CHAPTER 22





	The unfortunate thing that I discovered next, in the years of the Fifties, working like a slob for the finance company, not much different from the slobs I was trying to pump some money out of --- was that the fat-cats are not content to exploit us, bleed us, work us for the rest of our lives at their benefit, but they want us to win them some glory, too.  This is why every once in a while they start a war for us to fight in.  Like everybody else, I suppose, I read about the North Koreans invading the South Koreans, and just like everybody else --- including the South Koreans it turned out later --- I just didn't give a shit.  Somebody was always invading somebody in our God-forsaken world and I couldn't keep up an interest in who was taking over who.  And I can tell you this:  I sure as hell didn't think this invasion was a threat to me, my family, my country, or even the whole goddamn world.  But Harry Truman did.  He decided that Americans --- under the age of twenty-five of course, which left out him and the Congress and the businessmen and doctors and teachers and scientists and ministers --- that we were going to defend South Korea.  "We'll teach those bloody Communists!" Harry said, waving goodbye to the troopships; and Congress agreed and began appropriating all kinds of money to pay to the businessmen for weapons and war materials --- plus a profit, of course.  It's a funny thing, but a lot of the experts say we were surely headed for a Depression if it hadn't been for the Korean War; and the shot in the arm that this war gave to production, to business, and even to religion --- since right away everybody returned to church to pray for their brave sons overseas --- was something that the fat-cats had to have or they might have gone under and suddenly become poor folks like the rest of us --- a situation they are quite ready to try anything to avoid.  So suddenly we were at war, although the term applied was a little more subtle-"a police action," Harry called it; but still it was the same old thing, the flag-waving in the newspapers and on the movie-screens, the speeded up draft, the processing centers, the crazy uniforms, the guns, the firing ranges, the squad-training, the troopship --- and then war, death, murder for all under twenty-five, while Congress resounded with virulent speeches, much chest-thumping, and the artists began to "soul search," and the businessmen pocketed the profits, as did the elderly war workers, the housewives, the physically unfit, the "professional patriots," and the grey-haired ministers who gleefully led their flocks again in something worth praying about.  Again the fine and free Americans were being inflated with death.  Oh, there was much band-playing and march-tingling and "we'll-kill-them" shouting, and everyone including General MacArthur predicted the war would be over in a few weeks.  The military journals explained "Korea will be a useful testing ground for our young field commanders," and everyone expected to gain something --- except, that is, those under twenty-five.  And even for these younger souls, slipping into their uniforms provided them at a tidy profit, there were voices like old Ernie Hemingway's which told them that war gave them a one in a million chance, a way to test their manhood, their courage and all that was in them.  You can tell how great you are, the young were informed, by how willing you are to give up your life, to charge the blazing guns for your buddies and for your country; and when it is over you will never be afraid again, because you will have discovered yourself.  Nobody mentioned what those would discover who lay ripped open after the battle, bleeding, dying, dead from monstrous wounds.


	I took my Basic Training at Fort Campbell, Kentucky in 1951, along with other suckers of my kind and age.  We learned a simple skill, how to make war and how to murder and how to hate and how to obey orders no matter what --- a fine and splendid Basic Training for the future mature citizens of this our great democracy, no?  Well, this is what we were taught; and I hope no one ever tries to lie to me again for when I see the beautific expression beginning, the hands held high, the head thrown back and the voice starts to say "we are the finest, the most splendid . . . " then I remember Fort Campbell and what I was taught and I must laugh at the speaker who thinks we are all so fine and splendid.  Please do not think I am telling you something you never knew, or something you are against, or something you abhor; please accept that I, we, the young, did what you told us and nothing else.  First we were given guns, fine and shiny and new M-1 rifles that clicked easily and worked, and we were taught how to walk with them, drill with them, take care of them, shoot them straight at silhouettes of men, and then clean them so they would be ready to shoot again.  "Sometimes you may have to kill with your hands," said the realistic sergeant, and he taught us how to do that, too --- at your direction; and we learned it all as well as we could.  Some of us made poor killers, some of us fair ones, and some of us good ones, and a very few made excellent killers, but we were all trained to be killers, the quick and slow of us, and nothing else.  There was no pretense of freedom in the army.  "You must obey the orders of your superior instantly with no thought, because the lives of your entire unit, including your own life, will almost always depend on it," they taught us, and who among us knew whether or not they were right?  No one of us could say for sure, so we listened and learned and accepted, because if we didn't we were dead.  They were going to throw us into a war --- everybody knew that for sure --- and we knew we had to learn quickly how to survive the situation they were going to place us in.  When someone tells you they are about to throw you into the water, you listen hard when they tell you how to swim, whether you want to learn how to swim or not; when someone tells you they are going to lower you into a pit of snakes with a gun, you listen hard as they tell you how to work the gun --- or your days are numbered, because you can be damn sure they are not going to change their minds about where you are headed.


