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    CHAPTER ONE
  


  
    An Encounter in Pleiku
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    On March 19, 1969, First Lieutenant Homer Steedly Jr. turned a bend in a trail in Pleiku Province and came face-to-face with a North Vietnamese soldier, his weapon slung over his shoulder.
  


  
    Homer stared in astonishment. “At first it was almost surreal. I mean, we’re all in green fatigues, muddy and sweaty, and really looking like guys in the field. Here this guy comes around the corner, and he’s got on a light khaki uniform, a clean light khaki pith helmet. You’ve seen the red Pleiku mud. You can’t stay clean up there. You’re tinted red. Your uniforms are red, your fingers are red, it’s justit gets everywhere. And here’s this guy that’s walking down the trail perfectly clean. Perfectlynot a wrinkle anywhere. I mean, not a hair out of place. I must be hallucinating, the heat’s gotten to me.”1
  


  
    The soldier he was confronting was a twenty-five-year-old medic named Hoang Ngoc Dam, from the village of Thai Giang in Thai Binh Provincea fact the lieutenant would not discover for over three decades. There was no time then for more than a quick glimpse of each other. As soon as Dam saw Homer, he 
     snatched his weapon off his shoulder and began to bring it around. Later, Homer would recall how he shouted, “Chieu Hoi,” the phrase he thought meant “surrender.”2 “But he continued to draw down on me,” Homer says, “and then he started pulling his weapon off his shoulder. My weapon was already down at my waist, so it was ready to fire. I hollered at him, and he didn’t stop. He tried to get that weapon down, and just before he got it level on me, I fired. In my total abject fear of that moment, I just cut loose and killed him instantly. I could look in his eyes, we were so close together. We were probably thirty feet apart, and then later I looked at him, and he was so young.”3
  


  
    For a time he stared at the body, dazed. He noticed more details. Not only was the young man’s uniform starched, but the SKS rifle clutched in his hands still had the greasy cosmoline used as an antirust agent congealing on its bayonet hinge. Someone new to the war, Homer concluded, probably an officer; in his description of the incident in a letter home, he called the dead man a major. He was wrong on both counts. Dam, whose rank was sergeant, had already been in the war for over five years by that time; he had survived the Tet Offensive and many other major battles.
  


  
    Homer bent down and went through the dead man’s pockets, drawing out a notebook with a colorful picture on the front cover of a man and woman in what he took to be traditional or ancient Vietnamese dress, and on the back cover, a daily and monthly calendar grid, labeled with the English word “schedule”; a smaller black notebook; and a number of loose papersletters, ID cards, and some sort of certificates. The spine and corners of the first notebook had been neatly reinforced with black tape.
  


  
    

  


  
    Thirty-six years later, when I first touched that notebook, I was struck by the care Dam had taken in binding it up. He was a soldier in an army where nothing could be thrown away, nothing wasted. I thought of what the appearance of that book must 
     have meant to Homer as he looked through it on that dark trail. Raised on small, hardscrabble farms, Homer knew the precious-ness of things that could not be replaced. The way he had shot Dam was unusual: a gunfighter duel in a war in which more often than not the enemy remained faceless to the Americans, only sudden flashes of fire from the jungle, targets to be annihilated. That invisibility was frustrating to the GIs, but at least it allowed them the comfort of dehumanizing the enemy, making him into ghost, demon, target. Now to see not only the face of the man he’d killed, but also the carefully re-bound covers, the force of will that the meticulous writing and drawings inside the book revealed, confronted Homer with a mirrored and valuable humanity. He tried not to think about it. There had been no time to think, anyway. His enemy had been armed and ready to shoot him. Homer had simply been quicker. It was what could be, and was, called a good kill.
  


  
    Homer sent the documents to the rear area, where he knew they’d be assessed and then burned. But later that evening he changed his mind. He contacted a friend in S-2, intelligence, and asked him to bring everything back. Homer couldn’t bear to have the documents, the last evidence of the life he had taken, be destroyed.
  

  
  
  


  
    CHAPTER TWO
  


  
    Eyes Like a Mean Animal’s
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      Had he and I but met

      by some old ancient inn,

      We should have sat us down to wet

      Right many a nipperkin

      
        

      
But ranged as infantry,

      And staring face to face,

      I shot at him as he at me,

      And killed him in his place.

      
        

      
I shot him dead because

      Because he was my foe,

      Just so: my foe of course he was;

      That’s clear enough; although

      
        

      
He thought he’d list, perhaps,

      Off-hand-likejust as I

      Was out of workhad sold his traps

      No other reason why. 
       Yes; quaint and curious war is!

      You shoot a fellow down

      You’d treat, if met where any bar is,

      Or help to half-a-crown.
    


    
      “THE MAN HE KILLED” by Thomas Hardy
    

  


  
    

  


  
    Ican’t think of Homer and Dam’s fatal meeting without being reminded of that Thomas Hardy poemand of Tim O’Brien’s update and personalization of it in “The Man I Killed,” a story chapter in The Things They Carried.4 Homer’s need to clutch some grief to himself by hanging onto Hoang Ngoc Dam’s documents can be seen in the thoughts and actions of Tima character subversively created and named after himself by O’Brienwho has, like Homer and the persona in Hardy’s poem, just killed an enemy soldier and cannot stop staring at the body. The description of the dead man’s face is repeated, over and over, so that we understand Tim’s inability to tear his eyes away, his shock and horror at what he’s done. As he stares at the corpse, he creates a life story for the dead Viet Cong soldier spun from the man’s frail, unsoldierly physique and the objects pulled from his body, including a photo of a young woman next to a motorcycle. He imagines the young Vietnamese as someone who loved mathematics, had gone to the university in Saigon, had fallen in love and married, had been reluctant to go to the war, but finally hadmainly because he feared disgracing his family and his village. Like Homer, who at first imagined Dam as a young officer like himself, Tima former university student who’d been reluctant to be drafted and had only gone to war because he feared being ostracized by his family and communityhas projected his own life onto the life of the man he has killed. He has killed himself, and he refuses to stop staring at the mirror of his own corpse, to stop grieving for the loss of his own common humanity.
  


