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Toujours
I would be untrue to myself
if I said that I did not love Vietnam,
for even as I was helping the Marines
penetrate its canopied jungles
and deconstruct enemy infrastructure,
its utter loveliness resonated within me.
It was endearing then and, no doubt, is yet,
for while war may upend and rearrange,
it does not alter the essence of a place;
it did not erase the emerald greenness of rice paddies
or the purple haze of distant mountains.
Those red ribbon dirt roads that I drove
have no doubt been paved to smoothness now,
but, still, along them move a smiling populace,
warmhearted people who added pidgin English
to their pidgin French to accommodate our needs,
we Americans but the latest wave of meddlers.
We came to this country when it suited us and left
when it was clear that we had overstayed our welcome,
but through it all, Vietnam endured,
as beauty always has, as beauty always will.
To say less, I would be untrue to myself.
____________
Brian C. Felder, a 3rd Engineer Battalion/3rd Marine Division
veteran of the Vietnam War, has been penning poems ever since his
return to civilian life and has coast-to-coast publishing credits to show
for it.
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Already Tomorrow in the Hố Bò Woods
In the last minutes of my father’s birthday,
Roger Miller sings about little green apples

where Dr. Seuss fans drunken angels into 3 AM
snow, where children stage make-believe coups

as a wind builds outside in the congé wake
of a year savage in its harvest. It’s already

in playground states, where a photograph
of my father passes another year on a table

tomorrow in the Hố Bò Woods, where trees
surrendered to longhouses and bomb-crater

across the room from a bookshelf Buddha,
jade with an eternal “Happy Birthday” smile.

duck ponds, where my father’s ghost still looks
for West Tennessee in the glow of a joss stick.

____________

It’s almost noon in My Lai, where children
hunt for snails on the banks of the killing ditch
as their grandmother moves her fingertips
along the clay wall of a museum hut,

Chance Chambers’ poetry has appeared in Muscadine Lines: A
Southern Anthology and as part of a Metro Nashville Arts
Commission public artworks project funded by the Bonnaroo
Works Fund and The Community Foundation of Middle Tennessee.
Originally from Paris, Tennessee, Chance has lived in Nashville since
1985.

her story a quiet and strained transmission
from a village apocalypse, decades past.
And when it’s happy hour in Hội An,
Mr. Truong will talk about NVA bodies
sent into trees by American bombs, how
he and other soldiers used bamboo sticks
to drop them from the branches. Today
Mr. Troung embraces his old enemies,
kisses their cheeks for photographs they
carry back home to their own cities
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Along the American Lines
Crossing the clumsy bridge
of an old fallen coconut tree
is a sort of balancing act
for the Mamasan and her daughter.
They carry a case between them
of thick glass bottles of Coke.
While trailing along behind them
is a thin little boy in shorts.
He carries a watermelon
and smiles at all the soldiers
waiting and ready for war,
but a smile can be so disarming.

not for fighting this miserable war,
but for supporting their portable store.
They walk back across the bridge
like a movie that someone runs backwards,
while we pack up our gear and head out.
We have ammunition to spend yet
and so many miles to go.
There's a question that keeps reoccurring
as we make our long march towards the night:
have we come here for war, or for commerce?

We buy all the bottles of Coke
and the ripe watermelon as well.
You work up a thirst in the jungle
for something besides canteen water.
This is commerce in Vietnam
along the American lines.
I spit out the seeds as I eat,
small bullets that shoot to the ground
disturbing a busy anthill.
The ants cart the seeds off somewhere,
they too are involved in the war.
I open the cold Coke and drink
it's the pause that refreshes I think,
though it still doesn’t quench
this deep thirst.
The women collect the bottles
they must be returning them somewhere,
while thanking us all the time,
4
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What the Buddhist Nun Once Told Me
"You young soldiers," she said.
"you think you can kill us,
but what do you boys know of death?
Yes you know how to kill
and you too can die,
but there's one thing I don't think you know."
There was gunfire close to the Temple,
three chickens ran into some bushes.
I heard a loud scream, then some moaning,
and then I looked back at the Nun.

She left, and I stood there alone,
uncertain just where I was going.
____________
Richard K Olson: “In 1995, Phan Huy Duong wrote to me ... ‘we
pursue the same work: to break down the walls between peoples and
cultures, to throw bridges between them.’ -I believe that.”

