
HUMPING IT ON THEIR BACKS: A MATERIAL CULTURE EXAMINATION OF THE 

VIETNAM VETERANS’ EXPERIENCE AS TOLD THROUGH 

THE OBJECTS THEY CARRIED

Thomas S. Herman 

Thesis Prepared for the Degree of 

MASTER OF ARTS 

UNIVERSITY OF NORTH TEXAS 

May 2016 

APPROVED: 

Alexander Mendoza, Major Professor 
Jennifer Wallach, Committee Member 
Todd Moye, Committee Member 
Richard McCaslin, Chair of the Department 

of History 
Costas Tsatsoulis, Interim Dean of the 

Toulouse Graduate School 



Herman, Thomas S. Humping It on Their Backs: A Material Culture Examination 

of the Vietnam Veterans’ Experience as Told through the Objects They Carried. Master 

of Arts (History), May 2016, 112 pp., 1 table, references, 80 titles. 

The materials of war, defined as what soldiers carry into battle and off the 

battlefield, have much to offer as a means of identifying and analyzing the culture of 

those combatants.  The Vietnam War is extremely rich in culture when considered 

against the changing political and social climate of the United States during the 1960s 

and 70s.  Determining the meaning of the materials carried by Vietnam War soldiers 

can help identify why a soldier is fighting, what the soldier’s fears are, explain certain 

actions or inactions in a given situation, or describe the values and moral beliefs that 

governed that soldier’s conduct.  “Carry,” as a word, often refers to something physical 

that can be seen, touched, smelled, or heard, but there is also the mental material, 

which does not exist in the physical space, that soldiers collect in their experiences prior 

to, during, and after battle.  War changes the individual soldier, and by analyzing what 

he or she took (both physical and mental), attempts at self-preservation or defense 

mechanisms to harden the body and mind from the harsh realities of war are revealed.  

In the same respect, what the soldiers brought home is also a means of preservation; 

preserving those memories of their experiences adds validity and meaning to their 

experiences.  An approach employing aspects of psychology, sociology, and cultural 

theory demonstrates that any cookie-cutter answer or characterization of Vietnam 

veterans is unstable at best, and that a much more complex picture develops from a 

multidisciplinary analysis of the soldiers who fought the war in Vietnam. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

“My dad gave me eight pounds of pistachios.  And I had a wood ship model, that 

I figured I’d do on my free time.” 1  The knife was for his added protection, his father 

knew he liked pistachios, and the ship model called the Norske Løve (Norwegian Lion, 

an 18th Century 32-gun Frigate operated by the Danish East India Company) was 

because he had always been a model builder.  Besides what Uncle Sam said he 

needed, these were the additional items that Glen Senkowski took with him to Vietnam 

in the winter of 1969.  The objects of war, defined for this purpose as what soldiers carry 

into battle and what they carry off of the battlefield excluding the equipment issued to 

them by the government, have much to offer as a means of identifying and analyzing 

the culture of those combatants.  The Vietnam War, in particular, was a crossroads in 

culture when considered against the changing political and social climate of the United 

States during the 1960s and 1970s.   

The Vietnam War veteran’s experience as defined by the items he/she chose to 

take to war, collected during combat, and brought home from Southeast Asia offer more 

meaning than any historical text written about Vietnam, the war, or the Vietnam 

generation.  This study will analyze first hand accounts categorized in chronological 

order by the veterans’ entry dates into country, selected memoirs and historical 

scholarship over the last four decades, and demonstrate how the material culture 

provides a deeper understanding than the standalone text.  The objects that are 

analyzed form a collective material culture of the soldiers that fought the most unpopular 

1 Glen Senkowski, Interviewed by the author, Little Elm, Texas, November 5, 2014. 
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war in American history.  The objects themselves were taken to Vietnam, acquired while 

in country, and brought back to the United States as the result of conscientious 

decisions made by each soldier motivated by what the item provided as a basic function 

or represented to them.  Over time these objects came to be associated with memories 

of their tour of duty, their comrades, their loved ones, and the war, to preserve their 

experiences in order to add validity and meaning to the rest of their lives.  The items 

also served as forms of self-preservation, manhood, status symbols, or as a defense 

mechanism to harden the body and mind from the harsh realities of war and the painful 

memories that are pushed from the conscious part of the brain.  

The Vietnam War 1967-1973 

The interviewees for this study are eight, Caucasian, male subjects, that 

specifically reference the objects soldiers carried with them. It was not deliberate to limit 

the study, but rather a function of the group of sources available that were willing and 

able to reference the subject of material culture.  They range in the ranks from the 

lowest private in the infantry to warrant or commissioned officers, from the United States 

Army and the United States Air Force.  However, while limited, they shared the 

experience of preparing and training for Vietnam, as well as the combat environment, 

be it from the ground or in the air both as pilots of helicopters at treetop level or 

bombers flying at 30,000 feet, which they experienced during their tours in country.  A 

brief history is included of each individual to explain the minute details that affected their 

overall experience.  This ensures that the information gained makes sense together, 

and the historical background is consistent throughout.  In order to properly frame these 
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veterans in correct context, a short history of their participation in Vietnam and their role 

in it is necessary. 

  The tours in Vietnam ranged from 1967 to 1973, and encompassed the height 

of the conflict.  Beginning in January of 1968, the Tet Offensive 1968 was a series of 

coordinated attacks throughout South Vietnam by the North Vietnamese Army (NVA) 

and Vietcong (VC), which lasted more than half of the year and contributed heavily to 

the escalation of the war and commitment of an ever-growing number of U.S. troops.  

Experiencing Tet first hand was then First Lieutenant of the artillery, James Kurtz, who 

commanded a Searchlight platoon from Battery H, 29th Field Artillery Regiment, 

attached to the 9th Infantry Division operating in the Mekong Delta.2  Also enduring the 

beginning of Tet was Captain Kelly Hudson, a helicopter pilot with D Troop (Air), 4th 

Cavalry Regiment, 1st Infantry Division from February 1967 to the same month in 

1968.3  Nearly a year after Kurtz’s first tour, a young infantryman, Private First Class 

Scott Beyers arrived to the 9th Division and the Mekong, as part of A Company, 5th 

Battalion, 60th Infantry Regiment, in November of 1969 at Firebase Rach Kien.4  

Additionally, the escalation saw expanded operations in Cambodia and Laos in 1969 in 

order to cut off the source of support for operations in South Vietnam, which 

encompassed the operations of the 1st Squadron (Air Cav), 9th Cavalry Regiment, 1st 

2 James Kurtz, Interview by the author, Little Elm, Texas, November 3, 2014.  Interview 
is in possession of the author only, and Thomas Herman can be reached at 
Thomas.s.herman.mil@mail.mil. 
3 Kelly Hudson, Interview by the author, Little Elm, Texas, October 30, 2014.  Interview 
is in possession of the author only, and Thomas Herman can be reached at 
Thomas.s.herman.mil@mail.mil. 
4 Scott Beyers, Interview by the author, Little Elm, Texas, February 13, 2016.  Interview 
is in possession of the author only, and Thomas Herman can be reached at 
Thomas.s.herman.mil@mail.mil. 
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Cavalry Division and then Captains Joe Bowen, James Kurtz, Captain Glen Senkowski, 

and Warrant Officer William “Bill” Frazer overlapping over a period from December 1968 

to May of 1971 when the 1st of the 9th returned to the United States.5  Lieutenant 

James Schild captured the mood of the army in 1969 in his memoirs as “not only the 

peak years of combat involvement, but the peak of positive attitudes of the American 

soldier about what he was doing.”6   

As U.S. Forces began to transition the bulk of combat operations to South 

Vietnamese forces in late 1971-72 as American troop numbers decline, activity in the air 

was still at an all time high as missions continued in support of the Army of the Republic 

of Vietnam (ARVN).  This included then First Lieutenant Dave Swank with the 164th 

Aviation Group, 1st Aviation Brigade, operating in the IV Corps area south of Saigon in 

the Mekong Delta, operations which he considered to be very effective even at such a 

late stage in the war in 1972-73.7  In a move to force North Vietnam back to the 

negotiating table, President Richard Nixon authorized Operation Linebacker II, also 

known as the Christmas Bombings of 1972, of which B-52 navigator/bombardier 

Captain Kenneth Stumphauzer and the rest of his crew from the 306th Bomb Wing, 2nd 

5 Joe Bowen, Interview by the author, Little Elm, Texas, November 2, 2014, James 
Kurtz, Interview by the author, Little Elm, Texas, November 3, 2014, Glen Senkowski, 
Interviewed by the author, Little Elm, Texas, November 5, 2014. Bill Frazer, Interview by 
the author, Little Elm, Texas, October 30, 2014.  Interview is in possession of the author 
only, and can be reached at Thomas.s.herman.mil@mail.mil.  All four men flew 
helicopters in the 1st Squadron, 9th Cavalry during the period mentioned above.  While 
some of them knew each other during the war, it was not until after and the formation of 
the 1/9 Cav Veterans Association known as the Bullwhip Squadron that all four men 
have become acquainted with each other. 
6 James J. Schild, For Garry Owen in Glory: The True Account of an Airmobile Platoon 
Leader in Vietnam, 1968-69 (Missouri: Auto Review Publishing, 1989), vi. 
7 Dave Swank, Interview by the author, Little Elm, Texas. November 1, 2014.  Interview 
is in possession of the author only, and can be reached at 
Thomas.s.herman.mil@mail.mil. 
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Air Force from McCoy Air Force Base in Orlando, Florida, flew multiple combat sorties 

from bases in Utapao, Thailand, and Anderson Air Force Base in Guam.8  The Paris 

Peace Agreement was signed on January 28, 1973 once all parties returned to the 

negotiating table, and the Four Power Joint Military Commission, whose aviation 

detachment was commanded by then Captain Joe Bowen, was formed to oversee the 

implementation of the agreement as well as conduct prisoner of war exchanges among 

other provisions.9 

Methodology 

The material culture of Vietnam veterans is a bottom-up history of the 

experiences of the soldiers and officers in the American armed forces in Vietnam, and is 

reflected against the larger American society back at home as well as the government 

that sent them off to war in Southeast Asia.  The methodology employed in examining 

the material culture of Vietnam veterans is threefold: recording oral histories with 

Vietnam veterans, conducting analysis and interpretation of their objects and artifacts, 

and documenting the historical memories from the resulting process.  First, it was 

necessary to conduct a series of oral histories in order to determine the items that 

Vietnam Veterans chose to bring to Vietnam, acquire while in country, and bring home 

to the United States.  While source material concerning Vietnam veterans is bountiful, 

teasing out that kind of specific information is far more problematic.  Therefore, oral 

histories was selected as the preferred method in order to ask specific questions 

pertaining to the objects and artifacts as well as base-lining questions in order to 

                                                
8 Kenneth Stumphauzer, Interviewed by the author, Little Elm, Texas, November 3, 
2014.  Interview is in possession of the author only, and can be reached at 
Thomas.s.herman.mil@mail.mil. 
9 Joe Bowen, Interview by the author, Little Elm, Texas, November 2, 2014.  
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determine specific attitudes and beliefs held by each soldier, how those attitudes and 

beliefs were modified as part of their Vietnam experience, and finally the memories over 

time that are subsequent outcomes of both their experiences and post-Vietnam 

interaction with their objects and artifacts.  To mine the requisite information, it was 

necessary to choose what type of oral history to conduct as well as how to use that 

information.

According to Donald A. Ritchie, one of the foremost oral historians in the United 

States, and author of Doing Oral History (2015) (considered by many as the handbook 

for conducting oral history), the most advantageous type of interview for conducting oral 

history is called a life history.  The advantage of conducting life histories are twofold in 

that it permits the historian to “record as much as possible about each interviewee’s life” 

and  “broader questioning establishes links that neither the interviewer or interviewee 

may have considered in a more narrowly focused interview session.”10  For this project, 

a conscious decision was made to conduct more focused subject-oriented interviews, 

due to the fact that life histories often involve multiple sessions, and the recording and 

transcribing of such an endeavor on the shoulders of one individual during a condensed 

time period could have proved to be insurmountable.  As a result, the interviews are 

more focused, inquiring mainly on topics that are important to the research described 

herein.  Using oral histories is a delicate business, as some historians believe that 

historical memory “was distorted by physical deterioration and nostaligia in old age, by 

the personal bias of both interviewer and interviewee, and by the influence of collective 

10 Donald A. Ritchie, Doing Oral History, 3rd ed. (New York, NY: Oxford University 
Press, 2015), 27. 
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and retrospective versions of the past.”11  This study, however, is concerned more with 

the memories that are envoked when the subject examine or think about their objects, 

than strict historical narrative.  The historical facts of Vietnam help to advance each 

soldier’s story, but how each subject makes sense of their past, connect themselves to 

the present, and interpret their lives of greater importance.  As Vietnam historian, 

Christian Appy, writes: “to make meaning of the past is one of the greatest gifts anyone 

can offer the future.”12 

The second step in the methodology of Vietnam veterans’ material culture is 

analyzing and interpreting the objects and artifacts.  As J. Ritchie Garrison noted in 

“Material Cultures” from the book A Companion to American Cultural History (2008), 

professional historians in the 1960s and 1970s began to utilize material culture 

evidence to examine understudied or non-elite groups in order to achieve “a more 

thorough understanding of the past.”13  The understanding and meaning derived from 

these items must past the tests of consistency and congruency when interpreting of the 

objects of material culture; that is to say the items must make sense together and they 

must be rooted in evidence.  Furthermore, Dr. Jules David Prown, a professor of Art 

History from Yale University, described the “underlying premise that objects . . . reflect, 

consciously or unconsciously, directly or indirectly, the beliefs of individuals who . . . 

purchased or used them, and by extension the beliefs of the larger society to which they 

                                                
11 Robert Perks and Alistair Thompson, eds., The Oral History Reader, 2nd ed. (New 
York, NY: Routledge, 1998), 3. 
12 Christian G. Appy, Patriots: The Vietnam War Remembered from All Sides, (New 
York, NY: Penguin Books, 2003), xxvii. 
13 J. Ritchie Garrison, “Material Cultures,” in A Companion to American Cultural History, 
edited by Karen Halttunen (New Jersey: Wiley, 2008), 298. 
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belonged.” 14  Finally, Arthur Asa Berger believed that thorough understanding of the 

past is achieved because the “objects provide information about what we are like and 

how we live now—and how we lived in earlier times.”15  In Berger’s work, he applied 

material culture to concepts like authenticity, exchange, style, reality, religion, and 

shape.  In turn, Berger advocated a multidisciplinary approach when analyzing material 

culture in order to draw out the many concepts, which he derived above.  By employing 

a multidisciplinary approach, the analysis of the Vietnam veteran expands from being 

important to not only the historian, but also the sociologist, psychologist, archaeologist, 

and perhaps even the economist as well.  As such, Berger presents six methodologies, 

five of which are Freudian Psychoanalytic, Semiotic, Sociological, Marxist, Cultural, for 

the study of material culture, which are necessary to explore the wide range of objects 

in this study.16  The sixth approach, archaeological, is excluded because in this study 

the users are still alive, so each object’s meaning and symbolism can be derived with 

more than just physical examination alone. 

Freudian Psychoanalytic Theory 

Applying Freudian Psychoanalytic theory to objects and artifacts revolves around 

reaching in the to unconscious portion of the human brain.  Quoting from Freud himself, 

Berger employs the definition of Psychoanalysis as “(1) of a procedure of investigation 

of mental processes which are almost inaccessible any other way,  (2) of a method 

(based upon that investigation) for the treatment of neurotic disorder and (3) of a 

14 Jules David Prown, “Mind in Matter: An Introduction to Material Culture Theory and 
Method,” Winterthur Portfolio 17 no.1 (Spring, 1982): 1. 
15 Arthur Asa Berger, What Objects Mean: An Introduction to Material Culture, 2nd ed., 
(Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast Press, 2014), 16.  
16 Ibid., 16. 
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collection of psychological information obtained along those lines which is gradually 

being accumulated into a new scientific discipline.”17  Describing Freud’s theory in terms 

of an iceberg, where the human psyche is characterized in the three levels of 

conscious, pre-conscious, and unconscious, Berger believes that much of what is 

derived from and is arguably the most important about objects of material culture is 

what lies beneath the surface.  The consciousness is concerned with “What the artifact 

does,” whereas precociousness are “other aspects of the artifact’s functionality of which 

we may be aware,” and unconscious are “unrecognized symbolic meanings connected 

to the artifact.”18  In the investigation of items specifically selected by veterans of the 

Vietnam War, while not aware at the time, many of these men took items that reflected 

a decision on the conscious level of adding protection for their well-being such as Joe 

Bowen’s Gerber knife, or Ken Stumphauzer’s extra .38 caliber pistol, while possibly 

unconsciously symbolizing their warrior spirit and or symbol of manhood.19  Additionally, 

the concepts of the Id, Ego, and Superego exist as a passageway to be used in 

conjunction with the exploration of the unconscious.  Psychoanalytic theory posits “that 

the ego can also employ a number of defense mechanisms to help it control id and 

superego elements of our psyches, prevent anxiety and overwhelming guilt, and control 

17 Berger, What Objects Mean, 31. 
18 Ibid., 33. 
19 Joe Bowen, Interview by the author, Little Elm, Texas, November 2014, Kenneth 
Stumphauzer, Interviewed by the author, Little Elm, Texas, November 3, 2014.  
Bowen’s and Stumphauzer’s testimonies are indicative of men who will both go on to 
have successful careers.  Bowen continuing his military career to the rank of Colonel, 
while Stumphauzer has a lucrative career as a lawyer near Cleveland, Ohio.  Their 
weapons are symbolic of virility of that each man possesses, and indicative to the 
aggressiveness with which they approach life. 
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our instincts.”20  Berger indicates these defense mechanisms as ambivalence, 

avoidance, denial, fixation, identification, rationalization, regression, repression, and 

suppression.21  For example, the letters Scott Beyers wrote to his separated mother and 

father—which he has since organized—have become part of the avoidance and 

suppression he uses to prevent an encounter with memories that are still very real and 

emotional to him.22 

Semiotic Theory 

Semiotics is the “science of signs, and a semiotic approach to material culture 

regards artifacts as signs whose meaning and significance have to be determined by 

the use of semiotic concepts.”23  Lying in the realm of sociology, semiotics involves the 

identification of a certain sign in society and then determining its purpose.  Berger notes 

that semiotic analysis as applied to material culture comes from Swiss linguist 

Ferdinand de Saussure, and his terms of “signifier” and “signified,” where “objects are 

signs, or technically signifiers, and the task of the semiotician is to figure out their 

various signifieds.”24  Berger uses the example of signifiers versus signifieds as an 

analog or digital watch versus old-fashioned or modern.   The watches each tip off a 

difference in the person wearing the item; however, when interpreting signs one must 

always be cautious because signs always have the potential of being intentionally or 

unintentionally misleading.  In the case of military life, signs and signals are imperative 

to the functioning of men in combat.  The fog of war makes hand signals paramount to a 

20 Berger, What Objects Mean, 37. 
21 Ibid., 38. 
22 Scott Beyers, Interview by the author, Little Elm, Texas, February 13, 2016. 
23 Berger, What Objects Mean, 47. 
24 Ibid., 49-50. 
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soldier’s ability to perform in the heat of battle.  Patches can symbolize friend from foe.  