	Basic training is a simple school, devised to tear down any moral instruction or inclination an individual might bring to it: It must teach him to kill, while unteaching him "thou shalt not kill," and convincing him he will not be punished by the electric chair or God or anyone; It must teach him to obey unthinkingly, while unteaching him that he knows right from wrong in his own mind, and convincing him that his group is much more efficient if he gives total obedience to an appointed dictator who has been through West Point or Officers Training School; It must teach him to be willing to die, while unteaching him how free and fine it is to live, and convincing him that it is better to be a good soldier than to be a good human being --- why? --- because the time, his country, his "loved ones" require it of him, as well as his "God," who has given His word that it is the young man's flag which is right, and not the flag of the other young men he is sworn to kill.  If he fails to comply he is thrown into jail, executed, or dishonorably discharged in disgrace; if he refuses to perform the role of killer, he is branded a coward and punished; if he disobeys, he is punished --- so he learns and he accepts and he obeys and he complies and he performs as a professional killer, and that is it.


	He is taught to fire a rifle, pistol, machinegun, artillery piece, bomb cities, sink ships and all the rest; he is taught to keep good ranks, to march, to make his bed and to keep himself, his clothes and his weapons clean and ready; he is taught to think only when he is told to, speak only when spoken to, go where the others are going, and all the rest of that, too.  And on Sundays he is sent to church where he listens to a chaplain made an officer, and he prays when he's ordered to pray and kneels when he's ordered to kneel.  When he can be trusted not to surprise his superiors he is placed on a ship and sent to the war.


	We had a guy in my training barracks named Elmer --- and where was he from? --- Davenport City, Iowa, I think.  He was always rumpled and saying the wrong thing, and on weekend passes when we'd all get dressed up in civies Elmer would put on tennis shoes.  I can remember talking to him: "For Christ's sake, Elmer, get hold of yourself, and wear normal shoes and look alive!" --- but he never could make it.  He was only five-foot-four and somehow he looked like the world's worst soldier.  He was always afraid.  One day he disappeared rather than pull KP, not because he was lazy but because he was afraid to pull KP and walk into the messhall.  He knew he would do the wrong thing so he ran away.  When they found him hiding under the barracks with mud up to his ears, they decided to punish him, and they made him walk around with his rifle on his shoulder guarding some empty boxes for twentyfour hours.  When he was almost finished I saw him, like a ghost walking, and he couldn't even talk.  I don't know what was keeping him up, unless he thought he deserved it, no matter how lousy he felt.  He just moved through the night, clumping along, not even knowing where he was, around and around the empty boxes.  When they let him go he clumped into the barracks and fell on his bed, still holding the rifle, so the sergeant who was a nice guy let Elmer stay behind and get some sleep while the rest of us went out to the machinegun range where we were scheduled.


	When we came back that afternoon for lunch, Elmer was hanging by his belt from the barrack's rafter near his bed, and he had been dead for a couple of hours.  I guess he thought he deserved to die, after the way he screwed up, and nobody had bothered to remind him that like everyone else even he had a right to live.  I had the honor to cut him down, and the next weekend I got the truck-detail to take the pine box into the railroad station at town.  It was shipped home to Davenport City, Iowa, and I bet the folks there weren't in the least surprised.  Elmer was the kind who was probably a screw-up since the day he was born.


	There was another guy named Van Strappen, and he must have been at least five years older than the rest of us, because I remember he had all his teeth out in the first few weeks when they offered it for free, and then he got the free glasses, too.  He was tall and skinny, and he said he had twins at home with his wife.  Although he tried hard to laugh and make jokes and sing songs and get high on three-point-two beer, and although he was a model of a soldier, sometimes he'd tell us how they had screwed him.  In the late Forties he had served eight months in the army, stationed in Italy, and then they forced him home.  At the time he had told them that he wanted to finish his hitch because he didn't want to be called later when he had started his family and everything, but they informed him that he had to get out, and go home, and that there was nothing to worry about --- the war was over.  He had gone home in 1946 and married his Bohunk sweetheart in Berwyn, Illinois, and then gone into the bulldozing business with his brother.  Twenty thousand bucks they had laid out between them to get two bulldozers, and they were in hock up to their ears, although they were making a lot of money digging holes.  Then, as Van Strappen told it, his brother had gotten hurt by somehow taking a bulldozer blade in the back when some idiot started it up by mistake, and Van Strappen had had to work fourteen to sixteen hours a day, keeping both 'dozers busy, supporting both his family and his brother's --- and then along came the army and told the skinny guy he had to go back in and serve a full hitch of two years.  He got documents showing the debt he owed on the 'dozers, and he had his twins which were proof enough he was needed, but in that great goddamn fairness of mind and idiocy the army was determined to take him.  So here he was at Fort Campbell, getting new teeth and new glasses, and telling everyone how he was getting his money's worth; and then when he'd get drunk he'd tell how he had to sell those 'dozers for a fourth of what they were worth, and how he was still in debt up to his ears for them although he didn't even have them anymore, and how he had to send extra money home for his brother's family, when his own was not eating too well on the allotment dough as it was.