"We have all died before.
We know something you don'twe know death is not our destination.
We know death only lasts for a moment,
while eternity goes on forever.
It's the journey that matters to us.
It is taking us where we are going.
You walk through the towns,
you shoot at the shadows,
but really, what is it you're doing?
You are walking around in lost circles,
you go nowhere but towards your own death."
She stood there, a small woman staring
at something I couldn't seem to see.
-"It's the journey that matters to us.
That's the one thing I know to be certain."
She smiled and seemed to look through me,
"We have all lived before."
A voice from an inner room called her.
6
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Question for an American Friends Service
Committee Field Medic
1.
During active combat in Vietnam,
how many wounded could I realistically save?
I did not dare to count them
during bullets pelting around me
like spun tiny stones kicked by a tire
from a county road.

lying next to him and asks snidely,
what’s he doing here?
I answer, “He’s giving you a blood transfusion.”

Or I was too busy in the operating tent
after to count them. It was not a contest
to see how many I save daily;
it is a contest to see if I can save anyone
without being killed.

4.
Grief is in abundance but bandages are not.
What can I possibly know about survival?
Once a person loses a body part,
the other part still searches for that missing part.
It is called phantom pain.

The gut-shot private asks,
What do you know about survival?
Questions go skin deep.
2.
My job is to rescue as many as I can.
Some I cannot save. I have to evaluate
the likelihood of survival.
Some I pass over as the Angel of Death.
What do I know about survival?
I escaped by the skin of my teeth.

Take off the uniform, peel the layer of skin,
what remains? Is there any difference between them?
Pain crosses over language barriers.

____________
Martin Willitts Jr. was a field medic for the American Friends Service
Committee in Quang Ngai Province, and was on the burial detail after
My Lai. He won the Turtle Island Editor’s Choice Award for his
chapbook, “The Wire Fence Holding Back the World” (Flowstone
Press, 2016).

3.
My job is to rescue all the wounded.
An American soldier notices the North Viet Cong
8
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Highland Retreat

Early Evening at the Entrepôt

The wind relays a dialect, guttural, strange.
An irregular regiment debouches out its veins,
Disperses at dawn.
Fog, smoke, sun.

A breeze from off the river slips through the louvres as a
hand drops shrimp into a pot of boiling water.

In the afternoon twin engines drone,
A mote from above or below,
The lay of the land,
River with footbridge, ribbon of sand,
Hills, hollows, huts, clothes on lines,
Trees, not all with leaves, ravines, vines,
Trails to paths, shrubs to grass,
Green to umber,
Slash.
Murmurs.
Farmers, hunters, dinner in a bowl.
High, low, vertigo,
Runway to and from afar.
Dirt to dust devils, anything’s possible
Except the highway: clearly impassable.
Purpose leaves scars.
Scars rewind.
The old in a bind.
Youth inclined.
Out with the plane.
All that remains.

Out front, the ceiling fan wobbles. Five tables, none
occupied.
Traders, who haven't made the bundle they thought they
might, stand at the bar comparing tailors, transport, and
sources.
Nodding in acknowledgement of the chatter more than
the words that form it, here over there over then, the
bartender refills a glass. Pernod on the rocks, it becomes
the color of the sky that time of day.
The barmaid reaches from behind the traders to wipe at
the bartop.
A stout one, a gruff one, says, "You forgot to come to my
room last night."
The woman replies, "I didn't forget."
The men laugh, and she hears ice in a tumbler, ice crushed.
Stepping to the side, she finds another splotch to swipe.
The chatter resumes.
The Pernod projects an edge the way paper can cut or fly
when folded, its scent slicing through those of the
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riverbank, the market, the polish and the wood, nails, rust,
rice, shrimp, reeds, the border beyond.
Mosquito?
The woman claps her palm on her forearm. Clammy. She
feels it on her cheeks, too. Stomach, ankles, all over. She
misses her daughter, age three, home with her
grandmother. Sweet as mango, second chances. Could
another be on the way?
All things balance, the fortuneteller said. Does that
mean yes? she asked. He smiled knowing yes pays better,
in the short run, than no.
Her thoughts turn to a childhood friend, a neighbor, the
time he would not share his ice. Until then that which was
his had been theirs – spiders, carapaces, a tinselly top from
his uncle the bartender’s cousin, coins for candy. Blue
shorts, hand-me-down shirts, and at that age on that street
no kids wore shoes.
He returned for the holidays in sandals and slacks, a nylon
shirt with buttons, and a secret he wanted to share but
couldn’t, shouldn’t. The conflict enlivened him, his chest
out in exaltation. With it came a secret he did not
recognize: vanity. And now death, the repudiation of
vanity. Or its essence.