A white flag symbolizes either the capitulation of the enemy, or the destruction of one’s 

will to fight.  In the case of Vietnam veterans, a captured Vietcong or Cambodian flag, 

such as the flags brought home by Glen Senkowski and Joe Bowen, can symbolize 

their victories over the enemy.25  Furthermore, the chess set that Scott Beyers took with 

him to Vietnam was a gateway into his circle of friends and confidants.  Accepting a 

game of chess, which was long and full of thought, was a commitment of time that 

resulted in a sharing of knowledge and mutual benefit through conversation that was 

inaccessible to those who did not play.26 

Sociological Theory 

Human beings each occupy their own places within their societies.  Our societies 

influence its members, just as they influence it.  Berger believes that artifacts function in 

a very similar manner: “They are in society and society is reflected in them,” writes 

Berger, who thinks that artifacts “are not only reluctant witnesses to the past by also 

valuable witnesses to the present.”27  Functionalism, deriving from Structural 

Functionalism, is a means of interpreting objects, “asking what function the artifact has 

for people.”28  Of the different classifications of Functionalism, the ones most useful in 

analyzing artifacts are dysfunctional, functional alternative, and latent function, as 

functional, non-functional, and manifest functional are essentially obvious to both the 

25 Joe Bowen, Interview by the author, Little Elm, Texas, November 2, 2014. Glen 
Senkowski, Interviewed by the author, Little Elm, Texas, November 5, 2014.  While 
victory is achieved on the personal level for these men, the photonegative of these flags 
is that the Vietnam War historically is a loss or at best a draw from the American 
standpoint. 
26 Scott Beyers, Interview by the author, Little Elm, Texas, February 13, 2016. 
27 Berger, What Objects Mean, 65. 
28 Ibid. 
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user and society and thus require no further explanation.  Dysfunctional has a 

destabilizing affect on the user or society, while functional alternative substitutes the 

intended use, and latent function is an unconscious reason for using an item.29  An 

example of Functionalist analysis can be used to analyze the two large Sears 

Craftsman screwdrivers that Joe Bowen took with him to Vietnam.  Their obvious 

functional use as screwdrivers was replaced by a functional alternative in the ability to 

clear ammunition feed errors, or “jams” from the weapon system of the AH-1 Cobra 

attack helicopter.30  These items also carried additional meaning for Bowen, which will 

be discussed later.   

Another element of the sociological theory is what is know as taste cultures.  

Berger quotes from Sociologist Herbert J. Gans, who wrote:  

Taste cultures, as I define them, consists of values, the cultural forms which 
express these values: music, art, design, literature, drama, comedy, poetry, 
criticism, news and the media in which these are express—books, magazines, 
newspapers, records, films, and television programs, paintings and sculpture, 
architecture, and insofar as ordinary consumer goods, also express aesthetic 
values or functions, furnishings, clothes, appliances, and automobiles.31  

 
These tastes cultures as Gans separates them, and Berger forwards for American taste 

culture are High, Upper Middle, Lower Middle, Quasi-Folk Low, and Youth, Black, and 

Ethnic; with that said they are neither all inclusive, nor are they finite.32  They serve to 

explore such factors as race, gender, age, social role, and status.   As a means of 

analysis, Scott Beyer’s chess set is meaningful, as chess would be considered as a 

                                                
29 Berger, What Objects Mean, 66. 
30 Joe Bowen, Interview by the author, Little Elm, Texas, November 2, 2014. 
31 Berger, What Objects Mean, 68-9. 
32 Ibid., 70. 
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form of high culture due to the intellectual nature, but contrary to his actual social strata 

of growing up in a home without the income to send him to college.33 

Marxist Theory 

 The idea of class conflict goes hand in hand with the Marxist theory.  The 

unequal distribution of goods is at the heart of class conflict according to Marxism.  With 

that said, in relation to material culture, “the ruling class indoctrinates the proletariat with 

what Marx called “false consciousness,” namely ruling class ideas, such as the notion 

that everyone can succeed if they are willing to work hard enough (the “American 

Dream”).”34  In a way, the conflict in Vietnam is nested within the class struggle 

identified by Marx.  The capitalist United States of America fighting Communist 

aggression amongst the comparatively poor South Vietnamese, against the Vietcong, 

and the North Vietnamese.  The products of capitalism, which comprise the artifacts 

examined here, symbolize the drastically different stations culturally occupied by the 

Americans and the Vietnamese.  The Marxist theory applied to material culture is 

evident in the manner in which James Kurtz describes how the Vietnamese could 

fashion a beautiful vase out of a used rocket motor, which he brought back for his 

family.35  Others including Joe Bowen, Scott Beyers, and Bill Frazer also experienced 

the class differences between themselves and the Vietnamese. 

Cultural Theory  

 Cultural theory as an approach to material culture revolves around the idea of 

cultural codes and imprints.  The theory is based upon the work of Clotaire Rapaille 

                                                
33 Scott Beyers, Interview by the author, Little Elm, Texas, February 13, 2016. 
34 Berger, What Objects Mean, 85. 
35 James Kurtz, Interview by the author, Little Elm, Texas, November 3, 2014. 
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from his book The Culture Code: An Ingenious Way to Understand Why People Around 

the World Live and Buy As They Do.  Essentially, cultural codes are a “series of codes 

that we learn while we grow up,” that “shape our behavior in many different areas.”36  

Furthermore, Rapaille argues that once children reach the age of seven, they become 

“imprinted with the beliefs and attitudes most central to them in the culture or subculture 

in which they were raised.”37  Ultimately it is these imprints that unconsciously influence 

how we behave towards all things in our life.  This includes artifacts one would consider 

material culture.  As such, social anthropologist Mary Douglas, believed that objects or 

artifacts people buy, receive or possess can be explained by their lifestyles.  For 

Douglas and Aaron Wildavsky, a political scientist whom Douglas often worked with, 

those lifestyles are elitist (hierarchical elitists), individualist, egalitarian, and fatalist.38   In 

what Douglas refers to as Grid-Group Theory, objects can be classified into these 

categories according to the following table. 

Table 1.139 

Group 
Strength of Boundaries 

Weak Strong 
Grid 

Rules & 
Prescriptions 

Many Fatalists Elitists 
Hierarchical Elitists 

Few Individualists Egalitarians 

According to this table and theory, items such as Scott Beyers’ chess set and the books 

by S.L.A. Marshall that Joe Bowen brought with him would be considered elitist.40  The 

36 Berger, What Objects Mean, 103. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid., 106. 
39 Ibid. 
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twelve-string guitar and wooden ship model carried to Vietnam by Glen Senkowski 

might be considered more egalitarian objects, while Kelly Hudson’s Akai tape recorder 

with headphones that he used to listen to music he recorded from the radio are more 

individualist in nature.41  Therefore, the theoretical approach to analyzing the items of 

Vietnam veterans is multidisciplinary; psychological, sociological, economic, and cultural 

in nature; in order to examine the uses, roles, status, and emotions attached to the 

items by their users. 

“Carrying” the Weight 

Determining the meaning of the materials carried by Vietnam War soldiers can 

help identify on a micro-level why a soldier is fighting, what the soldier’s fears are, 

explain certain actions or inactions in a given situation, or describe the values and moral 

beliefs that governed that soldier’s conduct.   On a macro-level, it can identify the 

America these individuals came from with its beliefs and values, and also the America 

to which they returned.  The word “carry” often refers to something physical that can be 

seen, touched, smelled, or heard, but there is also the mental material that does not 

exist in the physical space, that soldiers collect in their experiences prior to, during, and 

after battle.  For instance, Robert G. Short speaks of a soldier in his unit nicknamed 

“Baby-san Petersen” who carried a lucky silver dollar (which actually stopped a bullet) in 

addition to referencing the intangibles he brought back from Vietnam such as sadness, 

40 Joe Bowen, Interview by the author, Little Elm, Texas, November 2014, Scott Beyers, 
Interview by the author, Little Elm, Texas, February 13, 2016. 
41 Kelly Hudson, Interview by the author, Little Elm, Texas, October 27, 2014. 



 16 

survivor’s guilt, and resentment.42  These intangibles are the building blocks that, 

coupled with the object, form the memory associated with the events of each soldier’s 

time in Vietnam.  Each soldier will be examined individually, and chronologically in order 

of the their arrival in Vietnam in order to form a narrative of their experience in country, 

the creation of their material culture, and formation of their historical memory. 

Post Traumatic Stress Disorder 

 In describing Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), Dr. Judith Lewis Herman 

wrote, “Traumatic events produce profound changes in physiological arousal, emotion, 

cognition and memory.  Moreover, traumatic events may sever these normally 

integrated function from one another.”43  Herman breaks Post Traumatic Stress into 

three categories, hyperarousal, intrusion, and construction, where, “Hyperarousal 

reflects the persistent expectation of danger; intrusion reflects the indelible imprint of the 

traumatic moment; construction reflects the numbing response of surrender.”44   

According to Dr. Jonathan Shay, though no two people are alike the symptoms of Post 

Traumatic Stress Disorder can manifest themselves in the following ways:  

Loss of authority over mental function—particularly memory and trustworthy 
perception, persistent mobilization of the body and the mind for lethal danger, 
with the potential for explosive violence, persistence and activation of combat 
survival skills in civilian life, chronic health problems stemming from chronic 
mobilization of the body for danger, persistent expectation of betrayal and 
exploitation; destruction of the capacity for trust, persistent preoccupation with 

                                                
42 “The Things They Carried Presentation” by Robert G. Short at First United Methodist 
Reading Together Program, Kalamazoo, MI, March 19, 2006. Robert G. Short 
Collection, The Vietnam Archive at Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas. 
43 Judith Lewis Herman, Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence—From 
Domestic Abuse to Political Terror (New York, NY: Basic Books, 1992), 34. 
44 Ibid., 35. 
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both the enemy and the veteran’s own military/governmental authorities, alcohol 
and drug abuse, and suicidality, despair, isolation, and meaningless.”45 

 
The National Vietnam Veterans Readjustment Study found that “men who served in the 

Army (16.2 percent) or Marine Corps (24.8 percent) are considerably more likely than 

those who served in the other branches of the Armed Forces to have PTSD.”46  These 

numbers are reflected in this study, as one of the eight subjects is admittedly suffering 

from the disorder, with others no doubt feeling some partial effects.  Dr. Shay goes on to 

say that “Healing is done by survivors, not to survivors.”47  This form of healing is 

evident in Joe Bowen and other’s description of the reunions in which the memories are 

brought up, stories are retold, and loved ones and comrades alike are able to make 

better sense of or eventually celebrate the past.   

Furthermore, for some veterans, reflecting on their items has brought a sense of 

peace, or feeling of accomplishment that overshadows some of their traumatic 

experiences.  Still, it is often difficult to come to terms with the paradox that exists as a 

result of serving for one’s country.  By laying one’s life on the line, the resulting scars 

can lead to an inability to function as a contributing or in some cases wanted member of 

that society.  Raymond Scurfield, in America and the Vietnam War: Re-examining the 

Culture and History of a Generation (2010) wrote:  

For veterans their healing is intrinsically linked with their relationship with their 
country—because the country sanctioned them to go into harm’s way, and to kill 
and be exposed to death and dying.  And in too many instances the country then 

                                                
45 Jonathan Shay, M.D., Achilles in Vietnam: Combat Trauma and the Undoing of 
Character (New York: Scribner, 1994), xx. 
46 Richard A. Kulka, William E. Schlenger, John A. Fairbanks, Richard L. Hough, B. 
Kathleen Jordan, Charles R. Marmar, Daniel S. Weiss, and David A. Grady Trauma and 
the Vietnam War Generation: Report of Findings from the National Vietnam Veterans 
Readjustment Study (New York, NY: Brunner/Mazel Publishers, 1990), 54. 
47 Shay, M.D., Achilles in Vietnam, 187. 
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has reneged on commitments made to honor and support veterans after their 
return home.  And unless their relationship is ‘made right,’ many veterans will not 
complete their postwar healing journey.48 

 
Understanding Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, while not the most influential factor in 

each veteran’s journey, does add another level of understanding when examining the 

objects they carried. 

Capturing the Vietnam Experience and Memory in Literature    

 Not long after the fall of Saigon in 1975, writers began to undertake the 

enormous task of defining the Vietnam experience.  Michael Herr’s book Dispatches, 

published in 1977, was one of the first to have a lasting legacy.  Herr’s account of the 

war gave a voice to the soldier for the first time in a mass printed book.  Largely written 

in the form of spoken word, it is not only his memoir as a war correspondent, but also 

the story of those who experienced the horrific struggle.  Herr’s ability to capture true 

emotions from candid speech consistently demonstrated the level of desensitization that 

was reached by soldiers in Vietnam.  He recalled a conversation with a Marine about 

souvenir photographs he had taken when the Marine said, “No more boom-boom for 

mamma-san,” in reference to a dead VC girl whose stripped body had stiffened after 

death.49  The author referred to the remark as “so routine that I don’t think I even 

realized that he’d said it.”50  Herr left the interpretation of these experiences to the 

reader to discern. 

                                                
48 Raymond M. Scurfield, “Post Traumatic Stress Disorder and Healing from the War,” in 
America and the Vietnam War: Re-examining the Culture and History of a Generation. 
ed. Andrew Wiest, Mary Kathryn Barbier, and Glenn Robins (New York, NY: Routledge, 
2010), 204. 
49 Michael Herr, Dispatches (New York: Vintage, 1977), 199. 
50 Ibid., 199. 



19 

A decade after the end of the war, historical scholarship started to devote efforts 

to interpret the meanings of and generate understanding of the Vietnam experience.  In 

Legacy of a War: The American Soldier in Vietnam (1986), historians Ellen Frey-

Wouters and Robert S. Laufer focused on the “central aspect of the Vietnam War: the 

way it was viewed by the generation that came of age during that conflict.”51  The book 

explored the attitudes of the soldiers who went to Vietnam as combatants, as well as 

those who lived through conflict at home in the United States.  Frey-Wouters and Laufer 

were the first to develop an impressive cross section of America by interviewing, “1,259 

men who were of draft-eligible age during the Vietnam War . . . drawn from ten sites 

chose to represent four sections of the country on matched economic and demographic 

characteristics [Northeast, South, Midwest, and West] . . . consists of a group of 

Vietnam veterans (N =326), Vietnam era veterans (N = 341), and nonveterans (N = 

592).” 52  For the authors, understanding the war and interpreting the impact on the 

people who experienced the war firsthand is a constantly developing process that 

changes over time.  Specifically, “Most Vietnam veterans entered the war with idealistic 

feelings . . . their sense of purpose was often eroded by their experiences in Vietnam.”53  

The evidence collected in Legacy of a War supports the idea that the effect of the war 

on Vietnam veterans shows that these men were sacrificed without proper 

understanding of how the objectives of the war would result in a heavy burden of 

physical and emotional pain that became the cost that each veteran would have to pay. 

51 Ellen Frey-Wouters and Robert S. Laufer, Legacy of a War: The American Soldier in 
Vietnam (Armonk, NY: Sharpe, 1986), xxviii. 
52 Frey-Wouters and Laufer, Legacy of a War., xxxiii. 
53 Ibid., 166. 
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 Also published in 1986, former Army Chaplain and veterans advocate William 

Mahedy’s Out of the Night: The Spiritual Journey of Vietnam Vets was a quest to dispel 

the myth that due to the televised nature of the Vietnam War and the post-war 

environment characterized by the groups of veterans and non-veterans alike that 

opposed the war, war stories and autobiographies containing personal accounts of the 

horrors of war, and mystic nature of the Vietnam Memorial Wall in Washington, D.C. a 

complete understanding had been achieved of the Vietnam veterans.  Mahedy argues, 

“America has not yet confronted the moral and religious questions for which vets 

demand answers” and “examines the loss of faith among the vets and traces the path 

by which some have begun to rediscover belief in God.”54  Mahedy adds to the authority 

of his argument by sighting his first-hand experiences as an Army Chaplin for three 

years and one tour in Vietnam, in addition to his job as a social worker and counselor 

for the Veterans Administration where he dealt with veterans that were having difficulty 

readjusting.  Transitioning to the adjustment of life back in a secular land, Mahedy 

describes how the “contrast between our way of life and that of the Vietnamese people 

is still a cause for some unease among vets.”55  In this respect, the veterans believe that 

if God’s favor really was responsible for the greatness of the United States, then how 

was it possible that a land of peasants, without all the means of the U.S. was able to 

triumph.  In the end, Mahedy believes that it is “our continuing inability to connect our 

personal quest for God with a commitment to working for peace in the world and 

                                                
54 William P. Mahedy, Out of the Night: The Spiritual Journey of Vietnam Vets (New 
York: Ballantine Books, 1986), 2. 
55 Mahedy, Out of the Night, 58. 
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securing justice for the hungry and lowly” that is responsible for why the journey of the 

Vietnam veteran has failed to be recognized as a religious reality.”56 

 Additionally, Myra McPherson’s Long Time Passing: Vietnam and the Haunted 

Generation (1984) reveals the true nature of the discourse about the war in Vietnam, 

which is based on individual perceptions, rooted in the individual’s upbringing and 

background, often conflicting, often mutually supporting, and extremely subjective.  

Within the pages, a multitude of voices are heard, ranging from: the ones who went and 

the ones who did not (the men who were asked to fight the war and what they did about 

that decision, and how that long-ago youthful move shaped their lives), the women who 

were exposed to combat as nurses in Vietnam, and those who saw combat on the 

streets and campuses of America.57  The generation speaks through the passage of 

time, by those chosen by the draft board, those who avoided it, those who never left 

Vietnam (about those afflicted with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder), those who 

successfully reintegrated into society, the women’s experience both home and abroad, 

and those who resisted here at home. 

 McPherson does not depart from the established narrative and is successful in 

achieving the necessary survey population much in the same respect as Frey-Wouter 

and Laufer’s effort to reconstruct the legacy of the Vietnam War.  The characterization 

and testimony of the “deserters” fits well with the testimony of the veterans who stand in 

marked contrast to that segment of society, but are no less adamant in the 

                                                
56 Mahedy, Out of the Night, 223. 
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City, NY: Doubleday, 1984), 3. 



 22 

righteousness of their cause.58  The key is to reveal that both parties ultimately came 

away with the same understanding of the perils involved with conducting a limited war, 

something the administrators of the Vietnam War were unfamiliar with due to their 

experiences in World War II. 

On the eve of the end of the Cold War and renewed U.S. intervention efforts 

across the world, the literature begins to saturate with memoirs and direct accounts of 

Vietnam.  Books such as Lieutenant Colonel James Schild’s For Garry Owen and Glory 

(1989), Lieutenant General Harold G. Moore and Joseph Galloway’s We Were Soldiers 

Once . . . and Young (1992), and Harry Spiller’s Scars of Vietnam (1994), populate a 

field that also includes Tim O’Brien’s The Things They Carried (1990) that walks the line 

between fiction and non-fiction in the telling of O’Brien’s pulsating experiences in 

Vietnam.  However, some recent scholarship suggests that fact and fiction is not the 

most important aspect of O’Brien’s work.   

The turn of the 21st Century has created a windfall of literature concerning the 

Vietnam War.  Coming back to O’Brien, Luciana Zolli argues, “Tim O’Brien’s work does 

not only belong in the ‘war memoir’ genre, but also in the ‘psycho-autobiography’ genre 

as well.”59  It is a “bibliotheraputic exercise in which he purges his traumatic, 

unconscious war experiences on the page and engages with his reading community.”60  

O’Brien’s therapeutic interaction with his reading community through literature is similar 

to the manner in which the material culture of Vietnam veterans are a form of 
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psychological therapy and influence the memories associated with the objects as a 

means of remembrance. 

Recent scholarship has been focused on new ways of analyzing the Vietnam 

War and those involved.  Published in 2000, Walter Hixson’s six-part series The United 

States and the Vietnam War focuses on the history and legacy of the Vietnam War, of 

which volume six Historical Memory and Representation of the Vietnam War is most 

relevant here.  The book attempts to capture how “both public commemoration and 

popular culture play a crucial role in setting the tone for the way in which a society deals 

with the history of a controversial event,” through a collection of essays ranging from 

discussion of the Vietnam War Memorial, to film and television, and to gender and the 

exclusion of women from most of the historical record on Vietnam.61  Unfortunately, 

much of that which is discussed in the context of the ingloriousness of the war and the 

negative controversy it has generated.  Specifically, Julia Bleakney’s Revisiting 

Vietnam: Memoirs, Memorials, Museums (2006) is a study of the endeavors to 

memorialize the Vietnam War and to create new meanings of it.  Bleakney’s aim is to 

“call attention to the ways the war is continually reconstructed and reimagined in the 

present,” and “understanding how, where, and why they occur is as important as the 

meanings produced.”62  

 Bleakney makes use of both Tim O’Brien’s The Things They Carried and Michael 

Herr’s memoir Dispatches in her analysis.  Yet, Bleakney examines how these “veteran 

writers use metaphor and experimental narrative structure to perform the effect of 
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trauma and to bring their ‘body memories’ into language. ”63 More importantly, it is the 

physical locations of the memorials and museums devoted to the Vietnam War, be it the 

travel replica of the Vietnam Memorial from Washington, D.C., the Personal Legacy: 

The Healing of a Nation display at the Smithsonian (no longer on display), the National 

Vietnam Veterans Art Museum in Chicago, Illinois, or the various details of Vietnamese 

Memorials that celebrate the resistance and endurance of the conflict.  It is through 

these outward displays that the continual change in the re-remembering of the Vietnam 

War by both its participants and the general public is fostered.  Additionally, she argues 

that the cultural memories of the war have a great influence on how the war is viewed 

and understood than does the published source material on the war.  It is in this respect 

that Bleakney’s work mirrors that which is being attempted here, using the material 

culture of veterans of the Vietnam War in order to better understand how they viewed 

the war and how they came to regard the changing world around them. 

