing
corps of teachers using the Viet-
nam experience in the classroom.

It is succinct, but has a mes-
sage, and it explores just about
every facet of life in America after
Vietnam. Beginning with a fast-
paced historical background ac-
count, he shows how the United

. States got itself — quite willingly

— sucked into the whirlpool of colo-
nial politics between Franch and
Indochina. Indochina, like Korea,
then was a natural product of our
trying to prop up democracy
around the world against world-

. Wide communism.

Capps then shows that once in,
the United States and its messianic
mission, mixture of religion, social
consciousness and blatant coloni-

| al-militarism of its own could not
" get out. But, it could not bring
. about a battlefield solution ei-

ther.
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Capps suggests why in reveal-
ing passages about Ho Chi Minh,
the disintegration of the Ameri-
can homefront, as well as the mis-
gujded leadership in the Oval of-

ce. Nothing of this is really very
new — but Capps encapsulates its
nicely.

What Capps really discusses is
the impact of the war on Ameri-
ca’s sense of mission. We have
always had it and it came to the
front in two world wars whereby
we ‘‘saved” civilization in Europe
and Asia, or at least the Pacific.
Korea gave us self-doubts — a fact
that just about everyone has for-
gotten, and we probably need
Capps to do a similar job on that
‘“unwon’’ war like he has on Viet-
nam.

But Vietnam was simply an
event whose time had come. Look
at the situation — post-Kennedy’s
New Frontier, Peace Corps and
all that. It was after the dull years
of Ike and the Republicans where-
by the New Frontier boys pro-
mised the moon and began to deliv-
er until their man was snuffed
out.

Then came Lyndon Johnson,
bent on redeeming the New Fron-
tier at home and abroad. Blus-
tery Texan, there was simply no
war — either against poverty or
little yellow hordes — that couldn’t
be won a la John Wayne. Capps
suggests that an awfully great
number of young Americans got
suckered into uniform on that play
— only to become disillusioned by
what they experienced in Vietnam.
Hence, all the hoopla of the Viet-
nam veterans who came home to
psychiatric disorders.

The bottom line for Capps is sim-
ply that we picked the wrong time
and place to fight the wrong war
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Southeast Asian conflict lingers

we had won or lost — traditionally

_33 a surrender, then it might be
M}c'fv Of course, it did pretty much
. _endin a surrender, only we Ameri-
*  cans haven’t gotten it through our
thick skulls that there wasn’t much
we could do about it one way or
anbther

_We, like the French before us,
had had a shot at brln‘ging a solu-
tion to the jungles of Southeast
Asia. We could not, they could not
— it was a purely Vietnamese
problem to solve — and they have
solved it. We may not like how
they solved it, but we — like they
— must live with it!

Now, beyond the first sentence
above, Capps goes on to explain
why the way hasn’t ended in many
Americans’ hearts and minds. His
book will appeal to the &l;owing
corps of tea 5 using Viet-
nam experience in the classroom.

It is succmct, but has a mes-
sage, and it explores just about
every facet of life in America after
Vietnam. Beginning with a fast-
paced historical background ac-
count, he shows how the United
1 States got itself — quite willingly
. —sucked into the whirlpool of colo-
. nial politics between Franch and
Indochina. Indochina, like Korea,
then was a natural product of our
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; Capps then shows that once in,
the United States and its musianic
mission, mixture of religion, social
consciousness and blatant coloni-
al-militarism of its own could not
get out. But, it could not bring
about a battleﬂeld solution ei-

Capps suggests why in reveal-
ing passages about Ho Chi Minh,

" the disintegration of the Ameri-

can homefront, as well as the mis-
ded leadershi.p in the Oval of-
ce. Nothing of this is really very
new — but Capps encapsulates its
nicely.

What Capps really discusses is
the impact of the war on Ameri-
ca’s sense of mission. We have
always had it and it came to the
front in two world wars whereby
we ‘‘saved’’ civilization in Europe
and Asia, or at least the Pacific.
Korea gave us self-doubts — a fact
that just about everyone has for-
gotten, and we probably need
Capps to do a similar job on that
‘“‘unwon’’ war like he has on Viet-
nam.

But Vietnam was simply an
event whose time had come. Look
at the situation — post-Kennedy's
New Frontier, Peace Corps and
all that. It was after the dull years
of Ike and the Republicans where-
by the New Frontier boys pro-
mised the moon and began to deliv-
er until their man was snuffed
out.

Then came Lyndon Johnson,
bent on redeeming the New Fron-

 tier at home and abroad. Blus-

tery Texan, there was simply no
war — either against poverty or
little yellow hordes — that couldn’t
be won a la John Wayne. Capps
suggests that an awfully great

“number of young Americans got

suckered into uniform on that play
— only to become disillusioned by
what they experienced in Vietnam.
Hence, all the hoopla of the Viet-

‘nam veterans who came home to

tric disorders.
The bottom line for Capps is sim-
ply that we picked the wrong time
‘and place to fight the wrong war

against the wrong enemy. He sug-
gests that the tragedy might have .
been avoided if we had chosen (a) |
to view the struggle as an internec-
ine or civil battle between Viet-
namese, (b) not to invest the strug-
gle as some Armageddon with the |
Communist power of the world, (c) |
if we had seen the conflict as part of -
a simple colonialist-nationalist
battle which had cut through most !
of Asia and Africa since the end of |
World War I1.

“But, because it viewed the war
as part of the fundamental conflict
between the world’s two great su- .
perpowers,’’ says Capps, ‘‘the
United States eventually felt a re-
sponsibility to commit its forces.”
Ah, doesn’t that sound faintly fa-
miliar? There seems to be a pres-
entist ring to that refrain — which
is precisely what Capps is trying to
get the reader to recognize.

The book will sadden and anger,
stimulate and soothe — all at the
same time. He entitles his final
chapter ''‘The Healing Process,”’
which is only just. Meanwhile, the
wails of Vietnam veterans make
headlines, the atrocities of the unit-
ed Vietnam sell copy, and every-
one from the president to the low-
liest schoolchild tries to fathom the
meaning and ‘‘lessons”’ of those 10
years we wasted in southeast
Asia.

Capps questions whether they
were truly wasted years. He would
suggest that they were only if wedo_
not bind up the wounds of our psy-
che from that war and rediscover:
the wholeness of America “before,
the trauma of the unfinished war 18‘
reenacted.” s
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