hard. He fist-taps the stout one, the loud one, on the bicep
and then stoops for his valise, provoking an uptick in
conversation. On the way out he removes his hat from a
peg by the swinging door. Halfway into it he dips and
turns, as though to say or hear a final word. None
forthcoming, he pushes through.
She imagines the place without him and his countrymen.
In the streets nobody would notice. The cook summons
her. She and the bartender exchange glances as she
approaches the kitchen. She smells garlic. And ginger.
Lemongrass. Under it all, shrimp. Today everything
reminds her of soap.
None of them, not even the fortuneteller, can conceive the
Playmate laid out larger than life in an oil painting above
and behind the bar, frequented by American advisors
fifteen years further on.
____________
Frank Light describes a family trip to Vietnam in “Third
Time’s a Charm” in Volume 25 of the journal War,
Literature, and the Arts. Other journals have published his
poems and essays, many of the latter from a draft memoir
titled Adjust to Dust: On The Backroads of Southern
Afghanistan.

The bartender heard. Just yesterday.
A tall, taciturn, linen-suited trader with a thin, blond
mustache that speaks of misdirection sets his glass down
12
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C 76

A Sleepless Saigon Night

Though it no longer speaks
this pebble is still thirsty
must know it will be brought back

Unable to sleep, I went down to the tv room
and sat alone watching Carnival of Souls,

as a lake and on the surface
a night where there was none before
–you are always listening for black
a coat, the shadow a mourner lets go
as if there’s no other way to drink
except from a hand left open
lifting this hillside to your lips
where underground streams are returned
as fingertips, salt and in silence.

a movie about a young girl who managed
to escape death because of an otherworldly
mistake. Then Death personified tracked her
down to an abandoned carnival where
the Dead danced at night. He captured her
to take her back to the Land of the Dead.
In the distance, I heard gunfire. On the screen,
my reflection stared back at me.

____________

Simon Perchik is an attorney whose poems have appeared in Partisan
Review, Forge, Poetry, Osiris, The New Yorker and elsewhere. His
most recent collection is The B Poems published by Poets Wear
Prada, 2016. For more information, including free e-books, his essay
titled “Magic, Illusion and Other Realities” please visit his website at
www.simonperchik.com.
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Saigon Guard Duty
My turn to walk around the school on guard duty.
Shopkeepers began their early morning preparations.
For some, the street was home. A few woke up. Others
stayed asleep. One man, mouth agape, slept on the seat
of his pedicab. Students in traditional uniforms set off
for school. A young man had little luck trying to catch
a Lambretta bus. He checked his watch and shook his head.

Flies and beetles were everywhere.
A one-legged man walked by on crutches.
I greeted him and he nodded.

A garbage truck arrived early to remove a six-foot-high
pile of trash. One worker picked up a stale loaf of bread,
wrapped it in old newspaper, and laid it on the side
of the vehicle. Great job to have: two hundred piasters
an hour and all you can eat. Cockroaches scurried off
to find a new home.

Two pedicab drivers offered me whiskey and French bread.
I pointed to my rifle and made a circle with my finger
to show them I had to work. Otherwise I would have loved to.
I was smart enough to realize that these men were the ones
who would prevent anyone from blowing up this school.
For me, a bomb was a large bowling ball with a lit fuse
at one end. I would not have recognized anything else if I saw it.

I walked over to the narrow alley separating
our building from the rest of the city. Dope addicts
were plentiful. An old man passed a hypodermic needle
filled with a deep purple liquid to another man. He held
the needle up to me as an offer. Not today, papa-san.
We both laughed. A Vietnamese civilian told me
it was morphine. Killed the pain. A bedraggled dog
nearby was covered in scabs and bare skin.
Other soldiers have seen men inject the syringe
into a dog first to draw blood before injecting themselves.
Several months back
a man died of an overdose.
We carried him inside.
I walked down the alley.
A boy played with cockroaches.
They were his pets.
He kept them in a box.
When I tried to talk to him,
he went in and closed the door.
16

Young men gathered in a circle playing cards for money.
A GI squatted among them. They spoke in loud voices
with much laughter. I wished I could join them.