 Memorials and memory was also at the center of Patrick Hagopian’s The 

Vietnam War in American Memory: Veterans, Memorials, and the Politics of Healing 

(2009).  Hagopian “demonstrates the crucial role that Vietnam veterans played in this 

contest for ‘hearts and minds’ fought in the postwar United States, as instigators of 

memorial projects and as objects of sympathy around whom the discourse of personal 

and national ‘healing’ coalesced.”64  This study is important for two reasons, the first 

being vital to the overall legacy of the war, and the second more specific to this study.  It 

demonstrates how the war memorials themselves helped to heal a nation struggling to 
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come to grips with the divisiveness of the war; the healing might be a “willful 

misconstrual of the nation’s needs, irrelevant to veterans’ psychological problems, and 

ultimately ineffective in solving them.”65  Hagopian treats the memorials, both nationally 

and locally as objects.  The memorials, though inert themselves, “become meaningful 

only as they prompt or provoke human responses.”66  Just as memorials promote a 

response, the objects carried and collected by veterans trigger memories of a bygone 

time, memories that influenced the people they became after the war. 

 Also published in 2009, Ron Milam’s Not a Gentleman’s War: An Inside View of 

Junior Officers in the Vietnam War focuses on a reinterpretation of the negative 

stereotype associated with the young infantry officers in the rank of 2nd and 1st 

Lieutenant who were responsible for leading platoons in ground combat against the 

Vietcong and North Vietnamese Army.  While not directly related to the study of material 

culture and memory, there is some light shed on the character of the junior officers, who 

make up the bulk of the men interviewed here.  Milam, also a junior officer of infantry in 

the war, is focused on the effect that Lieutenant William Calley’s actions in the 

massacre at My Lai had on the perception of officers.  Milam writes that the Army 

believed ”We have at least two or three thousand more Calleys in the army just waiting 

for the next calamity.”67  Milam demonstrates that the evidence shows that there in fact 

was only one Calley, and that in reality, “the lieutenants who served in combat 

performed their duties with efficiency and aplomb, and the criticism afforded them after 

                                                
65 Hagopian, The Vietnam War in American Memory, 77. 
66 Ibid., 20. 
67 Ron Milam, Not a Gentlemen’s War: An Inside View of Junior Officers in the Vietnam 
War (Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina Press, 2009), 3. 
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the war contrasted sharply with the reports and evaluations made during the war.”68  

The men of this study also were not Calleys; they were all men of exceptional fortitude 

and intellect who served their country and their men to the best of their abilities.   

While many details that Milam covers as part of his work come up over the 

course of this study’s interviews, there is one characterization that Milam oversells in his 

book.  Milam characterizes most lieutenants as “draft-dodgers who ran out of time” and 

enlisted soldiers as frequently “either society’s misfits, malcontents, or rejects from 

selective social and economic institutions, and they possessed societal ills that were 

commonplace in the 1960s.”69  While Milam may have found this to be true across the 

survey sample he utilized for his examination of junior officers, it is a stretch to say that 

the majority of either officers or enlisted soldiers fit such a negative mold.  It is the 

purpose of this study to demonstrate that any cookie-cutter answer or characterization 

of Vietnam veterans is unstable at best, and that a much more complex picture 

develops from a multidisciplinary analysis of the men who fought the war in Vietnam. 
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CHAPTER 2 

KELLY HUDSON 

 Kelly Sankey Hudson was born in Fresno, California on July 9, 1942.  Raised as 

a Methodist in a military family, Kelly was commissioned as a Second Lieutenant into 

the United States Army on August 1, 1964 at the age of twenty-four after completing the 

Reserve Officer Training Candidate (ROTC) program and volunteering for service in 

Vietnam.  He started off his military career as an armor and cavalry officer before 

becoming an aviator.  Although his service in Vietnam would be from behind the stick of 

a helicopter, Hudson says, “I guess you would carry me as a 1203 [armor and cavalry 

officer] probably for the first eighteen years” before “they made a change and allowed 

Aviation to become a branch.”1  When the United States Army began flying helicopters, 

Aviation was not its own branch; flying helicopters was only an additional skill identifier, 

which qualified for service in an aviation unit. 

 After completing flight school, Hudson arrived for the first of two tours in Vietnam.  

Hudson was assigned to D Troop (Air), 4th United States Cavalry, 1st Infantry Division 

from February 1967 to February 1968.2  As previously mentioned, Hudson departed 

Vietnam in the early stages of the Tet Offensive of 1968.   Hudson’s second tour was 

with United States Army Republic of Vietnam Headquarters (USARV), during 1971 and 

1972.  Overall, Hudson’s experience in Vietnam was generally positive, in comparison 

to those that fought the war on the ground.  Specifically, Hudson states, “compared to 

the other main fighting man in Vietnam which is an 11 Bravo [Infantryman], it was much 
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easier physically but generally equal mentally as far as the stress levels.”3  Hudson 

believed this was in part due to the better living conditions that pilots experienced as 

compared to the infantrymen who often lived and slept in the jungle for extended 

periods. “However,” Hudson continues, “the tour of duty while maybe he was sitting 

down pondering what was around him I was trying to fly the aircraft and get into him and 

away from so the mental gymnastics I think were basically as equally stressful.”4  

Warrant Officer Rick Chesson, a scout and attack helicopter pilot, characterized his 

missions in the aircraft in a very similar manner.  Chesson writes, “You start a mission 

with extreme anxiety, then the fear starts to rise as you wait to shoot or get shot at, then 

you start taking fire and the adrenaline rushes over.  All your senses are heightened 

and everything clicks into place.”5  Being raised in a military family, Hudson was very 

comfortable in a military environment. 

Prior to arriving in Vietnam, his military heritage put him at ease with his service 

and the reasons behind the war in Vietnam. Hudson says, “I felt that the mission we 

were in from a military's perspective, was a mission that the government wanted us to 

be in and therefore was good.  And when I say it was good, it was okay to belong.”6   

The angst over belonging is no doubt a product of growing up in California where 

unpopularity of the war played out at places like the University of California at Berkley.7  

Hudson wanted to avoid as much of the political strife as he could, to conduct himself as 

3 Kelly Hudson, October 27, 2014. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Matthew Brennan eds., Hunter-Killer Squadron : Aero-Weapons, Aero-Scouts, Aero-
Rifles, Vietnam 1965-1972 (Novato, CA: Presidio Press, 1990), 166. 
6 Kelly Hudson, October 27, 2014. 
7 Ibid.  Hudson often refers to UC Berkley in his interview when talking about anti-war 
protests. 
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a good soldier, follow the orders the Army had set forth for him, fulfilling his oath of 

office to the maximum extent possible.  Rather than question the war in Vietnam, 

Hudson felt more strongly about how the war was perceived in the United States, than 

the actual war itself.  He referred to activists at Berkeley as “the flower children of the 

age,” remarking “I was more disgusted not about Vietnam, but by the way they treated 

the uniform and the military, and what I call their country.  We were trying to represent 

the United States and they were essentially denigrating it or tearing it down.”8  Like most 

soldiers in their twenties, facing the possibility of death did not factor into his mind prior 

to arriving in Vietnam. 

 After getting a taste of combat in the early part of 1967, Hudson began to 

undergo a change of opinion as far as the war was concerned.  He states: 

I think it made me realize that I was not a specific chosen fighter or gladiator to 
go over there and do the bidding for the King.  I found out very quickly that I was 
very much a pawn in this political chess game.  Now I didn't change my opinion 
about the Army, but it changed my opinion as to why we were there and who was 
making the decisions for what reason.  They certainly did not have my best 
interest at heart.  I was very much, like I said, a pawn.9 

 
Hudson’s military upbringing is most likely the reason why he maintained a positive 

vision of the Army and continued to execute the mission to the best of his ability, but his 

tours had a crushing effect on his view of the government.  This negative view would 

come back to play a role in his life after the military, as he continues to deal with health 

problems that stem from his time in service.10 
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The Objects 

 Kelly Hudson departed to Vietnam in February 1967, a few pounds heavier than 

most soldiers.  Not only did he pack what Uncle Sam told him he would need for the 

next year, he also brought things from home that would shepherd him along his journey.  

When asked what items he took to Vietnam, Hudson replied, “I took some civys (civilian 

clothes) because I was going to go see the world.  And then a couple of family pictures 

you know the family and the girlfriend.  And then I took a .38 pistol over with me . . . 

everything else Uncle Sam gave me and I carried it.”11  Hudson’s response is one of a 

man going on an adventure into the unknown and attempting to plan for it as much as 

possible.  In particular, the gun was a gift from his father, a retired Army First Sergeant 

(the highest ranking Non-Commissioned Officer (NCO) at the company level) who had 

been working as a border patrol agent.  Hudson’s decision to bring the .38 caliber pistol 

to Vietnam is psychologically a product of his ego combining with his id to drive the 

need to have extra protection from a stainless steel pistol that “cannot rust that just 

would fire anytime.”12  The addition of extra firepower is not what it important, it is the 

reliability of the weapon to resist rust, unlike some of the other government issued 

weapons that Hudson is drawing upon.  This will also be evident later as Joe Bowen 

and Glen Senkowski collected enemy weapons for use on mission over the issued 

weapons like the M-16 (5.56mm Assault Rifle).  There is also a massively important 

cultural coding and imprint that is at play in the decision to take the pistol to Vietnam.  

According to Hudson: 
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My dad and I had discussed that being an aviator you're going to be over 
unfriendly territory a good deal of time.  And that his experience in World War II 
was that when you're out there by yourself you need everything you can.  And so 
I carried a .38 pistol with me, albeit only five rounds. I still carried the .38 with me 
as a backup.  And I later found out through several aircraft crashes that I was 
able to witness or found out about or whatever.  If you get out of the aircraft you 
only get out of your crap with what's your on your body.  You don't really reach 
back and grab a bunch of stuff.  That became a stronger thing to hang on to, like 
I said it was a lot of firepower it was just a warm fuzzy feel good.13 

 
The coding provided by Hudson’s father’s experiences in World War II, coupled with 

being raised in a military home with a father that during his service in the Army and later 

as a border patrol agent always carried a gun, made Kelly Hudson more predisposed to 

feeling the need to bring a gun for added protection during his tour in Vietnam. 

 The pictures of family and his girlfriend are an example of Functionalism, albeit in 

a more negative connotation as playing the role of Dysfunction, or having a destabilizing 

effect on Hudson.  When asked if he ever to the pictures with him on missions, Hudson 

replied: 

I don't believe I ever did.  Some of the guys did but I don't believe I ever did.  I 
would look back maybe through your young eyes (the interviewer) and say I was 
too focused.  I was kind of anal-retentive because I was a platoon leader.  I had 
many aircraft and people under my charge.  And my goal was to get these 
people back.  So I didn't focus on anything before the mission.  And I remember 
somebody had said one time, “quit calling him on the radio, he's got maps in his 
lap, he's got five radios he is trying to answer and he’s got a crew of people in the 
aircraft and a load of infantry on board.  Leave him alone.”  The focus, if you 
were a commander of either aviation or ground and you know that (referencing 
my combat experience) I just had to focus.  Because I was aware these guys that 
I could be thinking about a bunch of other stuff.14 

 
In this instance, the photos were counterproductive to keeping the well-oiled, smooth 

operating military machine running.  The photo’s functional nature only becomes 

                                                
13 Kelly Hudson, October 27, 2014.  
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apparent during down time between missions, when soldiers like Hudson are able to 

relax, and thus use the pictures to reconnect with home. 

 During his time in Vietnam, while not able to purchase items off of the local 

economy, Hudson did have a consumer outlet in the form of the Post Exchange (PX).  

Flying down to Saigon, the pilots were able to visit what they called the “Big PX in the 

sky.”15  At the PX, Hudson bought a reel-to-reel tape recorder in order to make the living 

conditions back in their part of the world just a little plusher.  Hudson says, “We could 

get a lot of modern-day songs off the radio and replay them.  A lot of what was called 

Vietnam-era songs.  And those could be played and you could plug headphones into 

them much like the folks today.  But we are talking about a very large item and a big set 

of headsets that we could kind of immerse ourselves into.”16  Functionally, these served 

as a means of pleasure, with a functional alternative of being able to shut one’s self off 

from the outside world.  In reflection, Hudson provides a latent function as well as a trip 

into his own psyche when he recalls:  

I think one of the worst things that you could do was to dwell on tomorrow or 
what may happen that night so you just kind of immersed yourself.  There were a 
lot of guys that read books.  I was not an avid reader, but I would listen to music 
and it tied a knot between what we thought was going on at home and us there.  
The other thing that it did was that it whiled away the time.  Another thing that it 
did it was kind of like a lullaby.  You just went to sleep with a headset on.17 

 
The music provided by the reel-to-reel recorder provided a defense mechanism to keep 

him from succumbing to the pressure and stress associated with his mission.  

Furthermore, the large purchase of such a sought after item is a symbol of both status 

from a sociological standpoint but would also classify as both an individualist and an 

                                                
15 Kelly Hudson, October 27, 2014. 
16 Ibid. 
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elitist item according to Grid-Group Theory, due to its ability to shut the user off from the 

outside world and the exclusivity of such a major purchase in Vietnam. 

 Beyond the items he purchased, Kelly Hudson also secured a few war trophies 

and brought them back to the United States.  He remembers:  

I brought back a—Hanyang. I think it was a 1930 model, it was a Chinese rifle, 
single shot bolt action with bayonet.  I think it was the ARPs, Aero Rifle Platoon, 
who gave it to me after one of our missions.  We had brought back a cache of 
rifles and things.  So I brought that back and that was a legal trophy that I was 
able to bring back registered.18 

 
He also mentioned that he “brought back a hammock and a flag, I think they were all 

because my long-range reconnaissance patrol the thing that they were out there for was 

reconnaissance, the other guys were basically reconnaissance and fight.  So there are 

the guys that brought me back the flag and the hammock.”19  Following the war, Hudson 

sold the items to a Vietnam collector who was putting together a museum.  When asked 

if between the time that he brought it back and the point at which he sold it to the 

collector did he pull it out periodically and look at it, Hudson replied, “No I never had that 

desire that emotion.  I kept it in a footlocker; which was an old Army footlocker,” he 

never felt the need to show it off to anyone, as it just was not something that occupied 

the forefront of his mind.20    Psychoanalytically, the rifle, hammock, and flag are objects 

that confirm Hudson’s manhood as being tried in the crucible of armed combat.  From a 

semiotic standpoint the captured enemy items symbolize victory, but as is the pitfall with 

that approach, there was not a final victory to validate the object.  Conversely, the 

objects end up as objects of avoidance, something that Hudson suppresses rather than 

                                                
18 Kelly Hudson, October 27, 2014. 
19 Ibid. 
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dealing with the memories they provoke or the feelings of ambivalence between being 

proud of his service and the desire to disassociate with the memories. 

The Memories 

 When looking back on the items, Hudson recalled a mission where he had to 

insert his crew chief on the ground in order to find a downed Air Force Captain.  He told 

his crew chief to “look at the front part of the aircraft and keep the tail rotor behind you.  

Just go forward we will keep hovering around until we see this guy.”21  As the story 

continues, the memory becomes more vivid, as the aircraft begins to take contact as 

soon the downed pilot was brought aboard.  Hudson says: 

Well we finally got him and got him inside the aircraft and then the wood line 
opened up with fire and we started taking hits in the aircraft.  So we rolled the 
aircraft to the left and did damage to the elevator and some of the blades in trying 
to avoid flying over the hotspot.  Went back 13 clicks (Kilometers) to Quan Loi.  
We got out and then had a maintenance crew come up and get the aircraft, patch 
it up and flew it home.22 

 
Hudson remembered that the insertions and extractions were always the most 

dangerous and most important times during the missions. “The infantry guys wanted to 

get out of the helicopter and on the ground and we were to get them on the ground and 

get out of there” because the fact was that in combat he and they never knew what 

would happen next, and “I think the good feeling that we got in and got out and that we 

brought everybody back.”23   Hudson’s Chinese rifle, hammock, and flag received from 

the ARPs and LRRPs, were confirmation in his mind that the mission had been a 

success.  The ARPs and LRRPs “really hung it all out when they were put in on the 

                                                
21 Kelly Hudson, October 27, 2014. 
22 Ibid. 
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ground.  Those kind of things are what are very vivid playback no doubt about it.”24  His 

most lasting memory, is that it was important to be responsible for a good outcome for 

those under his command, with whom he was charged with their safety. 

 Overall, Hudson’s service in Vietnam can be characterized as a mix of elation 

and excitement, and pain and sadness, part of which Hudson feels a sense of guilt 

about.  There were more good days than bad days during his time in Vietnam.  Hudson 

considers himself “very blessed” because “as an aviator we were able to, it's very vivid, 

live better than the average GI Joe.25  The infantryman was “the kid at the tip of the 

spear so he earned that CIB (Combat Infantrymen’s Badge, awarded for engaging in 

direct combat with the enemy as an Infantryman, not awarded to any other branch).26  

His compassion for others highly influenced his post-military career as he has become 

active in a few veterans organizations but mainly one ad hoc group of four men, and the 

Vietnam Crew Chief Mechanics Association.  Hudson states:  

The ad hoc group is a group of about four of us that fought together and we meet 
once every four months or five months, and we have lunch at a Cracker Barrel 
and we sit down and tell big lies.  We kind of rehash the things.  A couple of them 
were wounded.  A couple of them earned Silver Stars (Second Highest medal for 
Valor).  A couple of them had aviation awards and things.  While even though we 
fought together and were responsible to one another, there were all sorts of solo 
missions that maybe if we flew together as a platoon we all did it together or if 
there is a solo mission somebody and another crew did it by themselves.  We 
share a lot of things that maybe the other ones didn't know.  But to me it's a very 
close group of four guys and we try and stay in contact.27 

 
Three of the four men suffer from symptoms caused by Agent Orange.  The group has 

fought cancer, and Hudson himself has ischemic heart disease, where the blood supply 
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25 Ibid. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid. 
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to the heart muscle is reduced, and as a result, there is less than normal muscle 

function.28  As for the other group, Hudson just believes he fits in that group better 

because he was more in touch with the crew members and members of the combat 

patrols on the ground because he had such an instinct to take care of those men.  He 

says, “I was an old man. I was 26.  I had a couple of them just had their 19th birthday 

when they were in my unit.”29  

Summary  

Kelly Hudson’s military upbringing most likely made him culturally coded to 

succeed in a military environment and provided him with the leadership attributes to 

take care of soldiers through combat in Vietnam.  Psychologically, the aftermath of his 

Vietnam experience has been characterized by suppression and avoidance with respect 

to the objects he brought back from Vietnam.  It is only through the avenue of the 

veterans’ organizations and his ad hoc group that he has been able to recall and face 

some of the memories that were suppressed by the existence of his war trophies.  In the 

end, Hudson’s experience bled over into his personal life, allowing him to achieve a 

better balance between work and being well-rounded instead of just being focused on 

the mission.