  
    Later in the novel, in “Good Form,”5 O’Brien the writer (as much a fictional character as Tim the soldier) describes the origins
     of “The Man I Killed,” explaining that as a soldier, he could never bring himself to look at the faces of the (enemy) dead, and as a result he has been left with feelings of “faceless responsibility” and “faceless grief.” But, he writes, he wants to tell his readers “why story-truth is truer sometimes than happening-truth.” He is enabled by writing the story, permitting himself that wrench to the side that fiction allows, to create a young Tim who does what O’Brien did not, could not, do during the war: look into the face of the dead and see himself and mourn.6 To re-form his own face in the mirror, he has to discover his features in the glimpsed and shadowed face of the enemy.7
  


  
    The same need exists as well for the Vietnamese who were once our enemies. In 2007 Mike Archer, a marine veteran of the siege of Khe Sanh, read an article I’d written about Homer and Dam and asked me for some contacts in Viet Nam to help him investigate what had happened to the remains of one of his friends. Archer had written a memoir, A Patch of Ground, in which he described the death of a high school friend, Tom Mahoney, who had also gone into the marines. He was just nineteen, and photos of him reveal a heartbreakingly young face. Mahoney was ambushed and killed during the withdrawal from Hill 881, at the end of the siege. His body was dragged to the front of their position by the People’s Army of Viet Nam (PAVN) troops who had killed him in order to lure other marines into an ambush when they tried to recover the body. His friends did try just that, but finally had to call in an air strike, and as a result, Mahoney’s remains were never foundthey were either dragged off by the North Vietnamese or obliterated.
  


  
    Years later, while an American and Vietnamese MIA recovery team was searching for clues about the disposition of the body, they found in the Hanoi archives an after-action report from the five-man squad that had ambushed Mahoney. It describes the action and Mahoney: “The five-person team . . . waited for the enemy all night long. At 1400 on the following day (6 July 1968) we saw one American walking outside the 
     entrance of the outpost. He wore a cement-colored uniform. His face was red and his eyes were blue like a mean animal [emphasis added]. He was looking towards Mr. Luong’s team. The sounds of AK weapons roared immediately and the American fell. Mr. Luong and Mr. Long jumped out of their positions and dragged the American’s body down. They placed the body in front of them to create an ambush for the other Americans coming out of their bunkers.”8 To the PAVN soldiers, it was easier to kill someone seen not only as an invader of their country, but also as a mean animal. Inhuman. Meat for bait.
  


  
    Mahoney was shot in the chest. In 2005 I sat in a room in Hue, across the river from the Citadel, that crucible on which American and PAVN and NLF and ARVN troopsall the acronyms of the warhad slaughtered each other, and the inhabitants of the town, during the 1968 Tet Offensive. It was a battle in which Mahoney had fought. The poet Lam Thi My Da had been there then also, on the other side. She did not know of Thomas Mahoney, but after we met and had the inevitable cups of green tea, she told me she wanted to read one of her poems, “Khuon mat an kin” (“The Face Beneath”),9 which was dedicated to “the American soldiers who died in the war in Viet Nam”:

    
      
        I want to be a small deer

        Running under the sky through green grass
      


      
        

      


      
        Don’t make me go into the thick jungle

        Or I will become a fierce wolf
      


      
        

      


      
        Who can foresee the tricks and snares of life?

        Deception

        is disguised by sweet tongues
      


      
        

      


      
        I was an unwitting deer

        Wandering far from my field of fresh grass
      


      
        

      


      
        My face was the face of a wolf

        In deep caves, in shadows, dark and still
      


      
        

      


      
        Then a call startled me awake

        And I remembered that once my eyes

        Had been clear, the eyes of a deer
      


      
        

      


      
        At the end of the road I fell down

        When a bullet struck my blood-filled chest
      


      
        

      


      
        If you look under the wolf’s skin

        You’ll find the red heart of an innocent deer
      

    

  


  
    A year later, when I read Mike’s description of Tom Mahoney and saw his photo, then read the PAVN document describing his eyes “blue like a mean animal,” the poem sprang into my mind with a shock of recognition and grief. My Da’s poem could have been the lost voice of Thomas Mahoney, a poem coming out of the poet’s recognition of how war transforms our perceptions of ourselves and of each other, out of her need to rediscover her own innocent heart by seeing beneath the skin of the wolf.
  


  
    In 1993, when I first met Vietnamese writers who had been on the other side of the war, I sat across a breakfast table and looked into the eyes of a woman who had once been in the Youth Volunteers Brigade of the PAVN, one of the teenage girls who worked on the Ho Chi Minh Trails, repairing craters after our bombings, defusing or exploding unexploded bombs, and even burying the dead. The times, and some of the places, we had been in the war had overlapped, and looking at her face, I knew that if I had seen her there when I was flying as a helicopter gunner, I would have killed her. She had been a target and threat to me, the ghost under the canopy of leaves, and I had been monstrous and mechanical to her, the sky elementally reconfigured into noise and terror. Now we could suddenly see 
     each other’s faces. We had been translated to each other; we sat at that small table where we could look into the eyes of all we had not known or had ignored or hated and feared, and see instead reflection and revelation. See what Homer had seen when he once again retrieved that diary from the man he’d killed, after it sat in thirty-six years of darkness, and opened its pages to reveal the precise drawings of a young man who had wanted to be a healer.
  


  
    It was an instant when everything came together, not just because of where we had been in the war, but because we had both become writers after it; we understood that the moment, when our stories had wrapped together had embodied the latent power of stories to save our own hearts by allowing us into the narratives of other human beings. As Tim had done in imagination. As Homer would try to do in life. The journey I eventually made to Viet Nam to help him return the documents to Dam’s family included plans I’d had to interview some of the Vietnamese writers I knew, veterans of the other side of the war. Their stories, from their lives and their art, and the stories of others, friends, other writers and veterans, or traveling companions met along the way, wove into and helped to illuminate the entwinement of Homer’s and Dam’s stories, as I came to feel they needed to do in this book.
  


  
    “What stories can do,” O’Brien writes, “is make things present. I can look at things I never looked at. I can attach faces to grief and love and pity and God. I can be brave. I can make myself feel again.”10
  


  
    It was what Homer Steedly decided he needed to do. By refusing to let go of the notebooks he’d taken from Dam’s body, Homer somehow understood, though he could not put it into words or coherent thoughts until years later, that he was hanging onto a grief that was the price of remaining human. He needed to find and mourn what had been cut out of his heart. He needed to find Dam’s story and his own.
  

  
  


  
    PART ONE
  


  
    THE WAR
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    CHAPTER THREE
  


  
    Bamberg
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    If we pull back now from Homer and Dam, back from the terminal nexus of their meeting, we can see certain parallels emerge between them, in the places they came from and the lives they led and hoped to lead, all of which drew them to that moment when they faced each other in the jungle. Both were from small villages on midland plains; both grew up poor and worked the land: Homer, at times, behind a mule, Dam wading the paddies driving a water buffalo. Both were oldest brothers, willingly taking on the mantle of the responsible sibling, the surrogate parent. Both had parents who taught them codes of courage, custom, duty, and industry that had sustained and defined their ancestors, and both came from a tradition in which education and military service were equally sacrosanct.
  