A man cleaned out his pots and pans to maintain his dignity
in all this filth. A woman walked by with a metal bar
over her shoulders and a bucket of water at each end.
I wondered how far she had to travel.
I spotted an old man across the street with hand-made toys
he tried to sell. He walked down the sidewalk and spun one.
It whistled. He reminded me of an ice cream man ringing his bell.
Children followed him. None of them were buyers.
He never even turned around to look at them. That old
man will always be like a figure on a Greek urn to me.
Forever walking with his head down. Never expecting a sale.

_____________
Jimmy Pappas served for the Air Force during the Vietnam War
training South Vietnamese soldiers. He is a member of the Executive
Board of the Poetry Society of NH.
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Giáp
The General looked down the leafless trail and
reinvented himself, as if still young,
as the Red avenger having few thoughts or
compunctions about the invader.
For him no Coca-Cola dreams, no memories of
the tall iced glass or how wonderful it could feel
after a short rain in summer to be parked at the
drive in movie with an arm draped just so.
Never a delight at a county fair, the trill of that
first liquor store run to the corner or a late night
ballgame under the lights.
All this lost on him as the white mist from the orange
barrels came down on his people.
The yellow shine of the small American lightening bug
was unknown there and the smell of freshly cut Kansas
grass would have proved passing strange in this jungle,
in the long stretches of dead trees in the chemical dust.
Everything around him now wildly growing again despite
the poison and the hatred below the tree line in the fog that
was death for so many there as he saw his own new
lightening in the sky.
The preferences and desires of the invader were immaterial,
All the same, every detail the same concerning such white
devils as they drifted down from the clouds to him now,
Moon fall on a Claymore mine buried slowly.
In fact, the General could not have cared less about us,
seeing, in his good eye, only barbarism from above, barren,
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heathen promises of preeminence to our own masses with the
armed transports home for the boxes of those he fatally wounded.
The American planes there sat like fat green bees tethered to
the ground, rotors turning, ready to flaunt the superior minds
and technical branches of our roots, sanctified and
incredible in the riding of the shadow of the moon.
All lit up for the ride the phosphorus shell and desperate
bright gleaming of the night sky broke upon his
brow as the canvas helmet and web-like tentacles
of the Star radiated upward and out to the center.
And strangely, what happened to this old Asian General
happened to us far off in all the miles of evanescence as
grief tore at the barrier as he, as well as us, never saw the
essence of it despite the evidence trapped in the burning sky.
And who knows how his emotions could have been transfixed by
desire, then by calculation, but in the end, of course, events took
precedence as all were dispatched to the front as he never spent
a slack moment in the fleeting shade of the re-canopied forest.
Burning then, with gasoline made jelly to cut bone we tried
again to stamp the old gent out forever which was nothing to
him of course as he amply showed while digging more tiger
pits and rolling up on us in the dark to kill us while sleeping.
And despite his brutal cunning and lack of regard for our ways
we could, once home, never forgive ourselves the warped
assumptions, broken hamlets, burnt cities, hidden,
atrocious, wrenching cries as we fine souls could
see the faces of the dead children ground
to dust out on the village road.

19

Rolling Thunder, Vietnam
____________
John Huey’s student work of the 60’s-70’s was influenced by teachers
in Vermont such as John Irving at Windham College and William
Meredith at Bread Loaf. After many years he returned to writing
poetry in 2011. Recently he has had poems presented in two issues of
'Poetry Quarterly' and in the 'Temptation' anthology published in
London by Lost Tower Publications. Work has also appeared in
'Leannan Magazine', 'Sein und Werden', at 'In Between Hangovers'
and in 'The Lost River Review'. A poem regarding the Trump
inauguration will appear shortly in an anthology to be published by
Poets For Sanctuary (formerly known as Poets Against Trump). His
first full length book, 'The Moscow Poetry File', has been accepted for
publication by Finishing Line Press and it will be out in October 2017.