28 Kelly Hudson, October 27, 2014. 
29 Ibid. 
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CHAPTER 3 

KENNETH STUMPHAUZER 

Kenneth Stumphauzer is the lone anomaly of the group of veterans interviewed 

for inclusion in this project who is not a member of the United State Army.  However, his 

story is no less rich and is an important part of this project.  His importance is a function 

of the fact that of all the veterans, he spent the most time in Southeast Asia, and he 

participated in arguably the most controversial aspect of the war, which is the strategic 

bombing campaign waged against the North Vietnamese in Laos, Cambodia, and North 

Vietnam.  Kenneth S. Stumphauzer was born on February 22, 1945, during the final 

months of World War II in Lorain, Ohio.  Raised in a Roman Catholic family, Ken was in 

his first semester of law school when he volunteered for military service in the United 

States Air Force (USAF).  Entering the USAF in May 1969 as an officer, he was trained 

as a Radar Navigator and Bombardier on the B-52 Stratofortress and assigned to the 

306th Bombardment Wing at McCoy Air Force Base in Orlando, Florida.  Shortly after 

his arrival, Stumphauzer began a rotation of six month tours in Vietnam that would 

eventually amount to nearly two and a half years spent flying missions over Vietnam, 

Cambodia, and Laos. The crews would be TDY (Temporary Duty) for 179 days to 

Southeast Asia, and then spend an equal amount of time back in the United States 

before repeating the process all over again.1  The tours varied between the Utapao 

Royal Thai Navy Airfield in Utapao, Thailand and Andersen Air Force Base on Guam 

Island, in the Pacific Ocean. 

                                                
1 Kenneth Stumphauzer, Interviewed by the author, Little Elm, Texas, November 3, 
2014. 
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Concerning his views on the Vietnam War prior to his arrival, Ken’s answers are 

much like those of Kelly Hudson.  Stumphauzer says, “I viewed the conflict at that point 

I sort of bought into the theory that this was an effort by the United States to thwart the 

expansion of Communism.  So that was my thought that guided me through the time I 

was there.”2  Additionally, Stumphauzer commented on the camaraderie that existed 

among the men he fought with, most of whom remained friends after their time in the Air 

Force.  What was most frustrating to him was the fact that Vietnam was causing him to 

postpone his law degree.  He remembers, “It [Vietnam] really impeded on my ability to 

continue to do what I want to do, which was be a lawyer.  I had to basically spend five 

years in the service in the Air Force while I rather have gotten my law degree and 

started out in my career.”3  Unlike Kelly Hudson, Stumphauzer was not as cavalier with 

his own life prior to Vietnam, but it was still something that weighed on his mind:  

I was not intending to sacrifice my life for the cause if you will.  I looked at it as a 
possibility, although the B-52s have been flying in Southeast Asia for at least five 
years prior to me rotating back and forth overseas in those five years the safety 
record was extremely good.  Because they generally fly in areas that were 
subjected to continual hostile fire so I didn't really look at it at that much of a risk.  
Only after I had been there two times where the missions were such that we got 
a lot of airplanes shot down that it changed dramatically during my tours there.4 

 
According to Stumphauzer, the change in targets from sorties (combat missions are 

referred to as sorties) over Laos and Cambodia to missions over North Vietnam was a 

result of the lifting of restrictions on targets based on political influence from 

Washington, D.C.  During the Christmas Bombing in 1972, during raids over Haiphong 

and Hanoi, the less agile B-52s suffered heavy losses.   Stumphauzer recalls some 

                                                
2 Kenneth Stumphauzer, November 3, 2014. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
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“twenty-two airplanes were shot down over ten-twelve day campaign, something like 

that, and a number and came back with battle damage.  Death was a more realistic 

possibility during that timeframe.”5  This is an example for strict recall of historical fact is 

not important, what is important is the fact that this change in mission (regardless of 

exact number of losses) produced an adverse reaction in the crews outlook on life and 

safety.  Dropping bombs from 30,000 feet has a different impact on the psyche of a 

human being than being up close and personal with the enemy on the ground. 

 As the Bombardier, Ken Stumphauzer was well aware of the human cost of 

knowing that his bombs were falling on people below.  He believed that:  

Because of the way we flew, it was kind of critical, but my view was that those 
people that were being killed or injured, and after the war it really came out about 
how effective the B-52 jobs were, were attempting to kill me.  But equally 
important, they were attempting to kill other Americans who were volunteers 
trying to save a country at least that was the theory espoused us at the time.  So 
I looked at it as something to try and help other members of the military, trying to 
prevent them getting killed or injured, so is my view that I was doing something to 
protect other Americans.6 

 
Like many other veterans, the passage of time in Vietnam resulted in ever increasing 

skepticism about the mission in Vietnam.  During his first rotation, everything was 

brand-new and he really did not understand the process beyond his role in the aircraft.  

But during his second tour, he refers to “senior officers who want to get their tickets 

punched,” which resulted in certain missions that he saw no purpose in flying.7  

Stumphauzer provides a good sense of mission pace and scope, referring to what they 

called cells.  Each cell was made up of three aircraft for bombing over Vietnam.  Be it 

                                                
5 Kenneth Stumphauzer, November 3, 2014.  Operation Linebacker II, also known as 
the Christmas Bombings of 1972 was the unrestricted maximum effort bombing of 
targets in Hanoi and Haiphong Harbor ordered by President Richard Nixon. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
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Utapao or Guam, roughly “twelve cells per day, which means thirty-six airplanes times 

the aircraft carrying hundred thousand pounds of bombs times two.  My thinking was 

this is ridiculous.”8  The grind was daily, resulting in a form of mathematical strategy, 

where operations were driven by statistics.  The Air Force was concerned with numbers, 

according to number of aircraft flown, tonnage of munitions drops, number of aircraft 

losses, all calculated to achieve maximum efficiency.9 

The Objects 

 The two bases in Utapao and Guam presented an entirely different war for the 

aircrews that were stationed there, due to the proximity of their targets in Vietnam.  

Utapao missions lasted between eight to ten hours, as opposed to the eighteen to 

twenty-hour missions flown from Guam. This marked difference led to extreme 

differences in the amount of down time available to servicemen, as well as the 

“opportunities like golf, fishing, and an established officers club that existed on an 

established USAF base like Andersen in Guam.”10  These differences are all the more 

relevant when compared to those soldiers who actually lived and operated inside 

Vietnam on a daily basis. 

 In light of these opportunities, Ken Stumphauzer made informed decisions as to 

the additional items he brought to Vietnam.  He recalls: 

Well, first of all I took a lot of civilian clothes because after we flew we put on 
civilian clothes, most often we wore civilian clothes to the officers club.  For 
personal protection the crews had an about the weapons were put on board I 

                                                
8 Kenneth Stumphauzer, November, 3, 2014. 
9 Jeffrey D. Glasser, The Secret Vietnam War: The United States Air Force in Thailand, 
1961-1975 (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company, Inc., 1995).  The amount of 
statistical information gathered by Glasser demonstrates the overwhelming tendency of 
the Air Force define success by statistics, rather than results. 
10 Kenneth Stumphauzer, November, 3, 2014. 
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think .38 caliber hand pistols everybody had twenty rounds most the time it was 
never taken out of the box, I think the only thing that .38 pistol would've done was 
piss off a monkey if we ever shot one.11 

 
Additionally he took a picture of his wife and daughter. He borrowed books from the 

libraries on the base, and he brought reading material related to law school and the 

“State Bar exam questions from the previous year just so I can keep myself acquainted 

with all that.”12  He wore a St. Christopher medal around his neck as well as a cross, but 

these two items were not the result of any superstition since he had been wearing them 

since he was about ten-years-old, which is normal behavior for a child in a Catholic 

family 

 These influences weighed heavily on the ultimately positive experience Kenneth 

Stumphauzer had during Vietnam.  His story lies in contrast to the other Army pilots that 

were analyzed and is characterized by the fact that Stumphauzer took civilian clothes 

with him.  His only combat experience was in the skies above Vietnam, thus off duty 

opportunities were available where civilian clothes were appropriate.  For the Army 

personnel, their only opportunity to wear civilian clothes came on rest and relaxation 

(R&R) passes in places like Australia and Japan.  As was the case in Australia, there 

was a men’s clothing store next to the R&R reception center where soldiers could rent 

clothes during their time in Australia for the duration of their leave.13 

 Stumphauzer, like almost all soldiers who did not have a strained family life, 

brought pictures of his wife and daughter.  What is essentially unique about his 

testimony is the fact that he brought law books and materials with him to Vietnam.  In 

                                                
11 Kenneth Stumphauzer, November, 3, 2014. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Bill Frazer, Interview with the Author, Little Elm, Texas, October 30, 2014. 
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this respect, Vietnam and military service was merely a bump in the road on the return 

to a normal civilian life.  In order to stay current and make a seamless transition, these 

books kept him focused on the future and able to disconnect himself from the dangers 

of flying bombing missions over North Vietnam.  The books themselves fall into the 

Elitist category of the Grid-Group Theory, and on a psychoanalytical level they serve as 

a means of avoidance in order to keep him from dwelling on the violence and 

destruction wrought by the bombing campaign.  Finally, they are a semiotic sign, 

essentially a sign on a road that leads back to a sense of normalcy after the war, a 

return to his base course and life aspirations. 

As previously mentioned in the discussion of Kelly Hudson, the pistol is important 

as not only a symbol of virility, but also as a means of protection in a functional sense. 

However, it is not part of the same cultural codes as firearms were not an aspect of his 

upbringing.  The better explanation is a form of social group norm that since everyone 

else on his crew brought a personal sidearm, he had to have one as well.   Social 

grouping is not that uncommon in the military since conforming to group standards is a 

cornerstone of effective military units. 

Also along the sociological lines, Ken Stumphauzer talked about the items he 

purchased while he was in Southeast Asia.  He remarked: 

Thailand had numbers of semi precious stones, rubies, sapphires, jewelry of 
every make and model, handcrafted, hand carved, very, very intricate types of 
things very manually intensive, labor intensive so I brought back tons of jewelry. 
I took an R&R to Japan and I bought these little pearls back for my wife. I sent 
back to my mother, my aunts, my sisters. They had these Chinese dolls that 
were made out of a certain kind of China, whatever it is, they were Oriental, a 
little person in their native costume.  I brought back stereo equipment, video 
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equipment, a number of those things I bought at the BX in Guam.  We spent a lot 
of time in the BX at Guam. Because there was nothing else to do.14 

 
There was a massive consumer culture that existed for Air Force personnel due to their 

proximity to the local economy and distance from the combat zone.  The beautiful 

handcrafted items are examples of the uses and gratifications theory, where human 

beings are driven to “have beautiful things, find diversion and distraction, imitate models 

we respect, or affirm aesthetic values.”15  These motivations are driven by elements of 

social status as well as Taste Cultures, which would place Ken Stumphauzer in the 

upper rungs of the social culture described by Herbert J. Gans.  The characterization of 

high class, while being an officer in the United States Air Force, and semiotically being 

symbolized by the expensive purchases and law school material, are only indicators on 

an intellectual plane, as Ken Stumphauzer’s manner and disposition were not snooty or 

high class.  Ken also has a piece of the tail section of an F105 that crashed in Thailand.  

Many other Air Force members also took pieces, mostly as a memento of being in 

Southeast Asia.  Taking pieces of the tail section is more than likely a social norm. 

Since one person took a piece, the others were more likely to repeat the behavior even 

if they were not personally connected to the event.  This is a form of cultural coding that 

while not during a person’s upbringing, is a significant element of conformity that occurs 

in military units. 

 

 

                                                
14 Kenneth Stumphauzer, November, 3, 2014.  The BX is the Base Exchange, similar to 
the PX or Post Exchanged referred to by Kelly Hudson.  They are military equivalent of 
a shopping mall.  Post is the prefix for Army and Base is the prefix for Air Force. 
15 Arthur Asa Berger, What Objects Mean: An Introduction to Material Culture, 2nd ed., 
(Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast Press, 2014), 73. 
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The Memories 

 When asked what memories these items provoke and whether or not he had 

examined them since the war, Ken Stumphauzer offered a very interesting response.  

He recollects: 

Well, ironically I just saw it recently because I had a number of my awards and 
plaques framed and put up on the wall of my previous office.  I had one of my 
partners who was a make-believe veteran put stuff up on his wall like his ROTC 
marksmanship medal, he got kicked out of the Marine Corps after six months.  
And I just felt funny having my stuff up on the wall where I had a partner who 
fashioned himself as some kind of a war hero and he never left Paris Island.  So I 
took it all down including this little piece of the rudder and I couldn't find it I put in 
a box in my old office and I couldn't find it.  So low and behold, about a month 
ago, one of the secretaries called up and said we found out that and I went 
through it about two weeks ago.16 

 
Being a decorated Air Force officer, receiving the Distinguished Flying Cross (DFC), 

and a host of air medals, he is undoubtedly proud of his service. Yet, it was the DFC 

that he was most proud of because it was different from the air medals in that is 

signified some pretty important circumstances and results.  This as opposed to his 

partner’s certificates from ROTC struck a cord with him.  He states: 

To me, it demeaned anybody that really did serve.  He tried to make himself out 
to be, and I am no psychologist, but he was doing this to gain some sort of 
notoriety, he's trying to get some attention.  He told me one time when he had a 
couple of drinks what really happened.  I just felt like this is crazy, this guy’s a 
damn coward.  And he is hanging his stuff on the wall, and I was not going to 
give him the pleasure of seeing someone had seen the shit.  Which he had not.  
And a couple of times people did that serve in the Marine Corps that were what I 
consider true heroes caught him up on it.  But you know, he just kind of flows 
along in the next person that listens to his crazy stories he tells.17 

 
This is a very similar to the Stolen Valor Act (proposed legislation introduced in the U.S. 

Congress that would make it illegal for anyone to wear military insignia that they had not 

                                                
16 Kenneth Stumphauzer, November, 3, 2014. 
17 Ibid. 
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earned), as veterans are very protective over false claims of military service, no matter 

how small. 

 Ken Stumphauzer’s experience in Vietnam was life changing in two ways.  First, 

the five years spent in Vietnam caused a five year delay in completion of his legal 

education degree, a fact that he is reminded about almost daily.  Second, before he 

went into the service he was always very intimidated.  He says, “I felt there was a lot of 

things I could not do.  Either I was not smart enough or it was too difficult for me.  What 

changed after I got out of the service, and I went back to law school five years later, 

there was a bunch of hippies—they looked at me like some kind of warmonger kind of 

guy.  But I was confident I could do anything.”18  His time in the service made him 

realize that he had the requisite intelligence to finish law school, would be able to 

practice law and practice it well, which gave him an incredible sense of confidence. 

 Ultimately, Ken believed that although everyone talks about the futility of the war 

in Vietnam, “I learned things after the war that I think confirm that we did more good 

than people would give us credit for.”19  For Stumphauzer, it was the sense of duty and 

loyalty that was characterized by his commander Brigadier General Glenn Sullivan, who 

was in command of all B-52s flying out of Utapao during Operation Linebacker II during 

Christmas 1972-73.  Sullivan, at the cost of his career, went over the head of his 

superiors in the 2nd Air Force, and straight to Strategic Air Command (SAC) 

Headquarters in Omaha, Nebraska to protest current tactics and offer new tactics in 

response to the poor tactics and heavy losses that B-52 crews were experiencing during 

the Christmas raids.  Ken notes, “And within 48 hours there was a change in tactics and 

                                                
18 Kenneth Stumphauzer, November, 3, 2014. 
19 Ibid. 
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the missions were way more successful, we were not losing nearly as many airplanes.  

The crews were elated that the guy had enough balls to do this, but of course there was 

a consequence.”20  Stumphauzer applied this knowledge and sense of duty to his life-

long calling as a lawyer after he completed his service in January 1974.  Sullivan stands 

in contrast to what Ken believes were, “upper echelon officers in the military, I do not 

care what branch, Army Navy Air Force, the three and four star generals were as 

complicit as the president of the United States in creating an absolute travesty of war.”21 

Summary 

 Kenneth Stumphauzer’s tours in Vietnam were very different than those of the 

men of the other branches of service, however due to the rotations he completed nearly 

two and a half years in Southeast Asia before the end of the war, much more than any 

of the others surveyed here.  In terms of volume, Stumphauzer’s material objects are far 

more bountiful than the others, but are equal in significance about what we are able to 

discern about him from the objects.  Though Elitist in form and substance, they stand in 

stark contrast to the man himself, although they fit with most of the social norms of Air 

Force officers that had access to the vast consumer culture available to them in 

Thailand and Guam.  Psychologically, Stumphauzer shows less ill effects from his time 

in Vietnam than do the others, but his ability to truly decompress in between missions, 

away from the combat zone is a likely cause without further investigation.

                                                
20 Kenneth Stumphauzer, November, 3, 2014. 
21 Ibid.. 
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CHAPTER 4 

JAMES KURTZ 

James Kurtz’s Vietnam journey advances one step further than the average 

veteran’s experience is able to.  Kurtz experienced the war from both the ground and 

the air, combining both elements of combat, stress and living conditions that Kelly 

Hudson previously outlined.   Additionally Kurtz’s objects paint one of the most complete 

pictures of the veteran experience.  James Kurtz was born on January 14, 1948 in 

Albuquerque, New Mexico.  A self-described Army Protestant by faith, Kurtz served a 

full career in the United States Army, finally retiring from active duty in January 1998. 

After being drafted into military service on July 26, 1966, and upon entry into the Army, 

Kurtz attended OCS (Officer Candidate School, where enlisted personnel received the 

training required to become a commissioned officer) and was assigned to the Field 

Artillery branch at Fort Sill, Oklahoma.    

Kurtz served as a Field Artillery Officer on his first tour in Vietnam as a 

Searchlight Platoon Leader in Battery H, 29th Field Artillery Regiment (attached to the 

9th Infantry Division) from January 1968 to January 1969.  Searchlight was a twenty-

three inch Xenon light, the light from an M60 tank, mounted on a pedestal in the back of 

a jeep.  According to Kurtz, “when we went through instruction at Fort Sill, there was 

probably about a two hour block of instruction during the whole six months about 

searchlights and everybody thought it was funny and made jokes about it.  That is 

where I ended up.”1  Kurtz’s platoon was tasked with perimeter defense, guarding 

bridges, spotting and target illumination for a twin 40mm anti-aircraft gun called a 

                                                
1 James Kurtz, Interview by the author, Little Elm, Texas, November 3, 2014. 
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duster, as well as running the roads with a mechanized battalion interspersed with 

armored vehicles to attempt to draw enemy contact.   

While assigned as the searchlight platoon leader, Kurtz experienced the loss of 

his soldiers, both wounded and killed in action.  He says, “Having to go to the division 

mortuary and identify them. That was a rude awakening to the fact that war was a 

serious business.”2  While working with a duster, one of his soldiers, a Sergeant 

Malone, was wounded.  According to Kurtz:  

The searchlight quit for whatever reason; I don't think it had combat damage, it 
probably overheated or something.  But he was running ammunition to supply 
this duster, and a VC (Vietcong) mortar went off next to him and severed his 
spine.  I dealt with that for a long time, I stayed in touch with him.  For years I 
didn't, I was afraid to get in touch with him.  When I first came back from Vietnam 
he was in a Veterans Administration hospital in California.  And I went to see him 
a few times and I lost touch with him.  And he finally got in touch with me, I guess 
in the late nineties or something like that he tracked me down.  And we got 
together in Oregon where he lived at the time.  He has since moved out to 
Virginia to be close to his daughter.  He is about two hours away but I haven't 
seen him in some time.  When you see a guy that was doing something you told 
him to do and you see him in a wheelchair for the rest of his life, it kind of sinks 
into you that it's a very serious business.3 

 
This was the beginning of Kurtz’s experience with the entire casualty process, which will 

be discussed later.  Kurtz’s first Vietnam experience was much like Bill Frazer (who will 

be discussed later), but in a different way, as it shaped Kurtz’s military career after 

Vietnam.  Kurtz characterizes his experiences as a 20-year-old lieutenant, the only 

officer from my unit attached to the 9th Infantry Division, that he had to learn how to be 

small unit leader and a participant in division-level briefings at the same time.  

According to Kurtz, “what saved my ass a wise old platoon sergeant, who was 45-years-

old and was an African-American NCO (Non-Commissioned Officers are enlisted 

                                                
2 James Kurtz, November 3, 2014. 
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personnel in the rank of Sergeant through Command Sergeant Major) that had spent all 

of World War II in a segregated antiaircraft unit in the Pacific.  He knew how to take care 

of soldiers and he knew how to sort of coax and guide lieutenants.4  These experiences 

gave Kurtz a better understanding of troop leading in terms of what motivates young 

men to risk it all in performing their duties. 