  
    The Hoang family today is certain that there was and is a spiritual connection between Dam and Homer. Even with all that has happened since, I don’t know if I believe that. But each did carry in his blood the history of the hard lands from which he came; it was the tide that carried them toward each other. 
     Bamberg, South Carolina, has always given its sons to the nation’s wars, though usually the sons have been eager enough to give themselves, and the definition of what their nation was sometimes shifted. The town sits astride a highway and (former) railroad junction in the marshy scrub pine, loblolly pine, and palmetto country of the South Carolina midlands. Its first inhabitants, the Edisto tribe of the Muskogian Nation,1 knew it as a cypress swamp, and the occasional alligator still lumbers about near town, as if pulled by a dim ancestral memory of that ancient slough. The country is blessed with an indolent beauty best appreciated by those, like Homer, who know its secret deli cacies: the sway and sigh of the pines, the lush hang of Spanish moss draped on the huge spreads of live oaks hundreds of years old, the brush of a breeze silvering the marsh grass, shivering the dew-jeweled filigrees of spiderwebs, touching the skin and nostrils with the fecundity of the country. The swamps the Edistos knew were still extant when Homer Steedly was growing up; as they did for the Edistos, they still allowed boys to hone skills they would need as men: “I spent most of my childhood in the country, surrounded by woods and cypress swamps, most notably Lemon Swamp,” Homer recalls. “I spent all my free time in these woods and swamps hunting, fishing, and just exploring. I became quite accomplished at stalking deer and even observed bobcat and fox on several occasions. I learned how to move si lently through the woods and keep downwind of those I sought to locate. I ran most of the time barefoot in cut off blue jeans with no shirt, or only a t-shirt. Often while running through the swamps and woods I would step on snakes, but they never bit me. Moving quietly and learning to search the environment for shapes and movements while hunting were my strong points in jungle warfare, as was my skill with a rifle.”2
  


  
    

  


  
    The first settlers in this region were the usual rural Southern mix of English, Scots-Irish, and Huguenots, but there were also many Swiss and Germansand Africans, a population of slaves 
     the more wealthy of the emigrants brought with them when they moved south of the Edisto River. One of the descendants of those Germans, Major William Seaborn Bamberg, gave his name to the town. His grandfather, John George Bamberg, came from Germany and fought in the Revolutionary War.
  


  
    But if Germany lay back in Bamberg’s white history, the topography and history of the American South formed the town more powerfully, and its sons grew up the way the Edisto Indians’ sons had, as expert hunters and gatherers, whether in swamp, forest, river, field, or trade, and with the need of a war to initiate and mark their comings of age. Homer’s call sign in Viet Nam would be Swampfox, after the Revolutionary War hero and guerrilla fighter Francis Marion, another swamp-raised boy. When Fort Sumter was fired upon, most of the eli gible white male populationthe town only had 250 people thenimmediately signed up to fight for the Confederacy. Capt. Isaac S. Bamberg formed a company called, unsurprisingly, the Bamberg Guards. Another Bamberg, the wonderfully named Seaborn, became a major, and his brother, Francis M. Bamberg, enlisted as a private and eventually retired as a general.
  


  
    Among the other Bamberg men who enlisted at the beginning of the war was a Private Richard J. Steedly.
  


  
    

  


  
    The Lemon Swamp today is somewhat diminished but still sprawls, dense and lush, for miles outside of Bamberg. The tight dirt trail we’ve followed off Hunter’s Chapel Road takes us to a small clearing. If we go in further, Homer says, we’ll come across breastworks set up here when a portion of Sherman’s army came through on its drive south, attempting to cross the Salkehatchee River. The Union soldiers were held at bay for two days at Bamberg, at the Battle of the Rivers Bridge.3 As we approach the clearing, the shrill chorus of the cicadas stops. There is no breeze, and the air is heavy and heated. Behind a ragged screen of pines, a few weathered gravestones, some tilted over, sentinel what once must have been a small clearing. It is the 
     graveyard of the Hunter’s Chapel Baptist Church, the building moved years ago to an area less plagued by the mosquitoes and no-see-ums that cloud around us, the latter going for the corners of our eyes. There are apparently other guardians here as well. Once, Homer tells me, he and his wife visited the graves, and when they came back down the trail, they found a small mound of rocks with some turkey vulture feathers stuck in thema notification to them, Homer says, that this was still holy ground. Other people still visit here as well; in a slightly clearer area is a small chain-link fence enclosure, with six gravesites in it. Homer unwraps the cord holding the gate shut, and we go inside. There are two small metal markersthe original gravestones are goneand we squat down and read them: Emily Elizabeth Steedly, 26 March 1841 to 20 September 1897. Capt. Richard Joseph Steedly, CSA, 18 February 1831 to 3 November 1902. In front of the markers, a small Confederate flag has been stuck into the earth.
  


  
    

  


  
    Homer’s great-great-grandfather’s military career foreshadowed the direction of Homer’s own. Captain Dick (the family always called him by that name) rose through the ranks from private to become commander of Company G of the South Carolina Volunteers. He was wounded at the battle of Spotsylvania, but came home to marry Emily Elizabeth Edwards, who came from Orangeburg County. The two lived in the Hunter’s Chapel community, at the edge of the swamp near where they are now buried.
  


  
    Each male in the Steedly family subsequently would be given the first or middle name Richard, in honor of Captain Dick. A photograph of Homer when he was a lieutenant in Viet Namhis head cocked to the side, thin-faced, serious, the pipe he had decided to smoke to make himself look older and wiser dangling from his mouthcould be a daguerreotype of his own ancestor or any of a hundred other Confederate soldiers, posing perhaps a little more stiffly, their collars buttoned high, their 
     hands on the handles of the Bowie knives or pistols in their belts, looking grim, competent, and deadly. These are the typical rural southern troops, always disproportionately represented in the American military: the equivalent of the sturdy, patriotic peasantry from the hardscrabble farmlands of Thai Binh, Nam Dinh, and Nghe An in northern Viet Nam, or Quang Tri and Quang Ngai in the South. They were tough country boys who went to be slaughtered or redeemed in what they and their progenyHomer once correcting a Yankee teacher in his high school about the namewould only call The War of Northern Aggression. They were kids like Homer, who learned how to use a rifle and stalk the woods and swamps from the time they could walk, and they were followed by other generations of warriors, whenever the reunited country gave them the chance to kill and die for it. World War I cost the tiny town twenty men killed in action, and when Homer’s father went to fight in World War II, another twenty from the town were lost, as if this figure had become the accepted tithe to the god of war or the needs of the nation.
  


  
    

  


  
    Yet Homer Steedly Sr., in spite of the family’s military tradition, did not volunteer to fight in World War II. Born in 1921, he grew up on a small farm outside Bamberg, the only boy in a family of five siblings, and was his four sisters’ sole provider from the time he was nine years old. His mother, Lelia, died in 1930, when she was only twenty-eight, a blow from which his father, Richard, never recovered. Soon after her death he began drinking heavily, leaving Homer to run the farm and work odd jobs to keep the family fed, clothed, and together. Richard died in 1941, just a few weeks before Pearl Harbor. A short time later Homer’s draft notice arrived. He was reluctant, and worried sick to leave his sisters, but it was not in his nature or background to balk at the call to military service.
  