	(Everybody got screwed in the army.  There were ball players sitting out the two best years of the only ten they could make money playing ball.  There were husbands, fathers, farmers, storeowners, all of whom had to sell out everything in order to come into the goddainn nation's service.  There were skilled workers carrying rifles; there were lawyers carrying machineguns; there were engineers pulling KP; there were inventors and artists, the crafty and the gracious --- and all were just sitting on their asses, killing time until they could kill or be killed for the greater glory of South Korea.  There were scholars carrying cans; mathematicians peeling potatoes.  There were historians cleaning the johns; accountants carrying flags.  There was only one rule that I ever heard of: those who wore glasses became clerks and those who didn't became infantry or artillery.  It didn't make any difference about skill or intelligence or education or desire or what. just whether or not you wore glasses.)


	Meanwhile we were getting cookie boxes from home, and letters from Mom saying, "Everyone asks about you, son;" and notes from Dad saying, "Just do what they tell you to do son; and you'll never be in any trouble."  The homefront was solidly behind us we were told; it was the nation that had put us where we were --- so we accepted this, and for the bastard mess we were in we blamed (that's right and why not?) the whole damn nation.  When they told us that it was the nation itself that spoke through the voices of our officers (and that this was why our officers deserved our unthinking obedience), we looked at our officers and saw right through to their pompous and shaky stupidity, and we knew right away that our nation was pompous, shaky and stupid.  And when the young girls in the towns near our camps were buttoned up by frightened fathers and mothers and were told never, never to date a soldier because a soldier couldn't be trusted --- well, we knew the nation was a little afraid of us, too.  And when we counted our money each month, we knew the nation was exploiting us, there was no doubt about that; and when we bought a car or insurance or beer or a sportshirt or what-have-you in town at high prices, we knew the nation was also out to con us out of everything we had, from our blood to our time to our money.  Gradually, we came to have little respect for our nation, and I hope this piece of information won't shock you.  Don't choke up and say, "My word," or any horseshit like that.  You know, as well as we do, in your guts that you were out to use us and nothing more --- so if you are shocked then it is your own guilt that shocks you and not anything I am saying.  We were never as stupid as you thought we were, and I think you always knew it.  You must have known that someday you would have to answer for how you turned us to your own profit, while you were waving the flag and we were marching a long way off to war.


	The Korean War was a blinding nightmare of muck, blood, strange and slant-eyed faces both in front of us trying to kill us and behind us begging from us, offering us women and wine for money.  The Chinese charged with trumpets blaring, as if they were fighting in the Fifteenth Century, and although they went down, wave after wave, they kept right on coming and no money or bright metal could stop them.  They overran us, surrounded us, killed us, captured us --- and all after we had won the war and forced the Koreans way up to the Yalu.  The only thing we could remember about our brief victory that Christmas was the running, running, running, leaving behind the legless, armless, headless, bleeding bodies, leaving behind the dead and the captured.  And then we turned at the 38th Parallel and fought war to a standstill, digging in with all the fine and expensive modern weapons that government money could buy at home from the homefront.