Before returning to Vietnam in November 1970, Kurtz applied for and completed 

flight school as a helicopter pilot, serving in Troop’s A and C, 1st Squadron, 9th Cavalry 

Regiment, 1st Cavalry Division from November 1970 to May 1971.  As part of his tour 

with the squadron, Kurtz offers one of his lasting regrets of the war.  He recalls:  

There are things that you regret, the people that you lost.  We went into 
Cambodia in 1971.  It was the second time that the troop and the squadron had 
been in Cambodia. They went in the first time when Nixon said everybody in the 
famous Cambodia incursion of May 1970.  But we quietly went back into 
Cambodia in support of the Army of the Republic of Vietnam in February 1971.  
And we lost a lot of people because, for that tour, Congress had decided there 
could be no more US combat troops on the ground.  So we had Aero rifle 
platoons that were the first resort if you had aircraft down.  Those guys would go 
in and you'd either land on top of it or repelled down early someplace and cut 
their way to the jungle to get to it and we were allowed to use those.  So one of 
my lasting regrets from Vietnam were the two people that we lost one was a 
sergeant the other was a lieutenant both of whom were shot down in Cambodia 
and we never got the remains out.5 

 
Similarly to Kelly Hudson, Kurtz had a need to protect his fellow soldiers, embodying the 

Army’s creed to leave no one behind.  It was extremely difficult for each man who had to 

violate the trust he had with the man fighting next to him.  In May 1971, the 9th Cavalry 

Regiment returned to the United States, leaving Kurtz (who was short on time in 

country) to transfer to Battery A, 2nd Battalion (Aerial Rocket Artillery), 20th Artillery 

Regiment until July 1971.  Kurtz closed out his second tour in Vietnam in Headquarters 

                                                
4 James Kurtz, November 3, 2014. 
5 Ibid. 
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and Headquarters Company (HHC), 11th Combat Aviation Battalion until November 

1971.  After Vietnam, Kurtz continued in the Army on the ground, returning to the Field 

Artillery where he served past battalion command, retiring on January 31, 1998. 

The Objects 

 James Kurtz, like the others, experienced Vietnam from the air; however, in 

contrast to the others, he did spend a year in Vietnam as a combat leader on the 

ground, giving him a better-rounded view of combat life in Vietnam.  Additionally, his 

arrival in Vietnam coincided with the Tet Offensive of 1968, arguably the most 

contentious period of the war, which was costly for both sides in terms of loss for the 

Vietcong (VC) and in terms of public support in the United States. 

 With respect to the material aspect of his Vietnam experience, Kurtz is 

particularly bountiful.  First, as he was boarding the plane bound for Vietnam, his sister 

gave him a piece of paper on which she had hand written the third verse of “Voluntaries” 

by Ralph Waldo Emerson that he carried in his wallet for his entire tour in 1968.  Kurtz 

states:  

My sister stuck this piece of paper in my hand and it was, a poem she copied a 
poem about how the glorious youth would answer the call of duty and that sort of 
thing, and I folded that up and I put it my wallet and I carried with me that whole 
first tour.  All the ink got wet and got sweaty and I got rained on, so the ink 
blurred. I could have got rid of it but I still kept it.  I carried with me the second 
tour and I still have it.6 

 
The significance of this item, in which Emerson wrote about youth answering the call of 

the Union during the Civil War, was as a latent function.  The poem was a monument of 

how proud his sister and his family was about their brother and son’s service to the 

nation in Vietnam.  It was also indicative of the larger sense of veterans who 
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characterized their service in Vietnam as the right thing to do.  It is an egalitarian object 

according to the Grid-Group Theory, an all-for-one and one-for-all act of selflessness to 

the nation.  Paired with the next object that will be discussed, Kurtz had been culturally 

coded to treasure gifts and look beyond the function of the item and find the sentimental 

or supernatural alternative function of the item. 

Before his second tour in Vietnam, his wife’s sister who lived in Alaska sent him a 

billiken, which is a good luck charm, carved by native Alaskans.  Kurtz remembers, “I 

called it an ‘Eskimo bullet-warder-offer’ and it was around my neck for a whole year.”7  

The item served as a tangible connection to his wife of six months, and an item of 

superstition, a defense mechanism that would consciously and sub-consciously carry 

him through the dangers of Vietnam.  Even today, the entire Kurtz family has a billiken 

hanging from the rear view mirror of each of their cars.   

The superstition involved with carrying a good luck charm is supported by the 

testimony of Vietnam veterans Robert Short, Ralph Dresser, and Martha Kuhns. 

Specifically, Ralph Dresser spoke of pilots in his unit carrying Buddha necklaces as well 

as lucky scarves given to them by the South Vietnamese pilots they were advising to 

keep them safe while flying missions.8  Additionally, Army Nurse Martha Kuhns, referred 

to receiving some Mardi Gras beads from a soldier she treated who said they were his 

                                                
7 James Kurtz, November 3, 2014. 
8 Ralph Dresser, interview by Steve Maxner, January 25, February 5, March 8, 11, 
2002, transcript, The Vietnam Archive Oral History Project, The Vietnam Archive at 
Texas Tech University, Lubbock, TX. 
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good luck charm and would keep her safe.  She regretted taking them, but understood 

their importance after finding out the soldier had been killed two weeks later.9 

While in Vietnam, Kurtz acquired a few possession that he in turn brought back 

with him to the United States.  Speaking of his time in the artillery he recollects:  

But what I brought back was a brass vase that was made by the local 
Vietnamese.  They could take a brass shell, this was a 105mm artillery canister, 
and they somehow hammer it and beat it and heat it do something they turn into 
a vase.  But the only thing that's recognizable as an artillery shell is the base of it 
we can see the primer and everything else, the rest of it's all fluted nice; it's a 
vase.  I brought one back for my mother and I'm pretty sure I brought back from 
my mother-in-law, because her husband had been an artilleryman in World War 
II.  I still got one of them I have no idea what happened to the other one just 
inside the garage all tarnished and so forth.  But that was one souvenir.10 
 

Additionally, Kurtz risked his own life to retrieve a rocket motor that was still live and 

could have blown him up, just to have the Vietnamese polish it up as a souvenir.  What 

is significant about these objects is threefold.  First, it had a primary function as an 

artillery shell, which was fashioned into a functional alternative as a vase, and ultimately 

passed along to other family members.  Secondly, there is an element of Marxism at 

play, in the fact that members of a lower class society are fashioning a used, worn-out 

item into a beautiful, aesthetically pleasing vase for a member on one of the upper 

rungs of the socio-economic ladder.  Finally, as a semiotic symbol, the object is 

disguising its original intended use, which for the user is a way of masking some of the 

trauma associated with casualties from his unit. 

 

 

                                                
9 Martha Kuhns, interview by Kara Vuic, May 1, 2004, transcript, The Vietnam Archive 
Oral History Project, The Vietnam Archive at Texas Tech University, Lubbock, TX. 
10 James Kurtz, November 3, 2014 
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The Memories 

Kurtz’s use of superstition is largely based on his interpretation of death and of 

loss that is heavily influenced by his experiences in between his two tours in Vietnam.  

Upon returning from his first tour in Vietnam, Kurtz was assigned to Fort MacArthur, and 

old coastal artillery post in San Pedro Harbor.  The day to day operations revolved 

around processing hardship discharges, AWOL (Absent Without Leave) returnees, 

wounded waiting to return back, and a monthly parade to hand out posthumous awards 

to the families of soldiers killed in Vietnam.  As part of his duties, he was assigned as a 

casualty notification officer and as a casualty escort, essentially seeing the other side of 

the deaths he had witnessed during his first tour.  Kurtz mentions:  

There weren't enough chaplains to go around, so it was just me knocking on the 
door and told the family that their only son, he had a couple of sisters, but their 
only son had been killed an action.  And in fact it was a friendly fire incident.  
That was searing on me and the father wanted me to go with him all day long 
and notify the rest of the family.  It was Irish immigrants, and the kid hadn't even 
been a way for more than a week or something like that.  So I got to experience 
that.11   

 
Additionally, Kurtz escorted the body of a warrant officer who had been killed and had to 

referee a tug-of-war between the divorced parents over who would receive the flag from 

the casket.  Kurtz’s overall experience fundamentally ties in multiple aspects whereas 

most individuals only experience the in country aspect of death or loss.  The experience 

would have a dramatic effect on the next tour in Vietnam because when he went back, 

“I felt that when I went back the second time I felt like I was at a disadvantage because I 
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knew more than I wanted to know about the whole cycle if that makes any sense to 

you.”12 

 Upon examining nearly all of the items, all of which he still has in his possession, 

Kurtz said the one that has the most memory associated with it, is the rocket motor that 

has since gone missing.  Of the rocket motor he recalls:  

The one I have not pulled out, and I only vaguely know where it is, is this rocket 
casing.  It seemed real important at the time and I was really kind of stupid the 
way I secured it because you had to go out and get your own, so you took a 
rocket, went out and stripped the solid propellant out of it.  The propellant was 
connected to the base detonator by two wires and I had no idea what would 
happen when I cut the wires.  And I took my chances and cut them and nothing 
happened.13 

 
Of the majority of the objects, Kurtz believes the memories are even more important 

today, as they remind him of being young and going off to war as he watches the 

current generation of Americans march off to war.  The Vietnam War was important to 

James Kurtz for a number of reasons, not least of which was the comradeship he 

experienced and continues to experience to this day. 

 The camaraderie among veterans of the 1st Squadron, 9th Cavalry from 

Vietnam, or 1st of the 9th as they like to be known, is one of the strongest groups due to 

the esprit de corps that was developed by the squadron during its most trying time.  

Referencing a pilot from B Troop, 1st of the 9th, Kurtz remarks that “We didn’t serve at 

the same time but we've gotten to know each other since then there always a 

comradeship with someone who was in the same unit, no matter whether you knew 

them then or not.”14  Recently, this pilot from B Troop travelled back to Denver, 

                                                
12 James Kurtz, November 3, 2014. 
13 Ibid. 
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Colorado to visit the VA hospital there, to see his cousin who is in hospice care.  While 

seeing family and visiting friends, he discovered a man in the hospital that was a scout 

pilot from A Troop, 1st of the 9th.  According to Kurtz:  

This guy is there with brain tumors and the doctors think he's got about three 
more weeks of lucidity before he goes into a coma, and another five or six week 
after that he'll be gone and the guys there all by himself in the hospital.  The 
fellow who went back to see his cousin sent the word to me, and I sent the word 
out to people in A Troop, and the guy has had visitors.  People from there didn't 
know him but they just knew what unit he was in and they've gone to see him.  
And a bunch of us have sent in cards and letters of encouragement.  And that's 
all because of what unit we were in.  And that's a bond that we had.  A bond that 
can't be taken away, no matter what.15 

 
The men of the 1st Squadron, 9th Cavalry were closer than the average Vietnam unit.  

Kurtz says, “In a military career, you go to some places you like, and some you don't 

like.  There was always the feeling of being somewhat special, because of your military 

service because you served in a good unit like the 1st of the 9th.”16  It is something that 

carries through the Vietnam veterans into the current veterans of Iraq and Afghanistan. 

Summary 

 “I did not find out that he’d been in A Troop, 1st of the 9th Cavalry until years 

later after he was already dead because we did not talk about it,” was Kurtz’s answer to 

the reason why he knew nothing about the man he had been keeping hours with (pilots 

had to maintain their qualification by flying so many hours every month, before Aviation 

became its own branch) while commanding an artillery unit in Germany after Vietnam.  

It just was not something they talked about, even amongst combat veterans.  It was not 

until after September 11, 2001 that he became active in the Bullwhip Association.  

James Kurtz’s object tell us a lot about him as a man, and the complexities of his 
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experience in Vietnam.  The biliken was a symbol of how precious life was, and the 

need for it to be protected, both in the physical realm and the spiritual realm.  These 

ideas were only reinforced by Kurtz’s trips to the morgue, his dealing as a causality 

assistance officer, and as a body escort.  The poem he carried, embodied egalitarian 

selflessness in answering his nation’s call and the pride displayed by his family.  That 

selflessness became a hallmark of Kurtz’s military career through his retirement in 

1998.  He always felt pride in wearing the uniform, and the big yellow horse blanket (the 

1st Cavalry Division Patch) that adorned his right sleeve, signifying his trial in combat.



 57 

CHAPTER 5 

JOE BOWEN 

Joseph Stanley Bowen was born on October 24, 1946 in Salina, Kansas.  Raised 

as a Baptist, he volunteered for military service in October 1966, serving well past 

Vietnam, and eventually retiring after a combined active and reserve career on 

November 1, 2006, after reaching the mandatory retirement date of forty years of 

service.  Originally enlisted, he was selected for Officer Candidate School at Fort Knox, 

Kentucky and was commissioned as an Armor Officer in September 1967.  During the 

early days of Army Rotary Wing Aviation, which was born in the Korean War and 

perfected during the Vietnam, Army aviators like Hudson, and Kurtz before him, were 

not classified as a separate branch of the military like the more established branches 

like Infantry, Armor, and Field Artillery.  Therefore, Joe Bowen enlisted and was 

commissioned into the armor branch and then applied for flight training as a military 

occupational specialty (MOS).   After completion of flight school, Bowen served in 

Troops B and A, 1st Squadron (Headhunters), 9th Cavalry Regiment, 1st Cavalry 

Division from Dec 1968 to December 1969 during his first tour in Vietnam.  During his 

second tour, he served in Troop F, 4th Air Cavalry Regiment, 11th Aviation Group, 1st 

Aviation Brigade from December 1972 to January 1973 on Tien Me Island outside of the 

city of Hue.  He finished his as the Aviation Detachment Commander as part of the Four 

Power Joint Military Commission, Hue, from January 28 to March 31, 1973.1   

 Bowen’s two tours came at important times during the Vietnam War, first during 

the counter-offensive in 1969 with the expansion of operations into Cambodia, and 

                                                
1 Joe Bowen, Interview by the author, Little Elm, Texas, November 2, 2014. 
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second as part of the prisoner exchanges during the cease fire and peace talks in 1973.  

His experiences of the Vietnam War were “Horrific, surreal, unbelievable, there was no 

training to prepare you for what we experienced.2  However, he also recalled positive 

memories, stating, “we also found out that there was a brotherhood that you make in 

combat that you can't explain to those haven't been there, and that has dominated quite 

a bit of my life since then.”3  The training for Vietnam was somewhat isolated from what 

soldiers would actually experience on the battlefield in country.  Specifically, Bowen 

remembers, “The body count theory just didn't make any sense that you could kill more 

people than they could raise. Going over there the mission was body count, and to go 

out and find guys coming across the Cambodian border.”4  In Bowen’s opinion, the 

leadership of his unit made a choice not to inflate their body counts the way they 

assumed many other units in Vietnam were doing.   He points out:  

We didn't inflate them, if we killed somebody and they stayed there, then the 
person was officially dead for sure, or the person did not to get up because part 
of his body is [was] missing or the limbs were missing or half the body, that 
counted [as a kill].  But if you shot them and came back around and you didn't 
see them or there was a drug off body it was a probable.  That's how we did 
things.5 

 
It was ultimately a political war, which for Bowen is defined as being ran by the 

politicians and not the generals on the ground, a fact he agrees on with Ken 

Stumphauzer, that much like their comrades in the Air Force, they were fighting with 

one hand tied behind their backs as one day they were allowed to conduct action in 

Cambodia, and others days not.  The resulting needless loss of the comrades was 

                                                
2 Joe Bowen, November 2, 2014. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
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something that should have and could have been stopped, but due to decisions being 

made many miles away, lives were ultimately lost. 

 The needless missions became even worse on his second tour, and as the 

operations officer for F Troop, 4th Air Cavalry, Bowen often found himself in charge due 

to an absent commander that more pressing business in Da Nang than running the 

combat actions of his Troop.  According to Bowen, “every major incident that we had, be 

it tanks that had broken through or downed aircraft, he was never there and I was 

always the person running the team, good or bad,” and he had the “latitude to go out 

and fake it, and sometimes I didn't take it.  We had to actually go and do some things 

and it was frustrating.”6  The final period of the war was extremely trying on the soldiers 

that had to attempt to prop up the South Vietnamese under the immense pressure from 

the North.  Bowen described the scene of the South Vietnam stripping and selling all of 

the items of any value from their island base on Tien Me.  The Vietnamese ripped up 

the PSP, the portable steel planking known as Marston Mat that comprised the runway, 

the aircraft revetments, sandbags, wood timbers from the Tactical Operations Center 

and the metal roofs on all the buildings.  They began selling all the items from the 

ammunition pit as well, although since they were unable to sell it whole, they stripped it 

into pieces and sold the metal and wood from the boxes for scrap.  They even removed 

the plastic nosecones from the flechette (anti-personnel shrapnel) rockets in order to 

remove the flechettes that they sold as nails.7  The corruption witnessed by Bowen and 

the men of F Troop only confirmed the corruption they knew existed within the country, 
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and doomed South Vietnamese to failure in the face of the Vietcong and North 

Vietnamese. 

The Objects 

 Bowen’s material experiences in Vietnam were largely influenced by the 

recommendations from soldiers and pilots who had combat experience in the Republic 

of Vietnam.  The items served not only as sources of personal comfort but also as 

functional items geared toward survival.  Bowen recollects:  

Since I was a Cobra guy and the Cobra had an unreliable weapon system, the 
XM28, it paired a Mini Gun (M134) and a chunker (40mm Grenade Launcher), I 
liked weapons and stuff.  So my IP (Instructor Pilot) told me to bring two large 
Sears flathead Craftsman screwdrivers that you can use to help load and unload 
and un-jam the mini gun and the chunker.  You could keep one for yourself and 
give one to the armament NCO (Non-Commissioned Officer) because he 
probably had one that was busted or didn't have one it all, and you could learn 
better that way by working with the NCOs, so that was one thing I brought.8  

 
As mentioned in the Introduction, the screwdrivers serve a functional and functional 

alternative purpose from a sociological standpoint.  Furthermore, this specific item 

represented the need for strengthening the relationships between the officers and 

enlisted soldiers, which was often characterized as tenuous throughout the Vietnam 

War.  This evidence is challenging because it needs to be interpreted properly.  The 

item’s purpose was not intended to curry favor with the NCO but to demonstrate a level 

of understanding between the two soldiers.  It showed that the officer was taking an 

active part in the maintenance of his warfighting system, the NCO’s importance as the 

backbone of the system, and the significance of the item in terms of the life and death 

                                                
8 Joe Bowen, November 2, 2014.  The AH-1 Cobra was the Army’s first dedicated 
Attack Helicopter.  Designed to destroy tanks and armored vehicles, the weapons were 
continually adapted for the missions in Vietnam.  Some of which worked better than 
others, causing the crews and pilots to devise creative ways to maintain their weapons. 
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necessity of having a fully functioning weapon system.  Therefore, the item is 

egalitarian, fostering an equality, not of ranks, but of mutual respect for one another as 

warfighter and provider.  The egalitarian nature of warfighter and provider will also be 

seen later on in the postwar career of Glen Senkowski.  Additionally, Bowen took items 

for chronicling his experience in the form of a camera, cassette recorder and 

audiotapes, along with a Gerber combat knife.  As previously discussed, the inclusion of 

the combat knife carries its own psychoanalytical features of manhood.  What is more 

important psychoanalytically are the tapes that Joe Bowen made on his cassette 

recorder.  During an attack on the eastern side of Quan Loi, Joe was interviewing 

members of B Troop, 1st of the 9th, on a base they shared with the 1st Infantry Division.  

According the Bowen, the 1st Cavalry and 1st Infantry did not get along, and “if you 

were not treated like garbage then you were not part of the 1st Cav in Vietnam.”9  To 

pass the time during the attack, Joe was interviewing his roommate Bob Poxon, his 

roommate.  Joe says, “It's the only tape of Bob while he was there, he was killed in 

June, and he received the Medal of Honor.  It was essentially about the 1st Infantry 

Division, and how the Cav sucked and a couple other swear words about the Cav.”10  

As part of the reunions that the Bullwhip Squadron has had, Joe exchanged the tape of 

Bob with his sister, although what he gave her was a copy with the swear words 

removed.  The removal of the swear words, to make it suitable for general consumption, 

is also a subconscious defense mechanism employed by Bowen to protect the memory 

of Bob Poxon to his loved ones.  That the tapes are an important part of the reunions 

lay with the fact that: 
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In bringing people together are the survivors, the buddies you lost, the brothers 
we lost, their parents, their spouses, their kids, their grandkids.  They would 
search us out, we would search them out, it works both ways sometimes by 
accident, and be able to tell them and show them that their loved ones were good 
men and that we loved them.  And stories they may have heard from a divorced 
mother or something, I don't know about that, but they find out that their dads, 
husband, spouse, brothers or whatever, they died and it wasn't for country it was 
dying for each other and that they were good men.11 

 
The reunions have played a role in the transmission of material culture possessed by 

these veterans down to the families who lost their loved ones in Vietnam, some of 

whom have nothing to remember their lost soldier by. 