  
    He would never speak to Homer Jr. about his war, except for a few oblique references to service as an MP and a motorcycle 
     courier. Years later, when Homer tried to obtain information about his father’s service, he learned that the records had been destroyed in the 1973 fire that devastated the National Personnel Records Office in St. Louis. The only time Homer had heard any details about what Homer Sr. did in the war was when he eavesdropped on his father’s conversations with a veteran friend who came to visit. As the two sat and drank, they began to speak quietly of men in their unit who had been killed. The story that stuck in Homer Jr.’s mind was of one of his father’s fellow motorcycle couriers who was decapitated by wire the Germans had strung across the road. Homer’s father, who was right behind that friend, had run his motorcycle off the road as German snipers opened up on him, leaving him with head injuries that Homer later found out were the cause of the narcolepsy from which his father would suffer until his death.
  


  
    By the end of the war in 1945, Homer Sr. was on occupation duty in Erlangen, Germany, not far from the original Bamberg, working as a cook for the troops stationed in an old schloss, a castle once used as a resort for high-ranking Wehrmacht officers. Homer would bring his laundry to a house in town, where a pretty eighteen-year-old named Babette Gumbmann lived. Betty, as he soon Americanized her name, was born in Uttenreuth, but her family also came originally, and perhaps auspiciously, from Bamberg: a coincidence I can imagine him using as an ice-breaking opening line, though Betty does not remember him doing so. Although he was stricken by the girl, she was not quite as taken at first by the young soldier. “After my husband’s death,” she said, “I came across a note in his journal noting ‘first time I met Betty,’ but I don’t remember that day.”4
  


  
    Babette was wary of the Americans. During the war she had watched their bombs, “as big as boxcars,” dropping on nearby Nuremberg. After Germany surrendered, she heard stories of local girls being raped by the invading soldiers, and for a time her family had been forced out of its home so American soldiers could be billeted there; they had left the place a filthy wreck. The 
     war had also taken all the male members of her family. None were Nazis. Her father, a stonemason, was drafted in 1941: “They came knocking on our door at midnight and took him away,” she remembers. Near the end they had received notification that he was missing in action on the Eastern front and had assumed he was dead; later they found out he had survived, and had been held in a prisoner of war camp in England. Babette’s older brother did not come home. He had managed to stay out of the war until near the end, but in the desperate last days he had been drafted and almost immediately killed in action.
  


  
    Now here was this slim, soft-spoken American, who kept hanging around the house, forcing her to try to use the English she had studied and hated in school, though he spoke it with an accent very different than she had been taught to use and was much harder to understand. But the GI was persistent and had a forceful personality. He told her he owned a farm back in the American Bamberg. Her girlfriends all seemed jealous, and it made her feel good to know they considered her lucky. Finally she let her heart open to him. They were married on September 5, 1945, Steedly jumping through the usual hoops the army threw in front of such couples. Homer Jr. was born several months premature, on June 7, of that same year. As soon as Homer Sr. had enough points for discharge, he returned to the South Carolinian incarnation of Bamberg, thinking he would soon send for his new family and bring them to the home and farm where he had grown up and which he now planned to live on and develop.
  


  
    During his entire time in the army, Homer Sr. had been sending money home, assuming his sisters were using some of it for the upkeep of the twenty-acre farm. But the girls had had to use the money to stay alive. “Eventually,” Homer Jr. recalls, “they had to sell the land to put food on the table. . . . [My father] understood their decision, but was disappointed that they had not told him about it. . . . [T]hat is why it took him over a year to get the money to send for mom and me.”
  


  
    When the veteran’s new wife and his son finally arrived in Bamberg, the family found themselves homeless and nearly penniless. Homer Sr. was friendly with the local pharmacist, who for a time let the three of them live in a room above the drugstore.
  


  
    It was all a shock to Betty. In Germany her husband had been in the wealthy, privileged class of the occupation soldier. In South Carolina, she soon found out, he was desperately poor. And in spite of its name and origin, the place in which she found herself was nothing like its namesake. Even though it had passed through war and occupation, the Germany she came from seemed to her a much less savage place than this hot, flat country, with its swamps, run-down clapboard houses, and clouds of mosquitoes tormenting her ears and eyes. The black people who seemed to make up the majority of the population (in Germany she had only seen blacks in the American army) were strange to her. She could not understand them when they spoke, and the white Americans could not understand her English. One local shopkeeper tormented and mocked her, making her repeat every sentence she said to him.
  


  
    For the first years of Homer Jr.’s life, the Steedly family lived a hardscrabble existence. A girl, Nancy, was born on September 22, 1949, followed by Homer’s brother, Tony, born September 17, 1950, and his youngest sister, Linda, on January 14, 1953. “We lived in several homes, most of them only partially completed and the first couple had no indoor toilet or running water,” Homer recollects; the water the family used had to be hauled in buckets from the river. “Later we had both, of course, our attempt to get well water resulting in our first good money making business. We were in survival mode the first few years after Dad brought Mom and me back to this country, but with Mom’s working at the sewing room [doing piecework for a local textile mill], we did OK. We had to watch our expenses, but we had enough to eat, pay medical bills, and buy the clothes us kids needed to attend school. We also benefited from lots of hand-me-down clothes from our relatives.”
  


  
    Much of the rest of his childhood seemed designed as well by whatever providence shapes southern boys to culminate as soldiers. The family’s diet “was supplemented by the garden, vegetable planted for market, and fishing and hunting,” Homer remembers. “I was given the role of providing meat with a 22 cal rifle. Dad would give me one bullet and tell me to go get some meat for supper. I quickly learned not to waste a shot, unless I was sure I could get a clean kill. I became a very good stalker and an excellent shot. I also developed the tactic of wandering through grassy fields and when I spotted a rabbit, I would run at it full speed, yelling at the top of my lungs, which would cause the rabbit to freeze for a second, during which I could catch up and fall upon it, capturing it and dispatching it with a quick blow to the back of the neck. This would save me a bullet, which I hoarded, for those days when my aim was off. We also took full advantage of the blackberry that grew wild in the woods around home.”
  


  
    On the weekends, the two Steedly boys would go along with their dad as helpers on the various jobs he took, and the whole family would grow vegetablessweet corn, squash, cucumbers, tomatoes, okra, peas, butter beans, watermelon, sweet peppers, and peanuts. “All us kids hoed the weeds,” Homer remembers, “picked caterpillars [off the vegetables], and harvested the crop for market. Most of the farming was on rented land and Dad and I plowed much of the crops in the early years by mule. We all worked hard, but just thought that was normal.”
  


