CHAPTER 23





	Unlike Frank, I was one of those who survived in good condition, with all of my arms and legs, my eyes, and no disability, and even before the war was over I was sent back to the States on assignment to Fort Bragg, North Carolina.  Here I entered the 82nd Airbome Division as a jumper, and participated in a thing called "constant readiness," which meant that all 18,000 of us had to be ready to pack up and go anywhere in 16 hours.  The only trouble was they didn't have the planes to load us and take us, but we had to be ready anyway, training away to a fine edge for nothing because there were only a handful of planes used just for training jumps.  It was the same thing as Korea all over again, only a quiet or more subtle death surrounded by peace.  While Eisenhower rattled his saber at the Russians, threatening to send the 82nd here, there and everywhere, "to put out any fires the Reds might start," we got ready to go, but without any planes; they were expensive and Eisenhower wanted to cut the budget.


	So we jumped from rattly old C-119s, bundled up with full field equipment, once a month to show the newspaper reporters we were ready, and always there would be the chutes that didn't open, the few screaming bodies dropping down through a quiet sky to thud apologetically into the ground, death in service of the country --- or, at least that's what the chaplain and I would tell the sobbing wives surrounded by their children, when we went to inform them of their husbands'passing away.  "The country will remember what John (Jack, Henry, Ira, Ray) did for it," the chaplain would say, clasping his hands and leaning over to reach the sadly nodding wife's ear.  "Now, I'm sure he would want you to face the future with courage and think of the children."  I would disappear into the tiny, dimly-lighted kitchen and make coffee.  I had to do something before I got sick, listening to the chaplain.


	All the planes were defective; they could just barely fly us three miles to the dropzones, let alone take us to Europe, the West Coast, Hawaii, or Indo China.  The pilots would make jokes about them, as we climbed in at the marshaling area.  "Well, I hope we get there and back," the pilots would say; and we would laugh and say, "Don't worry about getting back, just get us there."  Flying the empty crates back, the pilots were always crashing down, leaking gas, and more C-119s landed in nearby fields than the airforce cared to admit.  Once I saw an empty one, after discharging its jumpers, go right into an empty messhall.  A couple of us guys ran over to congratulate the fly-boy for not killing anyone.  All smiles, we got the side door open and hollered in, and then we heard his clumping and soon the pilot appeared standing on stumps where his feet had been.  I'm telling you I'll never forget that sight: This nice, young-looking guy standing there in the doorway about twelve inches too short with blood all squirting from his legs.  In spite of "Father Ike's Budget" and "the tremendous burden of over taxation to the businessmen" it does seem like you could have afforded to give us decent planes to play our games in. After all, we were playing at your command so chesty John Foster Dulles could use us to bluff the communists.


	Whenever a plane cracked up, they would courtmartial some airforce ground crew slob, saying he had failed to tighten a screw, or that he had filled the plane up with kerosene rather than gas, or that he had failed to inspect and had let a "faulty" plane go up in the air.  Have you ever noticed that in this country there must be an excuse for any tragedy?  They made up their excuses and then pinned them on us.  After all, they couldn't very well admit that all the planes were full of shit, so they picked out some slob and threw him in the stockade to rot.


	It was about this time, 1953, as you remember, that our country went nuts again, looking for a scapegoat for the lack of victory in Korea, insanely accusing any obstinate soul in its midst of subversion, attacking, smearing, anything but admit that national cowardliness on the homefront's part had been responsible for the Korean stalemate.  I saw it first take place in the army when the U.S. POWs were sent across the 38th Parallel by the Reds and were shipped home to the arms of a waiting public.  When their 30-day leaves were up they reported for assignment at Fort Bragg to wait discharge, and since I was in PIO by that time my job was to make them accessible, the first few days back, for interview by the press.


	"Why didn't you try to escape?" a reporter might ask.


	"I didn't have any warm clothes, and I knew I'd freeze to death even if I made it outside the camp," an ex-prisoner would answer.


	The reporter would smirk: "That never stopped the capttured GIs in World War Two!"


	Some newsmen even wondered out loud how a one hundred percent American could have allowed hitnself to be captured in the first place.  Wouldn't death have been more patriotic?  Why didn't a one hundred percent American prefer to die rather than allow hirnself to be used "to smear his country's image?"  Wasn't the country's image more important than the life of any American?


	Most of the reporters, having been fed and raised on mythical stories of football players sacrificing legs and arms and heads for the "glory of old Siwash University" couldn't figure out why the myths hadn't worked out in the reality of war, and they were very angry at those who had shown themselves to be human beings, rather than "heroes," who had been concerned with themselves rather than "images," and who wanted to live rather than "die" for the glory of "good old America;" and whenever the reporters reminded the ex-prisoners about good old America," a sneer passed around on the faces of those who had returned, as they remembered how quickly “good old America" had given up the opportunity of advancing and overrunning the prisoner of war camps where some fellow Americans sat confined after their capture.  They had assumed there was no mystery about why they had given up protecting the image of "good old America," once "good old America" had given up ever trying to advance and set them free.  It was like asking orphans why they hadn't been loyal to their parents, and the orphans stared quizzically and then answered that they had no parents.


	"Why did you sign documents saying the U.S. was using germ-warfare in Korea?" the reporters asked.  "When you knew it wasn't true?"


	"Because they tortured us until we did sign," the prisoners answered.


	"But didn't you know the signed statements would be used against your country in propaganda broadcasts?" the reporters queried.


	"We didn't think anybody would believe the propaganda broadcasts.  Did you believe them?"


	"No," answered the reporters, "but that isn't important.  It's the principle of the thing.  You lied against your country to save your skins."


	"But weren't our skins important to the country?" asked the prisoners.  "It seemed to us that the country had forgotten about that.  If the country had given up saving our skins, then we had to save our skins alone, and the way to do that was to sign a useless piece of paper."