Additionally, Joe Bowen acquired war trophies like captured enemy weapons, 

flags, and equipment including “a canteen, canteen cup, a pistol belt off of a guy I shot 

on the second tour, a pith helmet off of a guy, out of a Chinese tank, like a PT-76, it had 

around through it, it had gotten hit with flechettes like in an ambush, I brought that back.  

And an SKS [semiautomatic rifle].”12  These items fit perfectly into the narrative of a 

soldier with the intentions of preserving the positive experiences and great camaraderie 

as a means of understanding feelings and emotions of combat.  However, one in 

particular, a Vietcong flag was acquired under very different circumstance and 

possesses much greater meaning.  During POW exchange, “this North Vietnamese 

officer this Lieutenant Colonel (LTC) was sitting in the back of my Huey, we were in 

Quang Tri, in bad weather, and we were sitting there waiting for the weather to clear, to 

fly back down to our base so they could fly back down to Saigon, since they came up 
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12 Ibid. 



 63 

every day they didn't spend the night.”13  All of a sudden the interpreter tapped Bowen 

on the shoulder and asked if the LTC could speak with him.  Bowen recalls: 

We were in the Huey, I'm in the right seat, I said yeah fine and I turned around, 
and this LTC had a horrible scar on the right side of his face.  But he spoke better 
English than I did.  He then pointed to my 1st Cav patch on my right sleeve, and 
wanted to know if I flew with the 1st Cav down south or up north.  I said yeah but 
it was with III Corps, gave it a date, and then his perception of me changed a little 
bit.  And then he said did I fly missions around Song Bae during February during 
the Tet Offensive of 1969, and I said yes.  And he said what kind of aircraft did I 
fly.  I said depending on the day it was a Cobra (AH-1) or a LOH (Little Bird/OH-
6), and he then told me how his company had been engaged by the “little birds 
from hell” as he called them because when they shot them all hell came down on 
them and he had gotten wounded in one of those attacks and wondered if I had 
been flying that day.  And it turned out to be that I was flying that day on 
February 23 so it might've been me that shot him or it might of been one of my 
buddies, but the next time he came up he gave me a Vietcong flag, which I still 
have.14 

 
Along with the flag, the North Vietnamese Lieutenant Colonel told Bowen that the 

“leadership of North Vietnam referred to the US as a paper tiger, just like the Chinese 

figured out in Korea, and they did not think in months or years, they thought in decades 

and they were going to wait us out.  And eventually in a couple years they would have 

the country reunited,” which turned out to be true.15  This flag and other flags possess a 

semiotic element as has already been discussed, but is also an egalitarian bond 

between warriors that other flags that were taken off of the dead enemy soldiers.  This 

flag was given to Bowen on equal terms by the North Vietnamese, almost as a parting 

gift, confirming for Bowen and the NVA Colonel that the US was indeed the paper tiger 

they had predicted. 

                                                
13 Joe Bowen, November 2, 2014. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
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 Finally, Joe Bowen’s intellectual elitism is embodied by the after action review 

books written by S.L.A. Marshall (more than likely Lessons Learned: A Vietnam Primer, 

a Department of the Army Marshall wrote in 1967, among others) that he brought with 

him, as well as an understanding of consumer culture in some Zane Grey western 

books that he brought with him for trading purposes.  According to Bowen, Marshall’s 

books came in handy because: 

Marshall used UTM (Universal Transverse Mercator) grid references for the 
battles and things that went on.  And then I think it was the 1st Infantry Division 
he had done some things and 1967, and he had grid references to an area just 
on the boundary of our AO between Charlie Troop and Alpha Troop, and in the 
summer of 1969, where the enemy had built up the roads covered with bamboo 
you can see there was roads underneath of it because they were so well 
camouflaged, they use bicycles and trolleys to bring weapons and rice and stuff 
up, and I noticed a couple of grids that happened twice in the same month, that 
we had contact in the exact same location.16    

 
As a result, Bowen referenced the Marshall books, and sure enough the locations 

matched, so he “made a point to go out there and fly missions four days in a row right 

on those grids and we killed all bunch of guys on those four flights, and that was from 

SLA Marshall saying that that was where there was activity for twenty something 

years.”17  For the Vietnamese these were historical fighting positions that they had been 

employing since they were fighting the Japanese, employed against the French, and 

continued to use when the American showed up. 

The Memories 

What began with screwdrivers, carried over into Bowen’s post Vietnam military 

career.  “It was self-confidence that was built on that first tour, reinforced on that second 

tour, and in keeping in contact with Paul (Lieutenant General Ret. Paul Funk, then 

                                                
16 Joe Bowen, November 2, 2014. 
17 Ibid. 
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Executive Officer of A Troop during Bowen’s tour) and those other guys were still in the 

Army active duty was what helped me understand that troops always come first,” which 

were important aspects of Bowen’s command of an Assault Helicopter Battalion in 

Desert Storm.18  In command, Bowen believed: 

If you can compromise somewhat take the heat that the troops will find out about 
it respect you you'll get more out of them.  And it's the simple things like making 
sure you're always the last one in the line for chow.  And going down to the motor 
pool and learning how to change a HEMMT (Heavy Expanded Mobility Tactical 
Truck) tire.  When the other commanders never did and little things like that 
would add up.19 

 
Then-Lieutenant Colonel Bowen was not a “yes man,” like many of the officers 

referenced by Ken Stumphauzer, who were more worried about advancing their careers 

than falling on their swords in order to do what was right.  He told his boss what he 

needed to hear, as opposed to what he wanted to hear, and he “took a lot of heat for 

that from my senior commander, the general.  I told him if he wanted to have the OR 

(operational readiness, or the percentage of helicopters and other associated 

equipment ready to fly at any given time) rates that I had and keep the mission going 

and I need to do what I'm doing because I had success.”20  Of his most lasting 

memories, the comradeship and the brotherhood of the guys you fought with, and 

reunions occupy the forefront of Bowen’s mind.  At reunions, these aspects combine 

and they, “remember the guys that we fought with and left behind, the funny things 

about them and how we love them, and hearing stories change by time or modified by 

time, or documented by pictures or audio recordings of things you forgotten.”21 

                                                
18 Joe Bowen, November 2, 2014. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid. 
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Summary 

 Bowen, himself, said that the reunions were “a continuation of the war because if 

you think about the bad times and the good times and the frustrations and the stories 

we try to pass on to the younger generation.”22  In times of stress, these veterans 

believe that it is neither the doctor, psychologist, psychiatrist, nor your spouse if you 

have one, but the battle buddies you lived the experiences with that are most adept at 

helping, “they are your lifelines.”23  From the screwdrivers, to the books, to the flag, and 

the lone tape of a fallen hero, regardless of any subconscious effort, Bowen is 

attempting to pass down the legacy of Vietnam through his objects as part of the 

reunion network and the Bullwhip Squadron.  The continuous effort to reach out, 

assemble and pass along their culture is both informative but also therapeutic to those 

involved.  

                                                
22 Joe Bowen, November 2, 2014. 
23 Ibid. 
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CHAPTER 6 

GLEN SENKOWSKI 

Glen Robert Senkowski was born in Vicksburg, Michigan on January 18, 1949.  

Senkowski volunteered for military service at the age of seventeen in January 1968.  

After entering service, Senkowski attended Warrant Officer Candidate School and flight 

school prior to going to Vietnam.  In country, Senkowski was assigned to Troop A, 1st 

Squadron, 9th Cavalry Regiment, 1st Cavalry Division, where he flew each mission 

assigned to the squadron in gunships, scouts, and lifts.  Senkowski completed back-to-

back tours in Vietnam from February 1969 to February 1970 with an additional tour from 

February to September 1970.  He is the only veteran surveyed that decided to sign a six 

month re-up in order to remain in Vietnam after his twelve-month tour.  After Vietnam, 

he remained on active duty until March 1971, before resigning and moving to a civilian 

job.  The military was never far from his heart, and after becoming disillusioned with his 

job in advertising, he began work in the defense industry working for Tacoma Boat, 

Boeing, and Northrop Grumman.  His experiences in Vietnam created his personal goal 

“to make sure the Warfighter has a better chance to survive than we did in the Sixties.”1 

 Senkowski’s experience in Vietnam was based on the fact that he ideologically 

supported the war in Vietnam.  His experience in Vietnam was and is a very important 

part of his life.  He says, “I think it has significantly shaped who I am and what my 

values are.  I have a lot of friends that are still friends.  We were kind of like a family.  As 

far as emotionally, I've got highs and lows.”2  Even today he is glad he was able to 

experience it and would go again if he could, although there were some negative 

                                                
1 Glen Senkowski, Interviewed by the author, Little Elm, Texas, November 5, 2014. 
2 Ibid. 
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aspects.  Senkowski believed in the approved government message that the mission in 

Vietnam was to halt the spread of Communism, so that it would not become necessary 

to fight Communism on the shores of the United States.  Growing up, he was a World 

War II veteran’s son, “So I grew up with watching Victory at Sea on Sunday nights.  I 

had the whole military indoctrination as far as all the positive things that came from 

World War II.  So I was pro-military and I didn't know much about Vietnam or the 

government or any of that.”3 Additionally, those beliefs included the notion of helping to 

support the poor oppressed South Vietnamese people in their fight for democracy.  It 

was more of a patriotic motivation, coupled with the desire to go off to war.  However, 

Senkowski’s in-country experience soon changed those ideas. 

 As a young 19-year-old kid, Senkowski had very little sense of mortality.  In fact, 

he says, “it never occurred to me that someone could get killed, until people started 

getting killed.”4  Like Kelly Hudson, his issue was more with how the civilian population 

of the United States treated the returning veterans that anything else.  He even notes 

that for the first ten years after his return from Vietnam, most people he knew did not 

know he had served in Vietnam.  He recalls:  

It just wasn't something that you talked about.  So that was hurtful.  That became 
really hurtful during the first Iraq war, because then there was all that patriotic 
feeling everybody was applauding the veterans coming back.  My thought on that 
was hey what about us. So I was kind of jealous.  I was glad that the public got 
behind the military but I was still resentful and jealous that that didn't happen in 
Vietnam.5 

 
Senkowski offers a scathing review of the situation he found in Vietnam, because as 

time went by he began to believe that it was probably better if the North took over the 

                                                
3 Glen Senkowski, November 5, 2014. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
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entire country, or that at least it was an absolute certainty.   His characterization 

stretched from the South Vietnamese government that he identified as  “a bunch of 

crooks,” and a civilian population that could care less who was in charge.6  He points 

out:  

I became very cynical about what we were doing.  Like we would find rice caches 
and haul the rice caches down to Saigon, and they would turn around and sell it 
right back to the North Vietnamese.  I mean that's what we assumed about 
everything that was happening.  So we also found caches shaking hands with the 
American supplies that were in North Vietnamese caches.  So somebody was 
selling them this stuff.7   

 
Furthermore, his views on death became completely desensitized.  Within four months 

after his arrival in Vietnam, his two friends from flight school that had arrived to Troop A 

at the same time as he did were dead, a pilot he became friends with died two days 

after he met him, and it became commonplace to eat his meals no more than fifty feet 

away from ten to twenty rotting enemy corpses without even batting an eye.  As far as 

repressing emotions, “I didn't have any emotions for the friends that I lost.  There were 

no displays of emotion.  It just became totally mechanical about the whole thing.”8  This 

was a result of the Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), which he self-admittedly 

suffers from.  He was not allowing himself to grieve for friends that he had lost, seeing it 

as a very unmanly thing to do.  It was almost as if there was a feeling that any displays 

of emotion would be met with ridicule.  It was not until he was much older that many of 

the PTSD symptoms began to come to the surface. 

The Objects 

                                                
6 Glen Senkowski, November 5, 2014. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
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It is for these reasons that Senkowski’s choices of items he brought to Vietnam 

and items he brought back to the United States have come to symbolize means of 

preserving the past, whereas they once began as objects of repression and avoidance.  

When he departed for Vietnam, his father gave him an eight-pound bag of pistachio 

nuts (that he knew were his son’s favorite), while Glen chose to take a wooden ship 

model kit of the Norske Løve, and he chose to purchase a Gerber Combat Knife.  The 

combat knife is a reoccurring theme for most of these pilots that can only be described 

as being part of the social norms associated with becoming a helicopter pilot.  For 

Senkowski, the pistachios and ship model were a break from the rigors of combat, 

which, for a helicopter pilot, entailed one of the highest operational-tempo of any 

occupational specialty of the war, especially for the members of the 1st of the 9th.  

Additionally, these items were used for the purpose of suppression from a psychological 

standpoint, which fall in line with the Post Traumatic Stress Disorder issues and lack of 

ability to grieve and begin the healing process after moments of trauma.  Furthermore 

the selection of a wooden ship model could be classified as both elitist and individualist 

through Grid-Group Theory or in the high-class range according to Taste Culture.  

Either way it is towards the top of the spectrum for social strata. 

Claiming to have no religious preference, Senkowski’s accumulation of multiple 

good luck charms from various denominations is difficult to decipher.  He recalls:  

I had a Japanese friend send me a Buddhist good luck charm.  Oh yeah I had 
two.  A family friend of ours who had flown P-51's in World War II, and he was 
Catholic.  When I got ready to leave he gave me a St. Christopher's medal that 
he had worn through World War II.  So I have that one, then I accumulated some 
more.  I carried them on my dog tags.  Actually when my son went to Iraq, I gave 
him my dog tags.9   

                                                
9 Glen Senkowski, November 5, 2014. 
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When asked if he believed they worked, he felt that they at least gave him comfort.  It 

was not that they had some sort of particular magic powers, but it worked for him as 

well as his son.  A twelve-string guitar, which he played in a rock and roll band at 

Western Michigan University, rounded out the objects he took to Vietnam.  The band 

played fraternity parties, and after barely making it through the first semester, he 

decided to withdraw and join the military rather than failing out of college. 

Conversely, while in Vietnam Senskowski remarked:  

I bought some dolls at the PX at Ta Nin.  They sold those silk dolls.  And I bought 
four of those for my mother and mailed those home.  And everything else was 
primary collecting stuff that I used like AK-47s and RPGs (Rocket Propelled 
Grenades, an anti-personnel/anti-armor shoulder fired rocket, with a shaped 
charge warhead) and ammunition.  I had a mess kit with a .50 caliber bullet hole 
in it.  And a Cambodian flag.10   
 

The silk dolls correspond similarly to the jewels purchased by Ken Stumphauzer for his 

wife and daughter at home, as part of the Use and Gratification Theory.  The AK-47 

actually originally belonged to Joe Bowen, which through questioning Senskowski 

revealed, “Yeah I got his.  Actually he sold it to me when they gave him a CAR-15 (early 

version of M-4 Carbine) he sold me his folding stock AK.”11  This is part of the consumer 

culture that existed amongst soldiers, where trading and buying was the order of the 

day, Joe was quite savvy also bring western books to trade although he never had any 

interest in reading them.  The mess kit belonged to a dead North Vietnamese soldier, 

and was recovered from the objective of a mission in Cambodia.  Since he knew that he 

was the only pilot flying that day with .50-caliber ammunition, Senkowski knew that he, 

in fact, was responsible for the death of that soldier.  He states:  

                                                
10 Glen Senkowski, November 5, 2014. 
11 Ibid. 
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We were supporting some ARVNs (Army of the Republic of Vietnam) and they 
found a North Vietnamese rear area and we shot the place up.   Because it was 
really secure we all landed.   We just went in and started policing up stuff.  And I 
was the only aircraft that day that had a .50 (M2 .50 Caliber Machine Gun) 
mounted on it.  I found one with a .50 caliber hole in it and I took that.12 

 
It is the presence of these items that help Glen Senkowski manage the Post Traumatic 

Stress Disorder that has affected him since his time in Vietnam.  Additionally, the 

exploitation of this objective unearthed further objects that the soldiers took with them.  

In addition to the mess kit and flag, Senskowski says, “I had a North Vietnamese helmet 

that was pretty nice.  And then also had a training aid made out of bamboo that they 

weaved bamboo into tanks and helicopters and use them for training.  We found a rear 

base area that they had training classrooms.  But all that stuff I traded off for 

ammunition.”13  These objects demonstrate two things, one about Glen Senkowski, and 

the other about the drastic different between the United States Army and the Vietcong 

and North Vietnamese.  First, Senkowski was immersed in consumer culture, seeking 

out objects in order to trade for weapons and ammunition, like RPGs and 7.62mm 

machine guns that he used to attack trucks along the Ho Chi Minh Trail.  They were 

more useful than American weapons because the enemy used incendiary ammunition 

whereas the Americans did not.  Finally, the juxtaposition between bamboo tanks and 

helicopters training aids and the fact that Senkowski was able to choose to bring a 

wooden ship model with him to Vietnam is an example of Marxist economic theory, 

demonstrating the drastic difference in industrial capacity between the United States 

and North Vietnam. 

 

                                                
12 Glen Senkowski, November 5, 2014. 
13 Ibid. 
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The Memories 

Glen Senkowski’s objects go hand in hand with his memories.  Over the course 

of the interview, when he was asked about his mess kit, he replied, “I'm looking at the 

mess kit right now I got it in my office at work.”14 Laughingly he recalls:  

I don't know it's just something it's part of me.  [Laughter]  The flag I'm not 
attached that much of the flag.  But the mess kit is something that really I really 
do daydream about.  It's just one of those things where when I went to Vietnam I 
had some of those things that was comforting from home.  And this is kind of 
comforting from Vietnam.  I'm not really sure why that is. Why I would feel I need 
to be comforted, but it's just a comfort item.15 

 
Much of the reason that he decided to stay on for a six month re-up is because of how 

much he felt at home in Ta Nin.  He felt comfortable flying in that area, and to this day 

swears that he could "set you down over a four-digit coordinate without even using a 

map,” and when A Troop was moved from Ta Nin to Song Bae, his attitude changed,  “it 

was learning a totally new area much less living in a mud hole.”16  Like Kelly Hudson, it 

is a small group of guys, his hooch mates that he is still in contact with.  Unfortunately, 

one just recently died of brain cancer. One he did not like died of lung cancer a while 

back, and one he did is in remission for prostate cancer.   

The small group setting is most conducive for Glen, whereas of reunions, he 

recollects:  

And I have tried.  I went to one reunion but it was just too much for me.  I couldn't 
get my head around it.  I'm not sure how to explain it but I think part of the 
problem was that my crew chief was KIA in December 21, 1969.  I wasn't there at 
the time because he was flying with somebody else.  So I went with his twin 
sister and his brother to this reunion and I just went into emotional overload.  I 
have a hard time with that.  Plus it seems like, at least at the reunions, at that 

                                                
14 Glen Senkowski, November 5, 2014. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
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particular reunion everybody just wanted to sit around and get drunk and tell war 
stories, and I don't particularly like to drink.17 

 
The memories help him realize what he was able to achieve in such a grim environment 

that he has applied to his over forty-plus-year career in defense contracting.  Glen says, 

“It's a passion.  As I would describe it.  Maybe a passion about what I was doing.  I'm all 

in.  I'm either all in or I'm all out.”18 It allowed him to not think twice before quitting his job 

as an advertising manager, move home to Washington State to attend the University of 

Puget Sound, and begin a new career at Tacoma Boats.  For him, “It's the attachment to 

the war fighter and realizing that what you're making is going to be used by somebody a 

life or death situation.  That was important to me.”19 

Summary 

 Glen Senkowski really showed an eye for deliberately choosing meaningful items 

to take with him to Vietnam, acquire while he was there, and bring back to the United 

States.  After gathering an eclectic group of objects, he was able to save the important 

ones and trade the others in order to get his hands on the weapons he felt most 

comfortable using, after his basic issue items did not pass muster.  After battling Post 

Traumatic Stress Disorder, what once was locked away inside of those items now allow 

him to recall events and describe them in vivid detail in an area where he truly believed 

that he was home.  The mess kit is a constant reminder that his temporary home was in 

Southeast Asia, and he has to look no further than his wall to be instantly transported 

back to Ta Nin.  His experiences in Vietnam ultimately led him back to the defense 

industry, where he is able to rekindle the connection to the warfighter, one he is largely 

                                                
17 Glen Senkowski, November 5, 2014. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 



 75 

unable to reestablish through reunions of any sort.  Unfortunately, the pool of those 

people he does connect with is shrinking, although the bond he shares with Joe Bowen 

and Paul Funk are still strong.  
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CHAPTER 7 

SCOTT BEYERS 

 Born in Providence, Rhode Island on September 9, 1949, Scott Beyers grew up 

with the victory of World War II and the descent into the Cold War very much at the 

forefront of his young mind.  In the 1950s, Communist aggression was one of the 

biggest challenge facing the United States, and always on the mind of young Scott 

Beyers, and on the news at night.  The son of a veteran of the 101st Airborne, his 

father’s military service became known to him at a very young age.  After finding a box 

in the basement, Beyers remembers, “I went through all the stuff that he had and I 

looked at it and I marveled at some of the things that I saw that he had brought back the 

Second World War.  But it was not anything that he ever had a conversation with me 

about.”1  The two actually never had a conversation about the senior Beyers’s military 

service until the younger was on the eve of going to Vietnam. 