  
    

  


  
    Bamberg today is still a small town, with a population of about 4,000. It advertises itself, with some justification, as a pleasant place to live. The school system has improved since Homer’s day and now ranks in the top ten percentile of the state’s eighty-six school districts. Graceful Victorian homes with wide galleries sit on either side of a wide median planted with palmettos and white and pink crepe myrtles. The median replaced the railroad tracks that once ran down the center of the town and 
     were the lifeline for the town’s textile mill, a business that left in the 1970s, when the union came in and most textile manufacture went overseas, to Asia and eventually to Viet Nam. The two blocks of the old town, including the pharmacy above which Homer lived, remain, but are mostly abandoned now. The new town center boasts a hospital, a courthouse, and a library; there is an annual Treasure Hunt festival, and an effort has been made to attract new businesses through the town’s location near highways and its industrious workforce. The businesses are needed. Bamberg is still a poor town; in 2005 its median annual income was $21,736, compared to a national median of $41,994.5 Bamberg’s size and population are nearly the same now as they were when Homer was growing up there; it is now, as it was then, almost equally divided among blacks and whites, with a slight black majority.
  


  
    The classes and the racesand the class lines were not always racialwere rigidly stratified and segregated. “There were the public officials, judges, lawyers, Sheriff, doctors and the like,” Homer recalls. “There were also the large land owners. I would also include the small business owners, motels, groceries, clothing, hardware, drug stores, etc. In the middle-income levels, I would include the smaller farms and small business owners. The lowest income level [consisted of] those who worked in the textile mill, sewing factory, and various service jobs. Here you also find common laborers and farm workers. We often found ourselves in this group, along with most of the majority of blacks.”
  


  
    Today Homer considers that shared labor and his father’s example the reasons that allowed him and his siblings to escape the easy acceptance of black inferiority that was prevalent among the whites of the town: “The KKK was very strong. Since we often worked in the fields side by side with the black farm workers, often as equals, I never bought into the white superiority nonsense. I was cared for by a black couple for many years after we first moved to the country, since both parents worked. 
     He was a WWI veteran with only half of one lung and a third of the other left after a mustard gas attack. They were both very wise, and very loving. I considered them members of our family. The local KKK burned a cross in the driveway leading to their shack one night. I was the one who saw it and told Dad. He grabbed the shotgun and a couple of 00 Buck Shot shells filled with rock salt and took off. After several loud explosions, he came back. Years later he told of going into town later and confronting a local official (now nationally known and probably very remorseful about the entire period). Dad really chewed him out, but couldn’t help but break down laughing as he left, since the individual was sitting on a pillow . . . [his] tail full of rock salt apparently.”
  


  
    “When I was around six or seven years old, the main street of Bamberg was dirt with wooden plank sidewalks. When it rained, the street would be ankle deep in mud. I remember one incident, where Dad and I were walking down the sidewalk to go to the barber shop, and a black woman, in her 70s jumped into the mud to get off the sidewalk so that we white men could get by. I was appalled and a little scared by the incident. Later I asked Dad about it. He said it was just the way things were. It wasn’t right, but sometimes it took a long time for right to win out. He said we had to do little things until eventually everyone saw the right.”
  


  
    Homer and his father did not openly express affection foror toeach other, but the two shared a deep and unarticulated bond and love whose basis was the son’s almost awestruck respect for his father. “Sundays too my father got up early/and put his clothes on in the blueback cold/when with cracked hands that ached/from labor in the weekday weather made/banked fires blaze. . . . No one ever thanked him . . . what did I know, what did I know/of love’s austere and lonely offices?” asks Robert Hayden in “Those Winter Sundays.”6 Hayden was himself the son of a poor workingmanin his case, in a Detroit slumand the poem came to mind when I heard Homer speak 
     of his regrets about what was not said between them before his father’s death in 1986. He regretted not only not having expressed his affection more, but also that he had not at the time realized what a remarkable man his father was: stripped of his land, illiterate, and sometimes narcoleptic, he not only worked the family out of poverty but lived stubbornly and courageously according to a moral system based on his own natural sense of justice and equality. Homer can only speculate why his father had not been infected by the racism that was so much the order of the world as to not even be named. Was it his experience in the war, the laborand social statushe shared with his black neighbors and coworkers, or the suspicion with which his wife, a foreigner, was first regarded? Whatever the reasons, Homer Steedly Sr.’s color blindness also helped push the Steedlys into financial solvency. “We planted tobacco on shares with an elderly black man for a couple of years and really struck gold,” Homer recalls. “Sam Stevens, the nearly blind black man had the knack for curing tobacco in wood fired barns, that resulted in such golden yellow, leathery, leaves, that the buyers would actually get into fist fights over our bales. It was excellent cigar rolling material and fetched a great price. The last year, the barn caught fire and we lost the entire crop, but the previous years made up for the loss.”
  


  
    The money he made from the tobacco allowed Homer Sr. to buy tools and equipment that permitted him to branch out from truck farming and take on construction and home repair jobs, well-drilling, and working on well pumps. He worked twelve-hour days, six and sometimes “six and half days a week,” taking time off only for church. Betty, who had been trained as a book-keeper in Germany, took in clothing to do alterations and eventually got a job as a sales clerk. The family’s income slowly began to rise.
  


  
    

  


  
    In the early 1960s, Bamberg High School was strictly segregated. With blacks, the lowest rung of the town’s social hierarchy, 
     missing from the even more rigid hierarchy of high school, Homer, the son of a working-class, truck, and tobacco farmer, knew where he was supposed to fit in the pecking order. But he would take neither snubs, teasing, nor bullying, nor did he give any to the good people with whom he worked shoulder to shoulder on the farm. He was determined to shine in school, and he did, something he still remembers with pride: “Bamberg High School had a graduating Class of 44 students, when I graduated in 1964. We had excellent reading, writing, and English composition courses. We also had Latin and French. We had very poor Math instruction. . . . [But] we had a course in biology and another in chemistry. I took both, but excelled in Chemistry . . . winning the regional science fair with an amateur rocketry project, that sent a 1½” steel pipe, 5’ tall to an altitude of over 18,000’.” The latter was another skill that would serve him well in Viet Nam.
  


  
    Homer also learned that the Bohr planetary ring explanation of the atomic structure was the foundation of the universe: protons, neutrons, and electrons all circling happily around each; it all neatly fit. Then he graduated and went to Clemson, and the universe flew apart. He’d planned to attend that university since he had gone as a 4-H kid to a statewide competition on campus. But when he finally enrolled, he found his classmates and professors were talking excitedly about bosons, quarks, charmed particles, and neutrinos. He didn’t know a quark from a quarterback, had no idea what they were talking about. No one at Bamberg High had mentioned that the universe had shifted, and now the former science whiz kid found himself sitting in classes where he stared dumbly at the blackboard, completely out of his depth. By September 1966 he was failing most of his subjects in the tough science major he’d chosen.
  