	All day and all night in the same goddamn hole, going nowhere, dying a little bit, killing a little bit, standing there on either side of a valley like two great trees brushing each other in a static urgent fight for life, always a little bit, day by day, with no daring, no great movements, no spectacular attacks, just small patrols, the taking of a hill then the losing of it, the blowing up of one square patch and then watching it get rebuilt, always on the alert for an attack that never really came, probing, nothing but probing, losing a little here and winning a little there.  It was war fought on a continuous basis, as if no victory were possible as well as no defeat; it was more a boxing match from across the valley --- but then suddenly someone would die and you realized this game could kill you.  There was no pretense here.  War was being fought for the sake of war, not for the victory of one nation over another, not for right against wrong, not for rescue, not to free a people, just the red-line tracers jabbing across a worthless space, poking out lives as easily as removing checkers from a checker-board, losing lives in return.  It was all supposed to be so important, but it was absurd.  There were strange rules which had nothing to do with "liberating a captive people" like you can bomb this but you can't bomb that and you can win this but you can't win that and you can go here hut you can't go there.  They even called us "The Army of the United Nations," because it pleased them, when the truth was we were an American army, fighting with a handful of Allies.  They called it a "Police Action," too, rather than "War," also because it pleased them.  It was a game of Monopoly fought for real estate but with weapons as well as money, an athletic contest where the losers were taken out under the stadium and shot, a play where the actors fired real guns while the audience applauded one side or the other, it was a game of odds that you played with your own life as a stake almost as if you held your gun at your own head and fired at random.  You couldn't win, you could only survive.  You couldn't be defeated, you could only die.  You couldn't quit playing, you could only be captured.  You were in a helluva mess that meant nothing and you couldn't get out, you had to play; it was like a nightmare with someone waiting to chop your legs off if you didn't run the 100-yard-dash fast enough, only you never woke up, it never ended, you were there, day after day, and you knew that the longer you played the higher the odds became that you would make a mistake and die.


	There was even a "time-out" or a kind of "half-time" respite --- they called it "R&R," and you were "rotated" to Japan for some rest leave where you could relax, see the sights, drink, screw the Jap women, take a bath; and believe me, it was odd to be in a ditch in Korea one day and then be walking the streets of old Tokyo the next.  It wasn't war, it was an "exercise" in strategy, a contest played for time, a kind of hot psychological battle, a political contest that needed gunfire to prove its importance, a training grounds for the more military-minded, a testing terrain for new weapons and fresh men, a splendid Maneuver Area in which to practice under ideal conditions that were only too real, a human safari for both sides, a weird, sadistic, reverence of the deepest reflex of mankind-killing for the sheer excitement of killing, and for the breathtaking anxiety about being killed yourself.  A new general came every few months to lead us in the sport, so the Pentagon could test his mettle, and we were his pawns, we had nothing to lose but ourselves.  It was all so clear and cold, after they told us we couldn't bomb the enemy's supply depots north of the Yalu River.  "We are not at war with the Chinese," said our government in Washington, "and we don't wish to be."  The Arena was limited to Korea, because that way it could never become dangerous to "the folks at home," and nobody knew this better than those of us who were there, young, risking death every day, the goddamn gladiators of the free sparkling moneymaking Western World.


	When we were asked to believe that we were fighting for such wondrous things as "the freedom of mankind" it sounded more than just a little absurd.  Like all gladiators, we were simply fighting so that each of us (the poor saps who had been thrown into the Arena) would survive in order to get the hell out of the Arena and return home where everyone else was.  We weren't even allowed the dignity of being mercenaries, because we were paid very little for our trouble.  The absolute end, the only thing we could gain, the best we could ever hope to get was simply Out! We weren't allowed to conquer, we were denied victory, we couldn't expect fame or loot, we weren't even decently paid.  We had been placed deliberately in an intolerable situation for no reason that we could understand, and the very best we could hope for was someday to get Out! It was like telling a boxer that he had to step into a ring and fight fifteen lousy rounds to a predetermined draw, during which time he and his opponent would try to kill each other, and when he asked "Yes, but what for; what do I get" you tell him that if he does well and survives then he won't have to do it anymore.  When the fifteenth round is over, you ask him to fight five more, and when these are finished you say "Don't worry, it will all be over soon, just a couple more rounds."  Well, as you can imagine, before long your boxer ceases counting the rounds, and he stands in the ring dull and uninspired, hammering away at his opponent, who thank God is just as dull and uninspired as he is, and if some slob yells from the sidelines "Give him a good one in the gut for the freedom of mankind," --- well, my friend, you have the very picture, the allegorical image, the representation of all that was the Korean Conflict.  I hope that it grinds in your guts as much as it grinds in mine.


	But I have to tell you the story of Frank Nolan, because his is a typical case; if you can't understand what I'm talking about at least you will have to accept Frank Nolan as I do, because he is a friend of mine and a fellow citizen of yours.  He was young and was drafted and was made a soldier, and he fought in Korea.  Let me tell you about him.