 Around the time of the Cuban Missile Crisis, a 13-year-old Beyers was sitting at 

home listening to the radio, “and even at that young age I knew right then that somehow 

somewhere along the line I was afraid that I was going to wind up going to war.”2   

Although unaware as to how the crisis would resolve, his understanding of the length of 

World War II, made him realize that there was a distinct possibility that he would end up 

going to war—partly due to the Crisis, but also because he knew that college was not 

going to be in his future.  Consequently, with the United States’ intervention in Vietnam, 

Beyers realized he ran the risk of being drafted.  He says, “I had to come to terms with 

that knowing that I wasn't going to go to college so I wasn't going to have any kind of 

                                                
1 Scott Beyers, Interview by the author, Little Elm, Texas, February 13, 2016. 
2 Ibid. 
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deferment.  The options for somebody like myself at that point would have been to join 

the military.”3  But Beyers had other plans. 

 Scott Beyers was not willing to commit to joining any of the services for a four-

year period of time, so he decided to wait until he got drafted.  After working for TWA 

Airlines in Cleveland, Ohio, a route he hoped would eventually land him in Alaska on 

what he considered the last frontier, Beyers says “I got my draft notice and I had to go 

back to Whitehall Street in New York City to take my physical, and then I actually got 

drafted out of Rhode Island.”4  Drafted in June 1969, Beyers attended Basic Training at 

Fort Dix, New Jersey, where he was selected as an 11B, Infantryman, and send to Fort 

Ord, California for Advanced Infantry Training. Before arriving, Beyers remembers:  

I had made up my mind once I got drafted that I was going to go through the 
process. I was going to do everything that was asked of me.  I was going to do it 
the way that it was asked of me.  I wasn't going to fight the system.  I was going 
to make everything go as smoothly for myself as I possibly could just because it 
would make it easier.  And the one thing that while I really didn't want to go into 
the service and I really didn't want to go to Vietnam, I still had a certain feeling of 
patriotism simply because of being so aware of the Second World War and of 
Korea.  And my dad’s service and people that I knew they had served.5   

 
Once at Fort Ord, Beyers knew full well that he was going to Vietnam, so he made sure 

he paid strict attention to everything that anyone had to teach him, he even stayed up 

late to chat with his drill sergeants and pick their brains about what awaited him in 

Vietnam.  For Beyers, “It was a very comforting thing to know what you are being 

trained for during the day that somebody telling you something quite comforting saying 

listen, ‘here's what's going to happen to you, here's what might happen to you, but you 

                                                
3 Scott Beyers, February 13, 2016. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
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can deal with this.’”6  After California and thirty days of leave at home, it was off to 

Vietnam aboard a commercial jet serviced by Flying Tiger Airlines, which had female 

flight attendants and every comfort of a commercial jet.  Beyers found it odd that his dad 

“went over on the Queen Mary, stayed in England, and then was with the 101st 

Airborne.  So he went over earlier in the night on D-Day and gliders.  I was thinking 

about how all those guys and how they entered the war and then here I am flying into a 

combat area in a commercial airliner with stewardesses.”7  After in-processing into 

Vietnam, Beyers was assigned to the Company A, 5th Battalion, 60th Infantry 

Regiment, 9th Infantry Division to a base camp at Rach Kein near the Mekong Delta in 

the IV Corps area. 

 Prior to arriving to his unit, the only idea he possessed about Vietnam was the 

fear of the unknown.  Beyers had to balance the horror stories of people referring to 

Vietnam as the most terrible place on earth, with the stories from his drill instructors that 

relived those kinds of fears.  After arriving to Rach Kein, the fact that he would be on 

patrol soon, “was quite unnerving because you had no idea.”8  He states:  

I remember the first time that I pulled guard duty because our base camp was in 
a village.  So there were people walking around all the time so you are looking 
through a starlight scope [night vision device] in the middle of the night scared to 
death because was the first time you pulled guard duty.  There was absolutely 
nothing to be afraid of but nobody told you that you didn't have to be afraid.9 

 
For Beyers, there was not really any time to create any preconceived ideas about 

Vietnam.  In his mind, he felt as though when the situation presented itself, he would 

                                                
6 Scott Beyers, February 13, 2014. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 
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deal with it and deal with it to the best of his abilities, the way he had been trained to do 

it.   

Like the others surveyed here, Scott Beyers “hated the fact that people were 

protesting and had the thought process that what we were doing was wrong and were 

not proud of our soldiers in our military for doing with they were doing [their duty].”10  But 

as he said before, he was going to do his duty to the best of his abilities and fulfill his 

task as an infantryman.  Beyers also notes that most of everyone he served with felt 

that way as well, at least in his world of A Company.  Unlike the others surveyed here, 

Beyers did not grow disillusioned with the mission. He says, his dedication and feeling 

towards the mission:  

May have been enhanced to some degree just because of our involvement and 
from meeting with the Vietnamese people and feeling welcome by them, 
welcomed into their homes, and being fed by them.  And you in turn, giving them 
things that belong to you.  The fact that we were there, they were grateful for the 
fact that we were there.  And they showed it in the way that they thanked us.  
They were very happy that we were there.  So in a way it makes your mission 
even that much more palatable if you will.11   

 
Beyers carried the radio as the new man in the platoon after he arrived in country, by far 

the most dangerous duty in a rifle platoon.  He recalled his first firefight saying, “I am 

flattened down face down in a rice paddy and the radio still sticking up way above the 

paddy dyke.  You are next to the Lieutenant because you have the radio and so in a 

firefight that's the focal point of where everyone wants to shoot first.  So it was a very 

unpleasant job to have.  I did not like it at all.”12  Following the first thirty days, he then 

                                                
10 Scott Beyers, February 13, 2016. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid.  Beyers carried the radio for the first month, before carrying the M60 7.62mm 
machine.  The M60 machine gun is different from the M60 tank referred to by James 
Kurtz.  Both carry the designation 60 because they accepted for service in 1960. 
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carried the M60, which was his primary weapon for the next ten months.  As discussion 

of his first fight progressed, he remarked, “my heart is beating faster than it is beat in a 

long time.  I'm not sure how I can answer that.  It was combat.  Coming to terms and 

reality with actually being in a combat site with you shooting somebody in somebody 

shooting at you trying to kill you.  It was scary.”13  Moving further, talking about the 

firefights became harder and harder, so discussion shifted away from topics concerning 

combat. 

The Objects 

 Being an infantryman, Scott Beyers was very limited in the items in addition to his 

Government Issue items that he could bring.  Beyers says, “The only thing I took with 

me other than government issued stuff I brought pens and paper, and a chess set.  I 

didn't carry anything else.  Where I was going and what I was doing I didn't think I 

needed to carry much of anything else.”14  As far as mementos from home, Beyers only 

believed that they would be distraction and he wanted to maintain complete focus on 

the mission at hand.  In this case, the choice to not take certain items reflected a 

defense mechanism from defense mechanisms such as avoidance and suppression. 

 The chess set is important to describing experience as a soldier in Vietnam.  

Beyond its inherent function, it also had a latent function serving as a gateway into 

friendship with Beyers.  Beyers agreed that, “It was probably some subliminal 

suggestion there that carrying us chess set.  Whoever accepted a game of chess with 

me was most likely going to be my new best friend.  If you didn't play chess I'm not sure 

                                                
13 Scott Beyers, February 13, 2016. 
14 Ibid. 
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that we were going to be friends even though we were in the same unit.”15  The high 

class and elitist nature of the chess set are in direct contrast with Beyers who came 

from a modest upbringing and was out on his own early on in his life.  As a person, 

utilizing the chess set is really the only way to get to the core of Scott Beyers, although, 

based on the interview, he has a sense of adventure and travel that is individualist in 

nature.  Furthermore, the chess set was a semiotic sign of acceptance, a coming 

together of friends coupled with a mutual exchange of conversation and knowledge, 

which Beyers always from an early age was on a quest for as much knowledge as he 

could get.   He says, “I mean just like today, this many years later my best friends are 

attorneys and surgeons.  Nothings changed just the date.”16  His appetite to better 

himself and achieve greater knowledge through chess, and the desire to purchase a 

Corvette, which is not realized until 1977, indicates a desire to improve himself from his 

station in life, and a desire to have nicer things, which are elements of taste culture and 

uses and gratification to have beautiful and aesthetically pleasing things. 

 One of the first things Beyers did on patrol was begin to trade things with the 

locals.  As previously mentioned, the G.I. economy, while not as stocked as its 

counterpart amongst officers in the helicopter world, still functioned in a similar manner.  

Beyers says, “Oh well we would trade with them basically.  Our C rations or our K 

rations were like gourmet delights to them.  And we were just happy to accept hot fresh 

cooked rice and rice wine.  It was like oh my God this is like dining out at a fine 

                                                
15 Scott Beyers, February 13, 2016. 
16 Ibid. 
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restaurant you know.”17  The second task in country was to write letters home, which 

Beyers did on a regular basis.  However, he recalls:  

My dad was not a letter writing type.  I wanted him to know where I was and what 
I was doing all the time.  And my mother I wrote to just so that she would have 
the comfort of knowing that she could look forward to regular letters and some 
communication from me because while I can't imagine what it's like to have a son 
off in a foreign war.  I can imagine what it would be like to not hear from 
somebody other those kind of circumstances and I think that would be awfully, 
awfully difficult for anybody.18 

 
The letters generated a wealth of information about his experience, and while he asked 

his parents to save them and return them to him when he got home, Beyers has only 

gone so far as to organize the letters and barely read more than a handful.  The 

memories they contain are still too painful for him.   He does remember that he treated 

each of them very differently in the letters: 

I wrote those things that you would write to a mom.  That you are fine.  How the 
weather was.  There's not that much to worry about, things are fine.  My dad, on 
the other hand, he had a map.  Every day regardless of where I was I kept a little 
diary, an ongoing letter that would go to hit stating where we had been moved to 
where we had been flown.  He knew on a weekly basis exactly where I was I was 
able to follow us.19 

 
His hope is and it is not something that he has a desire to have either one of his grown 

children to know or read about now, “but someday they will have the opportunity to read 

them.”20  Finally, it is significant to note that being the only soldier surveyed that was an 

infantryman, Beyers did not acquire a single war trophy.  He says, “While the 

opportunity presented itself I just couldn't bring myself to do it.  I didn't want a memento 

like that.   The only mementos that I got were the ones that the Army pinned on me.  

                                                
17 Scott Beyers, February 13, 2016. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid. 
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Those were the only ones I needed.”21  There is an element of guilt that is associated 

with the taking of war trophies.  He just despised the gathering of war trophies, and for 

him it was a matter of respect for the enemy.  This pairs well with the flag exchanged 

out of respect between Joe Bowen and the North Vietnamese colonel, as opposed to 

those collected by the other soldiers. 

The Memories 

 There are two distinct memories that Scott Beyers has associated with his 

service in Vietnam.  The first in connected directly to his homecoming, and the second 

does not occur until after September 11, 2001.  First, Beyers was selected as part of the 

honor guard to escort the 3rd Brigade, 9th Infantry Division colors back to Fort Lewis, 

Washington.  He was selected because he had zero acts of indiscipline and zero Article 

15s (Uniform Code of Military Justice violations).  Beyers’ unit was brought out of the 

field, and he recollects: 

We were kept all nice and shiny, and clean.  We were protected and I hated; I 
absolutely hated that.  Guilt is something that I never felt until that moment and 
then, guilt is just something that I don't have.  I never did anything in my life that I 
felt guilty of.  But the guilt I did feel then was that the guys that were in the 9th 
division with me, they were not coming home, they were just being reassigned.  
And it killed me to know that I was so fortunate to get out of the field.  I was going 
to make it home.22  

 
Second, following September 11, 2001, Scott received a black sweatshirt containing the 

word “Army” and a star decal on the front left chest, and they had the American flag on 

the sleeve.  Normally, he never wears anything that signifies his service, but decided to 

wear it out to dinner for Veteran’s Day, considering it was a gift.  After being noticed by 

a man at the bar as being associated with the Army, the man proceeded to quiz Scott 

                                                
21 Scott Beyers, February 13, 2016. 
22 Ibid. 
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on his service, which made Scott extremely upset, causing the man to become 

cautious.  Beyers remembers:  

And then he started talking to the barmaid and next thing you know she comes 
over and says he'd like to buy you a drink.  So when she made the drink for me 
he brought it over and he stuck his hand out, shook my hand, and said thank 
you.  And that's the first time that anybody ever said thank you, to me. [Becoming 
emotional]  It was a pretty unusual experience.  It has happened so very many 
times since I'm okay with it.  But the uniqueness of it.  Anytime I am in the airport 
and there's anybody there that is in a military uniform, I'm a going to brush right 
up to the bar, I am going to sit down, reach in my pocket, and I am going to buy 
them a drink.  And just keep on buying them drinks.  But I never had anybody 
who did that for me.23 

 
Of his memories, Scott simply replies, “I'm so very proud to have had the opportunity to 

serve.  I can't put it in any other words more succinct that.”24   

Summary 

 According to Scott Beyers, Vietnam only further enhanced what he was already 

meant to be.25  He is a selfless, caring, giving person who knows no limit to lengths he 

will go for others.  But as is evident by the objects, or lack thereof, except for his letters, 

there is a lot more to Scott buried beneath the surface.  Through chess, lasting and 

mutually beneficial friendship where born, while others were excluded from a place at 

the table.  It does not affect how he lives his day-to-day life, but there are scars that 

have been hidden by time that may only be revealed to his children in those letters.  

                                                
23 Scott Beyers, February 13, 2016. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Ibid. 
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CHAPTER 8 
 

WILLIAM “BILL” FRAZER 
 

Like Bowen and Kurtz, Bill Frazer was an Army helicopter pilot in Vietnam who 

volunteered for military service in 1968.  William Charles Frazer was born on September 

9, 1949 in Streator, Illinois.  A self-proclaimed heathen, Frazer had no religious 

preference when he originally enlisted as an infantryman; however, today he would 

consider himself an evangelical Christian and very committed to his faith.  Frazer went 

to Warrant Officer Candidate School and attended flight school prior to his single tour in 

Vietnam.  In Vietnam, Frazer flew OH-6A scout helicopters as part of Troops C and A, 

1st Squadron, 9th Cavalry Regiment, 1st Cavalry Division from February 1970 to 

February 1971.  Although his service ended upon return from Vietnam in 1971 due to 

lack of college credits, Frazer continued to serve and fly in various capacities with the 

Texas Army National Guard and United States government agencies until 1989.   

Frazer volunteered for the army primarily as a means of getting into the flight 

program.  Coming from a rather poor family, where college was not an option much like 

Scott Beyers, Frazer instead chose to volunteer in order to beat the draft, and “at least 

be able to have an opportunity at some sort of future life skill.”1  By volunteering, “I could 

select the school to go off to as long as I could pass the exams.  So by selecting the 

helicopter course passing the exams and therefore had a contract with the Army to go 

to helicopter school after basic training.”2  Although he only spent two and a half years 

in the service, Frazer had planned to make it a career.  He remembers:  

                                                
1 Bill Frazer, Interview with the Author, Little Elm, Texas, October 30, 2014. 
2 Ibid. 
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General Casey the 1st Cavalry Division Commander, had written an excellent 
OER, a special OER for me, which I knew nothing about before leaving country.  
I never even met in but apparently he knew of me he wrote a glowing report put 
me in for bootstrap early promotion to Chief Warrant Officer Three (CW3) and 
Warrant Officer College.  However when I got back to Oakland first thing they did 
was they met us as we were coming off the plane and they said, “Do you have 
any warrants here without two years of college?”  And if you didn't have two 
years of college credit than they immediately bounced you out.3   

 
Frazer’s homecoming experience is also captured in Matthew Brennan’s Hunter Killer 

Squadron (1990), where Frazer ends with the exact same story of his arrival in 

Oakland.4 

 Frazer’s experience in Vietnam quickly taught him something about himself.  He 

said, “You know literally I was pretty well terrified, but I found out very quickly that I had 

no fear of death.  I've been in more aircraft that were shot up and shot down, you know 

the worst situations that you could imagine, and I never had that fear.”5 He believed he 

was flying the most dangerous mission in Vietnam and by performing that task, he was 

preventing someone else from having to do it, and thus saving lives, someone who was 

married or had a family to go home to.  As far as the mission in Vietnam, Frazer took to 

it like a duck to water.  He recalls:  

Since I was in an elite unit of the Cav [1st Cavalry Division], we operated right up 
in the Cambodian border area right by the Ho Chi Minh Trail.  It was extremely 
dangerous.  And you flew virtually every single day.  I can't even count on one 
hand the actual number of days I had off.  I flew every day in a lot of hours.  A 
short day was ten hours.  And every day our job was to get up and start battles 
we started 90% of all the battles that the Cav fought.  We were responsible for 
over 51% of the kills.  So the way I looked at it any soldier I was able to kill or 
wound or take out of action was one list to shoot at a buddy of mine.  So I really 
took to the job, and I never had any fear, and loved what I did.6   

                                                
3 Bill Frazer, October 30, 2014. 
4 Brennan, Matthew Brennan, eds., Hunter-Killer Squadron : Aero-Weapons, Aero-
Scouts, Aero-Rifles, Vietnam 1965-1972 (Novato, CA: Presidio Press, 1990), 232. 
5 Bill Frazer, October 30, 2014. 
6 Ibid. 
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It was not that he was in any way psychotic, or enjoyed killing people, it was the 

adrenaline rush associated with combat and the fact that he was saving American lives 

that made him love it so much.  He had no preconceived ideas about Vietnam, only that 

it was his eventual destination.  He never got involved in the politics, the philosophy, 

Communism, or as he says, “mom’s apple pie.”7  Once in country, the sentiment that 

almost all veterans have reported crept in in the form of disgust with the protests back in 

the United States.  Frazer was no different than anyone else in this respect, citing that 

“they don't know what's going on, they don't know what's going on over here.”8 

The Objects 

 Frazer’s experience in Vietnam can be characterized as formative.  A non-

existent relationship with his family saw Frazer take only what Uncle Sam issued him to 

Vietnam.  Frazer said, “I had a family that really didn't give a damn about me.  They 

could've cared less.  They didn't even come and see me at the airport when I headed 

over to San Francisco to then head over to Vietnam.”9  He quickly developed a hard 

edge, learning to compartmentalize his experiences, transforming fear into aggression 

that he believed was the greatest weapon a soldier could carry and was often the 

difference between life and death.  Vietnam taught Frazer about true sacrifice from his 

comrades and himself, that developed an attitude that his comrades were worth his very 

life and the he willing to do so whatever he could to save them knowing they would do 

the same for him. 10 

                                                
7 Bill Frazer, October 30, 2014. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 
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 The only items that he purchased while in Vietnam was “a zippo lighter that had 

my call sign and the 1st Cavalry patch on it, crossed sabers and Apache 15 my call 

sign,” along with some cloth patches for the different units he was in.  Oddly enough, 

the zippo lighter has become an important symbol of the Vietnam War.  Anthropologist 

Ian Walters believes the zippo was an object of communication, writing: 

Many of them were issued with Zippos marked with unit emblems and citations, 
dates and places of deployment, which acknowledged their tours of duty in the 
war zone.  Participants often augmented the unit insignia and badges that were 
standard and common on Zippos from Vietnam, engraving the lighters to tell the 
world their feelings about their predicament. Many service personnel on active 
duty had their Zippos marked, by local Vietnamese engravers, with personal 
reflections on the war, the times, the country and their dilemma. These 
messages were informal, unrehearsed, uncensored and often spontaneous, akin 
to graffiti. These Zippos constitute a unique form of material culture, a class of 
objects that provides insight into emotions and cultural attitudes from the place 
that was Vietnam.11 

 
Not only does the lighter place Frazer at a time and place in history, it also provided a 

function as well as a means of remembrance.  As a member of Apache Troop, 1st 

Squadron, 9th Cavalry, the lighter was an extension of telling others who you were and 

what you did.  The “Headhunters,” as they were known, used many symbols to identify 

themselves such as a yellow triangle painted on the sides of their aircraft, identification 

numbers like Frazer’s “15” and crossed sabers signifying they were part of the cavalry.  