  
    Other elemental changes were occurring in the fabric of the universe. Ground troops from the United States had been sent to Viet Nam in March 1965, but it was an event Homer little noted at the time. There was very little antiwar sentiment at 
     Clemson then, and when Homer signed up for Reserve Officers Training Corps (ROTC)at a time when other university students were demonstrating to remove reserve officer programs and any armed forces recruiters from campushe had no notion he “would end up in a war halfway around the planet.” Perhaps whoever designed the program at Clemson had more of an idea, as Homer’s company was called the “Counter-Guerilla Unit.” But at the time Homer saw it as a way he could be patriotic, the son and progeny of soldiers entering into his ancestors’ rites, while still concentrating on his education. It was a decision that later helped him get into Officer Candidate School when he ended up in the army, though it also ensured he would end up in the infantry.
  


  
    His grades continued to plummet. He knew that if he left the university, he would likely be drafted, so he decided to drop his classes for a semester, stay enrolled so the draft wouldn’t get him, and try to catch up by working on his own. He obtained high school textbooks about the subjects he hadn’t been offered and studied them, spending his days in the university library instead of going to classes. In the evenings he browsed in the basement archives. “Every day after supper, I would go back to the library and read back issues of Science Digest and The Scientific American.”
  


  
    He also came across another set of documents that fascinated him: the transcripts of the Nuremburg War Crimes Trials: “The murders and tortures they described scared me. I could not believe, before reading the transcripts, that anyone could perform such deeds. One aberrant act, but systemized brutality? I should have not been surprised, since on a lesser scale, I had often seen my own Dad stand up to the crowd in defense of others, when basic rights were being abused.” Although his mother’s family came from a town near Nuremberg, he did not, at the time, consciously make that connection or think about what his maternal grandfather might have been involved in, as a German soldier in occupied Poland. Neither did he think then of any 
     way he could apply the horrors he was reading about to himself, though those lessons would come back to him later, when he needed them, in Viet Nam.
  


  
    He was giving himself an education that had nothing to do with grades. But when he was called into the academic dean’s office and told that his semester off had put him on academic probation, he decided to drop out. He was at Clemson on his parents’ and his Aunt Hattie’s dimehe lived in her house to save dorm fees, and his mom and dad had put their savings into his education. He could not bring himself to waste their money.
  


  
    His plan was to go back to Bamberg and enlist in the army; because of his science background, he figured, he would be assigned a chemical or biological warfare specialty, which would keep him out of combat and give him time to brush up on the subjects in which he needed work; then, upon discharge, he would have the GI Bill to help him pay his own way through college. Early on the morning of October 1, 1966, he kissed Aunt Hattie good-bye and hitched back to Bamberg. He thought he knew how his parents would react, so when he got into town, he did not go straight home. Instead he went to the post office and spoke with the army recruiter. Sure, the recruiter told him, he would get into the field he wanted. But since he was not yet twenty-one, he would need his parents’ permission.
  


  
    The scene at home when Homer presented these plans to his parents went pretty much as he had imagined. His father was furious, his mother full of trepidation. There was no way, his father shouted, that he would sign any consent forms. Was Homer stupid enough to believe the recruiter? Didn’t he see where the army needed men?
  


  
    Father and son screamed at each other for a time, and then, as if embarrassed, fell silent and avoided each other until Homer went to bed. Neither was given to emotional outbursts, and they had surprised and shocked themselves and each other.
  


  
    The next morning was Sunday, and when Homer awoke, his father was quiet. He asked Homer to sit down. Was Homer 
     really set on going into the army? Homer sighed and went through his arguments again, but his father cut him off. It’s a mistake, he said. But if Homer truly had his mind set on it, he would go ahead and sign the consent forms.
  


  
    He had never talked about his experiences in World War II, and Betty had also rarely spoken of her own memories of that war: the falling bombs, the knocks on the door at midnight that had taken her father and brother away, the occupation. It wasn’t until he was back from the war, years later, that Homer came to understand what images his parents’ own experiences might have been making them see in their son’s flesh when they looked at Homer that morning.
  


  
    

  


  
    Today, Betty Steedly still lives in the neat brick ranch house on Hunter’s Chapel Road that Homer and his father built in 1968, before Homer went overseas. The wood-paneled walls are hung with family photos and prints of flowers; one wall is taken up by deeply recessed, built-in shelves and a desktop and drawers built by Homer Sr. “with only hand tools,” Homer tells me. The room is spotless, neat enough to be a display, yet achieves a kind of warmth without clutter. The five acres around the house are equally neat, the flower beds painstakingly weeded. “It’s her German blood,” Homer insists. Betty, in her eighties now, still does her own yard work. She is a slim, vigorous woman, the source of Homer’s lean face and piercing blue eyes. When Homer had sent her the documents he had taken from the body of Hoang Ngoc Dam, she had treated them with the same care, neatly bundling them, putting them in the box where she kept all of Homer’s letters, and eventually taking them up to the attic.
  


  
    “I didn’t think about them after that,” she says. She points at the ceiling. “I didn’t know I had a ghost in the attic for over thirty years.”
  

  
  


  
    CHAPTER FOUR
  


  
    Thai Giang
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      Chang tuoi tre von dong hao-kiet

      Xep but nghien theo viec dao cung

      Thanh lien mong tien be rong

      Thuoc guom da quyet chang dung giac troi

      
        

      
Born to a race of heroes, you, my love

      discard your brush and ink for tools of war

      you vow to capture citadels for the throne

      your sword will spare no foe of Heaven’s sway.7
    


    
      THE SONG OF THE SOLDIER’S WIFE

      CHINH PHU NGAM

      BY DOAN THI DIEM FROM DAN TRAN CON

      EIGHTEENTH CENTURY
    

  


  
    The village is about sixty kilometers southeast of Hanoi, about twenty kilometers from the provincial capital of Thai Binh province. As is true of all Vietnamese villages, it consists of a series of connected hamlets. During Dam’s boyhood, the entire 
     community had about 3,000 people.8 It lies in part of the original Nam Viet, the kingdom of the Viets, carved off the belly of China by a renegade Chinese general. It is a land subject to an almost constant state of war, its youth flocking, or levied, to the armies the emperors raised to fight the Chinese or Mongol invaders from the north or in the Vietnamese wars of conquest over the kingdoms of the south.
  


