The Sins and Long Lasting Costs of War
By Jim Walt

Observer, Light Scouts, “D” Troop, ¾ Cav, 25th Div, Cu Chi, Viet Nam, 1968-1969
© 2003
43 years ago we were young, and foolish, and daily hurdled between bravado and gut wrenching fear. We were Calvary! We were Light Scouts! We were the true tip of the sword. We flew dangerously low and frighteningly fast. We were well out in front of the troops. We were the Hunter/Killer teams. The Hunter “Loach” (LOH -Light Observation Helicopter) was the “bait” being “trolled” by the Killer Cobra gunship 1500 feet above. We depended on roller coaster terrain hugging quickness below and fearful firepower from above.

But now it was a muggy September 2002 late evening in Chattanooga, and we shared many, many toasts, ribald remembrances and outrageous lies. We talked, sorrowfully, of good friends lost to death not meant for those so young. We shed neither hidden nor embarrassed tears for those never forgotten comrades. 

In the early morning hours, as the surrounding bustle lessened and the hot muggy night cooled, the talk turned to less often told realities. The true long lasting costs of war became more clear. Painful, unbidden daytime visions, and nightmarish dreams, were offered up tentatively in the safety of camaraderie and brotherhood.

We flew, and fought, and feared together in the humid air over Cu Chi, Dau Trang, and Tah Ninh. But now, almost two generations later, the four others there that evening began to share stories of the enormous cost they continued to pay for the few months of duty they willingly gave to their country. The feeling of close bondedness I felt so intensely only a few hours before began to dissipate, and I recognized that I no longer belonged to this group in the same way they did. I was no longer really one of them, and I sadly wondered why.

For I was not experiencing nearly constant emotional pain or recurring memory flashes. I did not find myself bolting upright, screaming from terrifying nighmares. I was not on government disability, as three were, or contemplating it because of readily apparent PTSD even worse than the others. I wondered, how I had been spared? How was I the exception to this community curse?

I was one of them those many years ago. We flew the same missions, in the same helicopters. We had all been shot at and had heard the same bullwhip “Snap!” of AK47 bullets breaking the speed of sound as they whipped past our heads and bodies and into the metal so thin as to be meaningless to the snapping death. We all saw friends severely wounded, or killed. Every one of us had been wounded ourselves, some of us more than once.
How was it that my old friends and I had parted ways? Was I just lucky? Probably. I was never injured seriously, like a few had been. But some others had been lucky, if you can call minor wounds lucky. That didn’t seem to be the difference. 

As I listened, the daytime visions and nightmares began to coalesce into a commonality, and I began to understand how and why I was different, and I was sad for them, and embarrassingly glad for myself. For I never knew I actually killed someone.

I most likely did kill. All the shooting and throwing of grenades must have killed someone. But, I never SAW death come from my actions. I never say someone fall, certainly dead — a death caused by me. That was what my friends remembered, and seemed not able to forget, or forgive themselves for. The visions and nightmares were the ghosts of those long dead men, women, and children. The ghosts visited, and revisited again and again, day and night, and reminded my friends that they had done what they could not in good conscience forgive themselves for doing.

I did not have to forgive myself for having committed something I could not before the war, or later, envision myself doing. In that place and time, I had to envision it, then, or I would have gone mad. Like so many of my brethren, I was seduced and well trained into wanting to kill. I was given a grand purpose, with all the pomp and ceremony surrounding the social transformation from a thou-shalt-not-kill citizen to a trained and encouraged killer.

But, I didn’t see it happen – I didn’t see that what I did killed someone. Perhaps, at some level, I knew I didn’t want to be that thing, and did not permit it to happen. But, I really don’t think that was what happened. I was just lucky. I did not have to come back to a society that had trained me and told me to kill, but now demanded that I reprogram myself back into a “good” citizen, remembering once again that killing in THIS societal context was clearly and utterly wrong. I did not have to forgive or forget the fact that I had done what I was no longer supposed to even want to do.

Perhaps many, even most make the transformation back into clear conscienced citizens. Human culture has had lots of time to figure out how to allow that transformation to happen for its young warriors. We make the current enemy “the other,” the less-than-human that can be (with a clear conscience) killed without concern. We separate “them” from “us.” If we are not successful, it becomes harder and harder to differentiate from “us,” and we run higher and higher risks of creating killers in our own midst.

My friends, sadly, unfortunately, were not able to make the transformation. They remember, and dream of, humans, that were killed by their doing. They are haunted. And I pity them, and praise them. I guess in my heart I would rather have friends, and a community of citizens, who cannot successfully make that transition – to be able to so easily see other humans as less than humans, on command, to be able to kill, and then live without regret or concern for that crazy making way of being in the world. My friends suffer the long lasting costs of war. And unfortunately, there will always be those who will suffer for our human sins, both those sinned against, and those who sin.