They also had red and white scrolls with “Apache” written on them, which they wore 

above their 1st Cavalry Division patches to let everyone know whom they were with.  

Frazer’s lighter signified him as part of Apache, and part of the Headhunters, something 

that he and the other members of the Squadron feel to this day. 

                                                
11 Ian Walters, “Vietnam Zippos.” Journal of Material Culture 2, no. 1 (March 1997): 62  
accessed January 6, 2016. 
http://libproxy.library.unt.edu:3015/content/2/1/61.full.pdf+html. 
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 Frazer is very indicative of most Vietnam veterans with respect to the items he 

brought back from Vietnam.  Frazer returned with a Chinese Communist (CHICOM) 

type 54 pistol, which is the Chinese copy of the Soviet Tokarev TT-33 pistol, in addition 

to the holster and web belt adorned with the Communist star.  These items were 

recovered from “Rock Island East,” which was one of the largest weapons caches 

discovered in Cambodia during the war.  For Frazer, these items signified the 

“knowledge that I served with the best unit and the best people in Vietnam, and that I 

never gave less than 110% every day in-country.”12  Upon examination of these items 

over the years, they tied him to a time, a place, and to friends.  As a testament to the 

importance, and meaning of the items, it was not until recently that Frazer auctioned off 

the pistol at 1st Squadron, 9th Cavalry Regiment reunion to benefit the Wounded 

Warrior Foundation.  In this sense, the object comes full circle from once being an item 

that takes life to becoming a item that now might help to save a life, achieving a 

functional alternative. 

The Memories 

 One of the most memorable things Frazer remembers happened when he was 

able to get a little free time in Bung tau.  He recalls: 

When I was up in Firebase Buttons, naturally up there you're on a firebase.  The 
little time I had when I was at Bung Tao, while I was getting my IP rating and my 
Cobra rating, I spent my free time studying.  So I think I went downtown one time 
just to get a good meal.  It was the best steak I ever had in my entire life and it 
had an egg on top of it, which I've never seen before.  It's apparently an Asian 
thing.  Now that I am married to an Asian woman, I find out that that's common.  
And that's all I remember, I don't even remember what vegetables. But it was the 
best darned steak because we were eating nothing but C rations out in the field.  
Our mystery meat, well we had a mess tent in Charlie Troop, an alpha troop it 

                                                
12 Bill Frazer, October 30, 2014. 
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took a couple of months to get our allocation of food so all we had was C rations.  
We didn't even have a mess tent.  So yeah I remember I ate a steak. 

 
This instance is somewhat out of character, for a man who was so focused on the 

mission.  This is the only instance where Frazer admittedly takes a step back from the 

war and focuses on something outside of the daily combat that he faced. 

However, Frazer is similar to those veterans who found difficulty re-entering 

society, because upon arrival home from Vietnam, his job was terminated.  He actively 

sought out a way to get back into the fight.  As part of his work with the U.S. 

government, Frazer saw action in Central America while flying helicopters and aircraft.  

Frazer said, “It was as close to being back in Vietnam as I could get and I loved every 

minute, especially when things got hairy.”13  In 1989:  

I was actually recruited by the task force 160th, and went through their program 
and was accepted.  The Army would not allow me to come back on to active 
duty, because I was a Chinook pilot and they said, “we have had too many 
Chinook pilots.”  So although I had been accepted as a scout pilot for the 160th, 
the Army in its infinite stupidity didn't allow me to come back in because my 
current MOS was 100G, which was Chinook pilot.14  

 
Vietnam was the beginning of a new life for Frazer; the constant need for the adrenaline of 

combat affected his career choices going forward.  In this respect, Frazer’s testimony is limited 

as it really only finds a genesis in Vietnam, which is why Vietnam is so formative, as opposed to 

other veterans who are able to regain the continuity they had in their lives and careers after their 

tour in Vietnam. 

Summary 

 Frazer brought nothing to Vietnam, only a will to fight in order to save lives, which 

was his sole purpose.  Thus material things were almost furthest from his mind, except 

                                                
13 Bill Frazer, October 30, 2014. 
14 Ibid. 
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when eating the most delicious steak with a fried egg in a restaurant in Bung Tau.  

According to Frazer, “For the first ten years (after Vietnam) it was rather devastating, 

primarily because when I came home I had no friends.  Previous friends did not want to 

associate with me.  It was like starting a new life.  No girlfriends.  No male friends.  No 

one that wanted to be around me because I was a Vietnam vet.”15  He also developed a 

drinking problem, which was only cured by making a pact with God, hence his newfound 

devotion to his Christian faith that was not present when he left for Vietnam.  He said, 

“You just never thought about yourself.  You are always thinking about those around 

you.  These are the people that I'm in charge of protecting.  These are the people that 

I'm in charge of.  I will do everything to bring them back at the end of the day in one 

piece.”16  Each man was willing to sacrifice his life for one another, a bond that, as Joe 

Bowen suggested before, is only found in combat.

                                                
15 Bill Frazer, October 30, 2014. 
16 Ibid. 
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CHAPTER 9 

DAVID SWANK 

 David Swank was born on September 9, 1946 in Nashville, Tennessee.  A 

Protestant, Swank volunteered in March 1967, and made a career out of the Army, 

retiring in October 1996.   As an aviator, Swank served just one tour in Vietnam in the 

164th Aviation Group, 1st Aviation Brigade, from February 1972 to February 1973 in the 

IV Corps area of the Mekong Delta.  Overall, Vietnam made Swank aware of things 

going on in the country that he was not aware of before.  Despite the difficulties 

associated with the mission in Vietnam, Swank’s unit was an extremely close unit.  

According to Swank, “we discussed our missions almost every night.  We discussed 

how we were doing with regards to the war.  How we were affecting the people in 

Vietnam.  What we were doing for them.”1  Additionally, they discussed what was 

successful on the previous days mission in order to make changes for the following day, 

known as an After Action Review (AAR). 

 Like most Americans, Swank had never seen anyone get killed before, so his 

ideas about combat were rather limited.  The most aggression he had witnessed prior to 

arriving in Vietnam were fistfights, although he had never actually been in one.  All of a 

sudden, he said, “when I got to Vietnam I did see people get killed.  So many people got 

killed, both good and bad guys.”2  Swank, trusted the government and accepted the 

mission to go fight the spread of Communism.  In turn, witnessing or seeing dead 

                                                
1 Dave Swank, Interview by the author, Little Elm, Texas, November 1, 2014.  Dave 
Swank’s interview is by far the shortest, which results in a very short chapter.  That 
notwithstanding his testimony is still important to the historical record, thus it is included 
here as a standalone chapter because each veterans voice is unique and deserves its 
own chapter. 
2 Ibid. 
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enemy bodies did not affect Swank nearly as much as the dead American bodies and 

casualties he came across.  For Swank, “you're there to help out the South Vietnamese.  

The Vietcong were bad guys, some of the things they did were atrocious. They 

committed a lot of atrocities.  We needed to get in there and wipe them out and get 

them out of the way, so the South Vietnamese could be successful.”3 

 Swank had a difficult time with the political double talk that was going on, and the 

difficult spot the soldiers were put in in Vietnam.  He said, “I listened on the radio that 

they were telling the American people that we were out of Cambodia when during the 

day we were there running assault missions.  So I mean stuff like that.  The American 

people were very critical in those days.”4   

The Objects 

 The only item that Dave Swank brought with him to Vietnam was a transistor 

radio.  According to Swank the radio served the function of playing music and listening 

to AFN (Armed Forces Network) in Vietnam.  However, the radio served another 

purpose of providing a link to the outside world.  With that said, AFN was a government 

controlled radio station, so the soldiers were only hearing what the government wanted 

them to hear.  As an item of popular culture, it is different from the stereo that Kelly 

Hudson plugged his headphones into, thus making the radio an egalitarian choice by 

Swank, since it was available to all who were within earshot of the speakers. 

 Dave Swank also acquired war trophies while he was over in Vietnam, bringing 

back a an SKS rifle (7.62mm rifle), and a Vietcong flag.   A South Vietnamese Company 

Commander presented the Vietcong flag to him after Swank’s helicopters “pulled them 

                                                
3 Dave Swank, November 1, 2014. 
4 Ibid. 



 94 

out of the jungle and performed fire support for them.”5  According to Swank, he sold the 

rifle many years ago, and has not seen the flag recently, but it is up in the attic in his 

house somewhere.  Swank said, “the flag I kept because there are a lot of memories in 

it of all the missions I did and everything.  It was a tough mission we lost a couple guys 

so it's really important to me just as a memory.”6  Swank’s flag is similar to Frazer and 

Bowen’s flags which were presented to them as a means of admiration between two 

warriors, both allies in this case.  Finally, Swank exchanged letters and audiotapes with 

his wife back home in Miami; however, those items were lost over time and only served 

their primary function as means of communication. 

The Memories 

 Vietnam’s lasting effect on Dave Swank was the education he received under fire 

during his tour in 1972-73. Swank states: 

While you grow as you learn, I came in through the warrant officer candidate 
program, and then took a direct commission as a First Lieutenant of Infantry 
before becoming an aviator.  In Vietnam you were able to see how men react.  
How people react under pressure and adapt to their surroundings.  As you see 
people develop you become more empathetic for things and that helped me 
down the road in several different commands that I had.  Understanding how 
soldiers grow, how soldiers operate, how they act, and how they adapt to things.  
Additionally, also going to the war and seeing what the equipment could do, it 
was an amazing experience. 7  

 
Swank would employ these tools throughout his successful military career, which saw 

him serve in Desert Storm and into the mid-1990s.  The understanding of soldiers under 

pressure and their adaptive abilities allowed him to assist the military with its transition 

following Vietnam in order to pave the way for the success in the Persian Gulf in 1991. 

                                                
5 Dave Swank, November 1, 2014. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
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Summary 

 Although Dave Swank’s story is fairly straightforward, it is indicative of a soldier 

whose one and only tour came at the end of the war, and was characterized in a 

generally positive manner.  In essence, “the camaraderie is the biggest thing you never 

forget those guys some of their names are on the wall in Washington, D.C. now.  I try to 

go up there, my in-laws live up there and we go up there when we visit.  It is just a very 

emotional time.  Very, very emotional time.”8  The Vietnam Memorial Wall in 

Washington, D.C. is perhaps the most well-known object that resulted from the war, 

which arguably has the most power, and draws veterans to it.  However, the healing 

power may be stronger in the items that each soldier made a decision to take or 

acquire.

                                                
8 Dave Swank, November 1, 2014. 
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CHAPTER 10 

CONCLUSION 

The works of Michael Herr, Tim O’Brien, James Schild, and Harold Moore are 

only a few of the many memoirs generated from the Vietnam War that have used written 

text to help define their Vietnam experiences, the evidence provided by examining the 

material objects that similar veterans deemed important to their experience has painted 

a far more vivid canvas, and provided a deeper examination into the individual veterans 

than the recounting of names, dates, and places, and the feelings and emotions pulled 

from the conscious mind.  By employing a multidisciplinary approach coupling 

psychology, sociology, economic theory, and cultural theory, it is evident that classifying 

each individual goes much further than their age, gender, or skin color.  While the 

exploration of gender and skin color has been removed from this study, it is evident by 

the results that even white men of similar age employ different objects in varying ways 

as an extension of their personal beliefs.  There are elements of deep seeded 

psychological suppression and avoidance, influenced but not necessarily caused or in 

conjunction with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, as well as semiotic signs that often 

point historians in the wrong direction.  Others are culturally coded, due to the military 

heritage in their family, the fact that they have no family at all, or the coding that exists 

within their rank and/or occupational specialty within the military.  High class, low class, 

elite, egalitarian, individualist culture runs through nearly every object they possessed, 

each with its own function, alternative, and latent use.  Indeed, the Vietnam veteran is 

far more complex than he is given credit for, grasping at nearly everything within his 
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power to aid in his own personal healing as well as that of his generation and make 

sense of his past. 

Although the objects veterans carried with them to combat or returned home with 

as souvenirs are significant historical sources, the decision to take nothing could be just 

as defining as taking everything. This is evident in the experiences of Bill Frazer, 

Kenneth Stumphauzer, and Scott Beyers.  Frazer was looking for the start of something 

new in his life, while the Stumphauzer was hoping to walk back into his normal life, and 

Beyers completely refused to even entertain the notion of taking war trophies; however 

each man’s experience went on to influence his life long after the conflict was over.  Be 

it Joe Bowen or James Kurtz, Kenneth Stumphauzer or Kelly Hudson and Glen 

Senkowski, each man made a calculated or sometimes subconscious choice in 

determining the significance of each item he took to Vietnam and those that he brought 

back.  Bowen and Kurtz’s objects were a foreshadowing of long and distinguished 

careers in the Army, marked by the desire to achieve professional excellence for 

themselves and the formations they led, taking excellent care of the soldiers in their 

charge, and providing honest feedback to their superiors.  The application of the field of 

material culture on the study of the Vietnam generation of veterans can only lead to a 

further understanding of an extremely dark and emotional time in the history of the 

United States Armed Forces.   

In summing up Vietnam, Scott Beyers said, “I think Charlie Sheen if anybody 

ever summed up your experience in a situation like we went through.  Charlie Sheen 

pretty much summed it up in his speech at the end of Platoon.  His final words were, ‘we 

have a responsibility with what's left of our lives to find the goodness.’  I think that I have 
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pretty much lived that life.”1  Material Culture and the associated approaches to 

examining the objects of America’s heroes and warriors is our way of attempting to 

explore the way the veterans lived their lives.  Through this process, this is yet another 

piece in the puzzle to aiding the healing of Vietnam veterans that Scurfield, Bleakney, 

and Hagopian discuss through their various works. 

This study of the material culture of Vietnam veterans is unique because it adds 

another avenue of investigation into Vietnam War history, adding to operational 

military/campaign studies, memoirs, and works on memory, increasing both how the 

historian is able to analyze the subject, but also readers’ depth of understanding beyond 

what personal narratives and historical scholarship have yet been able to provide.  It is 

key to the continuing development of history that scholars challenge themselves to 

achieve discovery in new ways, and material culture applied to Vietnam veterans is just 

that.  Ultimately, as the voices of the veterans diminish with the passage of time, this 

method of investigation will become one of the few that can add the level of vivid detail 

that personal narratives lost to time will be able to achieve.  In that event, archaeological 

theory will become more important to examining objects whose owners are no longer 

able to speak.  It is in this manner that similar studies in material culture can be applied 

to World War II veterans and veterans of previous wars. 

If the Vietnam generation can be explored using material culture theory, it will 

only be easier to apply to the current generation of veterans that are at this very 

moment continuing to fight in the Global War on Terror.  With the continued expansion 

                                                
1 Scott Beyers, Interview by the author, Little Elm, Texas, February 13, 2016. Platoon, 
directed by Oliver Stone (. Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer Studios Inc., 1986), DVD (. Metro-
Goldwyn-Mayer Studios Inc., 2006). 
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of economic market and supply chain backbones, such as the United Parcel Service 

(UPS), Federal Express (FedEx), and Amazon, the massive consumer culture that 

currently surrounds the United States Military, keeps soldiers’ minds occupied with 

consumer goods, and off of the fight at hand, often to the detriment of the mission as a 

whole.  Soldiers today can get their hands on just about anything, opening a world of 

possibilities for goods and objects that Vietnam veterans could only dream of.  The 

Forward Operating Bases have often been referred to as “Mini-America,” and almost 

sanctuary where they can forget that they are even in a combat zone.  In light of this 

expansion, comparisons between Vietnam veterans and Global War on Terror veterans  

can and will certainly be made in the coming decades.  Over three million American 

sons and daughters fought in Vietnam between 1964 and 1975, and nearly two million 

have served in Afghanistan, Iraq, and various other locations during America’s most 

recent conflict as of 2010.2  Considering that the conflict is ongoing, that number is 

surely creeping towards the total served in Vietnam, and that is with an all-volunteer 

force. 

The similarities between the Vietnam War and the Global War on Terror will 

therefore lend themselves to similar methods of study.  The strain on both the Army and 

the veterans during both conflicts, the well-documented cases of Post Traumatic Stress 

Disorder, and the difficulty in readjusting and finding comparable civilian employment 

are prevalent in each case.  Therefore, coupled with the massive expansion of 

                                                
2 Raymond M. Scurfield, “Post Traumatic Stress Disorder and Healing from the War,” in 
America and the Vietnam War: Re-examining the Culture and History of a Generation. 
ed. Andrew Wiest, Mary Kathryn Barbier, and Glenn Robins (New York, NY: Routledge, 
2010), 188. 
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consumer culture in the Global War on Terror as compared to the Vietnam War should 

yield an even more vibrant picture of the current generation of veterans. 

Additionally, this stream of research that has added another layer to the 

understanding of Vietnam veterans, could add solid historical evidence and narrative to 

the Global War on Terror, by unearthing memories that lay hidden from the researcher.  

While the major movements are known for both operations in Iraq and Afghanistan, 

much of the fine detail is inaccessible due to the fact that most of the war has been 

conducted at the lowest levels of the Army, and was not captured through the 

documentation process.  Historians now have a new method of retrieving this 

information based on a multidisciplinary approach to the material culture of veterans.
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The third verse of the poem, Voluntaries by Ralph Waldo Emerson, given to Lieutenant 
James Kurtz by his sister prior to boarding his flight to Vietnam in 1968.  Kurtz carried 
the letter in his wallet as a constant reminder about how his family felt about his call to 
serve (Photo courtesy of James Kurtz, 5235 Nottinghill Lane, Fairfax, Virginia, 22032). 
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James Kurtz’s Eskimo Billiken that he wore around his next as a good luck charm 
during his second tour in Vietnam(Photo courtesy of James Kurtz, 5235 Nottinghill 

Lane, Fairfax, Virginia, 22032). 
 

 
 

The red arrow is pointing to the NVA Pith Helmet retrieved by Joe Bowen after he 
destroyed the PT-76 pictured above in 1972 (Photo courtesy of Joe Bowen of 5566 

County Road 18, Ozark, AL 36360). 



 104 

 

 
 

Joe Bowen retrieved the AK-47 pictured above from the battlefield.  Many Veterans in 
Vietnam found the enemy weapons more useful and more reliable than standard issue 

U.S. equipment (Photo courtesy of Joe Bowen of 5566 County Road 18, Ozark, AL 
36360). 
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Glen Senkowski’s French mess kit that was retrieved from the body of an NVA soldier 
during a mission in Cambodia.  The .50Cal bullet that killed the Soldier and struck the 
mess kit was fired from Senkowski’s aircraft (Photo courtesy of Glen Senkowski, 15 

Stow Road, Harvard, Massachusetts, 01451). 
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This is one of the letters that Scott Beyers wrote to his parents, specifically his mother 
Mary.  It was written while he was at Fire Base Rach Kein in March of 1969 

(Photocourtesy of Scott Beyers, 1511 Westwood Drive, Lorain, Ohio, 44053).
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