  
    In South Carolina there was always the distant wound of the Other War and its subsequent occupations, the more recent repressions of poverty and racism, and the upheavals of the civil rights movement. Dam’s siblings and friends remember his childhood as idyllic now, innocent and agrarian. But he also grew up against a forming backdrop of starvation, occupation, revolution, forced collectivization, and finally the war to reunify the country, which eventually would sweep him away from the village and into the strange landscape of the Central Highland jungles. In Thai Giang, history pressed against a horizon picketed with the steeples of abandoned churches, reminders of French oppression, the exodus of the province’s Catholics, and the deadly turmoil of the 1950s and land reform, when neighbor turned on neighbor.
  


  
    Dam’s old comrade-in-arms Pham Quang Huy, now in his seventies, can still feel an ache of hunger, a physical squeeze of memory in his guts; he can still remember the corpses that piled up or floated by in the river during the great famine of 1944-1945, the first year of Dam’s life. The Japanese who occupied the country during World War II and the Vichy French who supported them confiscated the lion’s share of the rice crop for themselves, and at the same time forced the farmers of Thai Binh and the rest of the North to destroy their other subsistence crops of corn, potatoes, and beans and instead grow jute, cotton, oil seed, peanuts, and other plants the Japanese could use for their war effort.9 An estimated 2 million people starved to death in those years, 280,000 of them in Thai Binh province. Their skeletal corpses became the fuel of the revolution. Thousands
     joined the Viet Minh to fight against the occupation of the country during the war and its recolonization by the French afterward.10
  


  
    Huy was twelve when French soldiers, wearing their white pillbox kepis, first set up a command post in the village center; he joined the resistance, taking the first steps into what for him would be twenty-five years of war, and which would entwine his life with the life and death of Hoang Ngoc Dam. Because of his age then, Huy could not be a full combatant; instead, he helped lay mines in the road; ran commocommunicationwire for guerrilla units; and slipped, bluffed, or worked his way into French installations, mapping them out for the other soldiers.11 “None of our family ever helped the French; we all fought against them,” Dam’s youngest brother, Cat, says proudly. His father, Hoang Dinh Can, joined the local Viet Minh militia as well, a farmer by day and a guerrilla fighter by night; during the American war in the South he would have been called Viet Cong. Dam was old enough to help his fatherhe was ten by the time the French leftand he came to see his father’s resistance against these foreign occupiers as a model for the course of his own life. His younger brothers and sisters still remember their father’s stories about those days: “The French were trying to burn down a lot of houses, so many of the people in the village stripped the wood off their houses and threw the wood into the ponds so the French couldn’t burn them,” brother Luong says.12 “Then the French killed them and raped the women. They also burned the communal shrine [a building that exists in all Vietnamese villages, filled with the ancient statues and artifacts that hold the town’s guardian spirits] and now that’s still called ‘the burned shrine.’”
  


  
    

  


  
    The Hoang family had been in Thai Giang as long as some of the statues in the shrine, as long as there was a Thai Giang. Generations of farmers were born in the village, their umbilical cords buried in the earth next to their homes to show their 
     connection to the land, their bones buried in the village soil, their continuity threaded into the earth. There were three branches of the family; Dam’s father, Hoang Dinh Can, belonged to the most important and largest. His mother, Pham Thi Lanh, gave birth to seven children. Dam (pronounced “Dahm”) was the first-born, in 1944. He was given the name Hoang Dinh Dam, but later, during the war, he changed his middle name to “Ngoc” (Jade), for reasons the family does not know. Each year a new sibling was born: the next was also a boy, Hoang Dang Chi, followed by another boy, Hoang Huy Luong; and then a sister, Hoang Thi Tham; another brother, Hoang Dang Cat; and finally the youngest sisters, Hoang Thi Dam and Hoang Thi Tuoi.
  


  
    

  


  
    Driving out from Hanoi to Thai Binh to interview the family, I was struck by the countless spires of Catholic churches along the horizon. Village after village is centered on its church, and the structures are startlingly French in the landscape of rice fields: arched stained-glass windows and flying buttresses, sometimes flanked by tiered pagoda towers, as if to physically demonstrate both the absorbent power of Vietnamese culture and the split in Vietnamese society that would define and direct the history of the country. When Catholic missionaries came to Viet Nam in the nineteenth century, they converted thousands among the hard-pressed villagers of the region, people exhausted by natural disasters and continual warfare, or mandarins who had lost their struggles for power. After the French colonized Indochina, many of the Vietnamese converts remained loyal to their French rulers, but many others joined the movement for independence from the foreigners. By the end of World War II in 1945, when Ho Chi Minh stood before a crowd of hundreds of thousands in Hanoi and declared the independence of Viet Nam from colonial rule (using the words of the American Declaration of Independence), thousands of Thai Binh Catholics, victims of starvation and occupation, were among those who rallied to his cause.13 Nine years later, after the defeat of the 
     French and the supposed temporary division of the country at the Geneva conference, thousands of those same Catholicsmany spurred to panic by stories and rumors planted by the legendary CIA operative Edward Lansdale14fled to the South, fearing the repression of their religion and the confiscation of their lands. Their exodus was mirrored by thousands of former Viet Minh fighters and sympathizers escaping to the North in the great convulsion that drew up the sides of the war to come. The side of history the Hoang familyBuddhists, animists, and Marxists by faithwas on, was never in question. When the French left in 1954, the Hoangs believed fervently, with the Communist Party, that the Geneva accords were a travesty that left the country mutilated, cut in half, the agreement, at most, merely a cease-fire.
  


  
    Homer grew up during the cold war: the all-prevalent ideological muzak in the background of his American childhood during the 1950s and early 1960s was the communist menace and the clarion call of John Fitzgerald Kennedy to halt its spread by a counter-inoculation of militant and missionary democracy. The enveloping theme of Dam’s boyhood was the imperialist menace, the revolution, and the need to reunify the country through a militant and missionary Marxism. “The Revolution has given independence to one half of the country, but there still remains the other half,” a People’s Army private would say during the war, summing up the belief of millions. “The Revolution is going on in the South. North Vietnamese fighters must go there to fight on the people’s side to free them from the yoke of American imperialism. Viet Nam is indivisible. We can’t live in the North in independence and let our fellow countrymen in the South live in slavery.”15
  


  
    But in the mid-1950s, just after independence, elements in the Party put reunification on the back burner and attempted first to institutionalize the revolution and eliminate domestic enemies by collectivizing the land. Imitating Mao’s programs in China, cadres were sent to villages throughout the North to 
     whip up local peasants into a frenzy against “rich landlords” and “feudal elements,” who were then dragged before village tribunals, or simply mobs, to be criticized as enemies of the people and, too often, tortured and executed. Many were victims of neighbors getting even for past slights or using the upheavals for their own gain.16 The Land Reform period is a time the Hoang family, like many families in Viet Nam, does not speak about; it’s the excised page of its history. By 1956, when Dam was twelve years old, Ho Chi Minh had called off the program and apologized for its excesses, though by then thousands had died or had been abused, humiliated, and stigmatized.17
  


  
    The focus of the Party turned again to the reunification of the country. By the end of the decade, the People’s Army of Viet Nam (PAVN) was sending soldiers to the South to seed the revolution there and to take charge of and fight with local forces against the Saigon government. At the same time, it denied it was doing so, preferring to present the resistance against the American-sponsored Saigon government as a completely southern affair.
  