	Like the rest of us in Basic at Campbell, Frank Nolan came from the Midwest, as a matter of fact, Chicago on the Southside.  He was born of poor folks.  I think his father was a taxicab driver.  His mother had a plain, straight face that looked blank and undisturbed.  There was a sister who had gotten into trouble a couple of times and then married a salesman, before moving to the West Coast.  Frank had come from this drab, dreary life, all freckles and bone and brown hair, with a slightly tilted face and a small round nose, and a way of being awed by the Army, the officers, the Post and by all of us whom he considered his new friends.  "I'm the luckiest sonofabitch," he would tell me.  "If it hadn't been for the army I would've never met you guys or had the chance to do any of these things."  He was convinced that, like the rest of the kids on his block, he would have gone to work for the big Ford plant on the Southside of Chicago, and without the draft Tokyo would always have been just a name to him, while here he was walking the streets of this bright, wild city, a conquering hero to be bathed by women, followed by boys, and going out with us, laughing and drinking and carousing, as if he were as good as anyone.


	He was trained as an infantry rifleman, like the rest of us, and be worked hard at it and was a good shot, took care of his weapons with great skill, shined his shoes and kept his uniforms neat and sparkling, as well as his bunk wherever he was and his footlocker, too.  When we got to Korea and were all busted up to be sent as replacements to different regiments, Frank almost cried at leaving, and I remember the lug standing there in the Repo Depot with his big duffel bag slung over his shoulder, pumping my band and telling me he would write.  The next time I saw him was in a hospital in Pusan just before be was shipped back to the States, and there wasn't a tear or a smile or even any emotion left in him because his right leg was gone.


	Bit by bit it came from him what had happened.  He bad worked hard, done all the right and brave things, and he had ended up a squad leader on the line, taking his goddamn patrols out every fourth day and somehow making it back with his notes that never seemed to mean anything to anyone.  Then one day the word went down the line that four Congressmen were "coming to observe conditions," and immediately the men had been set to work building a fine and safe concrete bunker facing a nondescript hill that the Gooks had been allowed to occupy since they did hardly any shooting from it, just sat there looking.  But the politicians had come to observe the fighting conditions and so some good fighting had to be whipped up for the politicians to see.  An attack was planned weeks in advance for a regiment of ours to take the hill, and even programs containing the schedule of events were printed so the big-wigs would know exactly what was going on and when and where and why and how.  The only trouble was that, naturally the Gooks up on the hill got hold of copies of these programs, too, and everyone knew it, but if the attack plans were changed then the programs would be useless, not only to the Reds, but to the politicians, too, so it was decided to go ahead.


	The day came and there was a big inspection, while the Congressmen walked down the line and shook hands with everyone, especially firm and heartwarming with those GIs from the areas of their constituency, and then the politicians were handed helmets, led to the bunker and the show began in front of them.  Frank was in that show.


	For hours the hill was blasted with artillery, mortars and skip bombs, napalm and all the rest.  Then in the beginning dark, up went the infantry to secure the position.  They got slaughtered.  The Gooks had zeroed in on all the routes and raked through the ranks at long range until there was nothing to do but fall back down the hill defeated.  Frank lost his whole squad, and he figured he was the luckiest slob on God's earth just to make it back down the target range of the slope of that hill with puffs of death kicking up all around his heels and mortars blowing caves in the ground ahead and behind.  It was like running through lightning, he said, and when he got back to his emplacement he sat down and cried and it was an hour before he could even bring himself to take a drink of water.  It was a bad show all around, and especially bad for the politicians to see.  So it was decided that the next morning in broad daylight the whole lousy scheme would be tried again, and this time there had better not be any running back until the hill was secured!


	By the time the regiment could be pasted together for another assault, the whole hill was sunlight coming right over the top into the eyes of the upward advancing GIs.  Frank said that little more than a platoon of men made it to the top, and then only because the Gooks withdrew down the other side.  Frank wasn't one of the inspired handful who made the rock's pinnacle.  He lay instead in a ravine with his hand covering the bloody right mess where his leg had been.  It was as if the whole hill was groaning, speckled with the bleeding figures of the rest of the regiment, while down in the bunker the Brass shook hands with the four Congressmen who now had something swell to report when they got back to Washington.  Although the battle had taken only about two hours' running time, some sixteen hours were spent by the Medics dragging the bodies off the hill, Frank included, although he didn't remember leaving since he had passed out soon after the cheers went up.


	He came out of it in the hospital.  Soon the general himself walked in with his staff and pinned the bronze star and the purple heart on Frank.  Two days later word hit the field hospital that the hill had been given back to the Gooks as "untenable," and it was all over, positions had slipped back to exactly the same place they were before the Congressmen had come.  Frank, along with the many, many others who would never be whole again, was shipped to the big hospital at Pusan, from where he was to be sent back to Hawaii and then Seattle.


	"I told the cocksuckers they could cram all the goddamn medals up their ass," Frank told me.  "You know what they did?  They smiled at me.  They said they understood."


	"Understood what?" I asked him.


	"I don't know.  The 