	"What happened to that good old American spirit?" asked the reporters.  "Why didn't you tell the Gooks to just go screw themselves, like the GIs told the Germans and japs in World War Two?"


	"We don't know," said the prisoners.  "What happened to that good old American spirit here at home?  Why didn't you tell the Chinese and Russians to go screw themselves and let us bomb across the Yalu and try and win the war, like you did the Germans and japs in World War Two?"


	"You were cowards," said the reporters, "and you betrayed us.


	"You were cowards," said the prisoners, "and you betrayed us.”


	There were many stories printed in the newspapers.  What had happened to American courage?  Why did some of our soldiers become "turncoats" when they were captured?  Why had they allowed themselves to be "brainwashed" by their captors?  Who was responsible?  But none of the stories told of the counter-accusations that the prisoners had directed at the country itself.  Soon the same "America" which had promised the GI prisoners that nothing would be held against them on their return, decided to reverse itself under public pressure, and many of the ex-prisoners were courtmartialed as "traitors" and sentenced to prison, and in some cases hung.  I could hardly believe it was happening; it was more like a nightmare from a Kafka novel that was being acted out on some stage; and somewhere the stage ended and the audience and real life began --- somewhere there was an end to the actors, the plot, and the written word, and there had to be somebody, some real people, who said "Wait a minute, let's look at the facts, is this really what happened?  Who is to blame?  Is anyone?  Or have things changed so that the old standards of courage and heroics and betrayal no longer apply?" --- but these were words that no actor could speak or the play was ruined; and the fact was that the stage didn't end, everyone bad become an actor, and all spoke the words written for them to say.  Booklets appeared offering reasons why the GI prisoners had capitulated to their captors: "They didn't know what they were fighting for!  "This generation of Americans hasn't the courage of the Past generations of Minutemen, and the reasons why!"  "American boys don't know what America really stands for and therefore they can be brainwashed to think and do anything!"  "We must be tougher and more demanding because our youngsters have become too soft!"  "The Sissification of the U.S. Army!"  Nobody spoke out and said that all these pronouncements were simply rationalizations for why we failed to win the Korean War, and nobody remembered that the whole country had deliberately decided not to try to win the Korean War because the risks were too dangerous.  The country had been betrayed by someone, anyone but itself: Its Army, its politicians, its teachers, its scientists, the Commies.  It all became very simple.  Anyone who questioned the country's motives was a Communist, and the idea was to get rid of him and everything would be all right.  Anyone who thought the country existed for his benefit was out; and those who reminded us that we existed for the country's benefit were in.  And what did the country's benefit turn out to be?  Protection from criticism.  Good citizenship meant absolute loyalty to the country even if it meant the sacrifice of self.  Good soldiering meant absolute loyalty to the Army.  Good employees meant absolute loyalty to the corporation.  Good teachers and good students had to be absolutely loyal to the school.  There could be no questions, only obedience.  To question was to be disloyal; no new answers were needed, the old ones were good enough.  If you weren't sure that "good old America" stood for all that was fine and right, then there was something wrong with you, because there could be no doubt that "good old America" stood for all that was fine and right.  If you didn't like "good old America," well then by God you could leave.  What the hell did you think, that America belongs to you? Yes, some people reminded us, this was what the Constitution guaranteed, this was a country by the people, of the people and for the people.  Not so, they were told.  The country is not for the people; the people are for the country, and what's right for the country is right for the people.  A few souls warned: the country is for the soldiers, even for those who lied to save their skins.  Not so, said the country; the soldiers exist for the sake of the country, not for the sake of their skins.  Everything, even life and even death, must be for "good old America," and if you deny "good old America" anything then you are a traitor.  It was a madness, an hysteria, and there was one probe after another to eliminate the "bad" people, the "dangerous" people, "the people who weren't loyal," the people who had betrayed the country for the sake of themselves.


	Had there been any betrayal at all?  No.  Where the whole country had decided that it was better to survive than risk atomic attack just to win a useless little war, the soldiers had done the same thing.  They had decided it was better to survive than to win a useless little argument over a piece of paper.  The image of the country was never even at stake.  To say that America had used germ-warfare in Korea didn't mean that America had used germ-warfare in Korea, and signing a piece of paper to that effect didn't make it so.  There was nothing to worry about.  If some warped minds wanted words on a paper in a trade for life, then why not give them words on a paper?  Hadn't our country always stood for the importance of life over words, freedom over efficiency, survival over death  --- no matter what name in which death was called for?  Wasn't it better --- within the very Christian traditions that were ours --- to save one lamb's life at the risk of the whole herd of sheep, than to sacrifice the lamb for the benefit of the herd, and didn't Jesus Christ himself say this when he gave the parable of the good shepherd?  Wasn't the acceptance of what the prisoners had done the very image of our country, that one person's life was more important than any lie?  Doesn't the country at bottom believe that one buman life is more important than any headline in the world's newspapers?


	Well, in the 1950s it was obvious to people like me that the country bad changed.  Because of the way it treated the prisoners, it was obvious that my country thought headlines were more important than humans.  I had to accept that no outcries were heard against the Gooks who had in fact tortured our GIs; instead all outcries were directed against the GIs who had succumbed to that torture.  When you see this taking place, when you read the newspapers, listen to people saying it; wben you see the bodies of the ex-prisoners swinging from a rope because they had succumbed to torture, well then you have to accept it.  You have to conclude that your country has run amuck, that the people responsible are insane, that you can not trust your leaders, your President, your general, your parents, your friends, your neighbors, your co-workers, your police, your town, your state, your country, anymore because it is liable to turn on you for no reason at all, except that for its own security it needs a scapegoat, any scapegoat induding you, and there is no appeal 