  
    In Thai Giang there was no need to deny involvement: the reunification of the country and the defeat and expulsion of the latest invaders, the Americans now taking over from the defeated French, were the ideals that nourished Dam and his generation. In Hanoi there was a nascent peace movement urging reconciliation with the South rather than war.18 But Thai Giang was far from the city. The children of Hoang Dihn Can knew for what their father had fought. The face of foreign domination was the face of the French rapist, murderer, and arsonist who had tried to burn out the heart of the village, cut it from its own history. It was the cruel and indifferent face that had caused the starvation of millions. There was no questioning. There were no alternatives.
  


  
    By the time Dam was sixteen, five years before the United States sent ground troops to Viet Nam, he attempted to enlist in the army. “At that time,” Luong relates, “he had gone to take a 
     test, an exam, to join the army, and he kept it a secret. But when my mother pressed him about it, he said he wouldn’t talk about it because he was afraid it might jinx it; he didn’t know if he had passed yet. In those days, it’s like going to the university today where one never talks about these things because they are afraid to ruin their luck and you were as anxious to go to the army then as you are anxious to go to the university now.”
  


  
    

  


  
    After what the Vietnamese would come to call the American war started, and as it cost more and more lives, the PAVN began to rely largely on conscription for its soldiers, as did the U.S. and South Vietnamese armies. But in the period just before the war, and for several years afterward, Dam’s eagerness to enlist and his worries about not being accepted were not unusual. “Nowadays,” said a PAVN sergeant, “many young men lie about their age, making themselves older, so they can be accepted into the army. The morale of the young men in the North is very high. Many seventeen-year-olds volunteered and, when refused, came home crying.”19 As it was in Bamberg, in Thai Giang in the early to mid-1960s, military service was actively and even fervently sought by the generation raised on the examples of their fathers’ and mothers’ heroic resistance against the French and the stories of struggle against earlier foreign invaders: the thousand years of revolt against the Chinese that had led to the country’s first independence in AD 938, an independence that had to be fought for again every time a new dynasty came to China and invaded Viet Nam. The necessity of resistance to foreign invaders was pressed bone-deep into Dam’s perception of the world, exemplified in his father’s life and in the statuettes of heroes of resistance on the family altar: Tran Hung Dao, the general who defeated the Mongol invaders; Le Luu; and the heroic Trung Sisters on their elephants, leading revolts against the Chinese.20 Dam dreamed of subsuming and defining himself in his nation’s history; he epitomized a generation that, as war veteran and author Bao Ninh describes in The Sorrow of War, “threw itself into 
     the war enthusiastically, fiercely, making its own blood flow and causing the blood of others to flow in torrents.”21
  


  
    In school, Dam’s teacher would often interrupt the lesson when word of a victory in the South was passed on to him, and the class would stand up and cheer the inevitable announcement of a military triumph or heroic action. Dam was one of the most enthusiastic cheerers. He joined the Communist Youth League and became a member of what was called, with great pride, the propaganda team. The family still speaks of his participation as an example of Dam’s selfless assumption of civic responsibility. “In those days we had no loudspeakers,” Cat says, “so he would use a piece of aluminum and roll it into a kind of semaphore and read the news of the local neighborhoods to the people. As youngsters we would watch him climb on whatever tree was the highest and then stand up there and shout the news.” He was a product, the family feels, of a community whose function was to produce such young people. Even years later, at Dam’s funeral, his brother-in-law Hoang Minh Dieu, a veteran himself, felt it proper to “thank the Commune’s People and Partywho had made our brother Hoang Ngoc Dam a brave soldier.”
  


  
    He was a poster child. Yet some family memories go beyond the anecdotes demonstrating his political purity to reveal something of what in Hoang Ngoc Dam is still loved by the people who remember him. His sister Hoang Thi Tuoi was born in 1961, the last and youngest child. She suffered from a skin condition that covered her body in boils and rashes, which caused others to shy away from touching her. “I don’t remember anything,” Tuoi says, “because I was too small then. I just know that my mother had to go from hospital to hospital, and an uncle told my siblings that if they did not take good care of me then I would die.” But Cat recalls Dam’s reaction, during a short leave after he had gone into the army: “Tuoi is the last child in the family, and everybody loved her the most, including my brother 
     Dam. When she got that disease, my brother had just learned some medical treatments in the army, and he came back home and bathed Tuoi with herbs, according to what he’d learned, as we all stood around and looked. He told us what leaves to use to cure that disease, how to bathe her, and what medicine to use. . . . [W]hen Dam studied medicine, the only person in the family he had a chance to use his knowledge for was our youngest sister. He loved that girl, and took care of her, even though my sister cried and did not want to be bathed. He boiled a big pot of water with a lot of leaves, and he told others what to do.”
  


  
    What the family also remembers about Dam was the quality that would strike Homer deeply when he confronted Dam: his neatness and cleanliness in the middle of a filthy jungle . . . and what it said about him. “We were very poor,” Cat says, “so I never understood how Dam got a white suit, but he wore it whenever he went out. And he studied very hard. We did not have paper, so we would take used paper and soak it in lime-water and use it again as scrap paper. Dam always kept his books in order, and he was very careful, he was neat from his hair to his way of walking, to his clothes. We did not have many clothes, but his clothes always looked pressed, even though we did not have an iron.”
  


  
    The Hoang family today is prosperous; its kids studying engineering, literature, and medicine, its tile-roofed houses are made of concrete; inside TVs and computers sit in rooms next to traditional family altars. When Dam was growing up, the village homes were thatch-roofed, and the scarcity Cat referred to went unnoticed unless it moved into hunger. It was the normal condition of life, of Dam’s life, as were the political upheavals that moved through the village in the same way as locusts and storms, sometimes disastrously, but always passing, leaving something eternal and abiding. Dam’s childhood is still remembered by the family through the golden haze with which one 
     wants to remember the dead and the past, with a sense of nostalgia for what they now see as a solidarity and clarity of purpose absent in the more complicated tangles of peace.
  


  
    Dam attended the village school. When he came home in the evening he would help his father work the paddy fields. In his free time he played soccer with his friends, using a ball made from rolled-up dried banana leaves. Life still centered, more than anything, on the rice growing all around him, the mud it grew from caked on his legs and hands. The war was somewhere past the edge of the fields, always waiting, but nebulous as the shimmer of heat beyond the vast silences of the paddies.
  

  


End of sample
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