“My solution to the problem would be to tell them frankly that they've
got to draw in their horns and stop their aggression or we're going to
bomb them into the Stone Age.”
General Curtis Lemay, United States Air Force, 1965

In Bien Hoa province, south of Saigon
B-52s loom over our heads
and blacken the moon.
Bombs land like wrathful hooves
stomping across our valley floor.
A blinding flash of light
knocks me senseless.
When I awake,
I reach out to you.
My fingers flit over a cruel line
running down your chest
As the dawn breaks
over Buu Long Mountain,
A deafening silence
comes with the rising sun.
I see your fatal wound;
it is the color of a Hibiscus flower.
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Our village is blood-laced
with glinting pools of unearthly crimson.
You have joined Ba.

_______________
Bruce Sydow is a combat-decorated Marine. His literary work appears
in university presses, book-length anthologies, and magazines. He is
the recipient of the College Professor of Year and Excellence in
Teaching awards. Upon his return from Vietnam, he tutored over one
hundred Vietnamese refugees.

In Galang Refugee Camp, Indonesia
I am thinking of our last day together.
Do you remember it?
After we spread the rice out in the sun,
we walked back to the village.
You sang about our diligent labor,
and your joy of life.
But a constant ringing in my ears
has silenced everything.
I pray every evening
to hear your voice when I dream.
I pray every evening
to forgive the Americans for the unforgivable.
I pray every evening
to the Heavenly Father for your eternal peace.
My precious daughter,
will you sing to me in my dreams?
Kiss Ba for me.
22

23

After Seeing Mark di Savuro's Large Orange
Peace Sculpture
It's huge and on a ten foot high hill,
a personal statement against the Vietnam War,
“all we are saying, all we are saaaaaing,
is give peace a chance”
...
more than statements – dreamy eyes, whispered words,
“I'll be flying over China,” he said in ’65.

____________

Mare Leonard recently won a First Finalist award in the NY State Di
Biase Poetry Contest. She lives in an old school in Kingston, NY.
Away from her own personal blackboard, she teaches writing
workshops through the Institute for Writing and Thinking and the
MAT program at Bard College.

She never heard from him again, never received a postcard
that said, flying over China, wish you were here. She
forgot him but not about peace, made some personal
statements of her own, this is fuckingoveracountryapeople,
she screamed until the war was over, marched to state
houses, to student unions, to hell and back. She married,
but had recurrent dreams: she was wearing an aqua mohair
sweater, a short skirt, twisting her hips back and forth and
up and down, twisting like she did last summer, drinking
bourbon like she never did before. She can’t remember
many things he said, but does remember that small Tudor
window, the moon so far away. She remembers him
standing there, and couldn’t look away, couldn't.
And in D.C. she found him and his place of birth
and death and touched his name on that black granite wall
and heard echoes, his voice making a statement
“See I am telling you something, something
my name, see... my goodbye
from that place called Nam."
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Remembrance, Tết 2004
Sepulchers placed in random locations
across a field north of Danang
look neglected, small ones, large ones,
ones that are new and white, ones that are old
and yellowed and covered in black mold.
All above ground.
Two cows lie in the grass. One bull
standing, stares at our commotion.
My old military base is just a kilometer
away on the hill, but during the war
I knew nothing of this place.
We came to honor Mr. Hoan’s daughter
who died of cancer at the age of thirty-one.
We move everything from the taxi
to Miss Hoài’s marble sepulcher: letters,
poems, presents, cut flowers, paper money.
Miss Hoài’s vault stands on a marble slab
with swirls of tan and brown. The headstone
in front of the sepulcher has her name,
the year she was born, 1968, and the date she died
December 21st, 1999.
Mrs. Hằng faces her sister’s headstone
with burning incense sticks pressed
flat together between her hands
and bows her head to pray.
Smoke drifts up from the incense.
26

After Mrs. Hằng prays she offers
the joss sticks to me and I stand facing
the headstone with my hands flat together
as Mrs. Hằng had done and pray
with the incense pointed up and burning.
I tell Miss Hoài I am sorry I did not meet her
and that her family is special to me
and she must have been a good daughter,
a good teacher, and it is an honor
to be at her gravesite on this eve of Tết.
Like the elephant who visits the burial grounds
of loved ones and spends time touching
the bones with its trunk as if to reminisce
about the life they had together,
the Vietnamese converge on these
cemeteries with above-ground sepulchers
to spend time with their loved ones and speak
to them in full anticipation of communication.
Mrs. Hằng and her daughter
move all the paper items to a pile
away from the grave so they can
set it on fire. The pile flares up and burns.
Then smolders.
Mr. Hoan watches his daughter
and granddaughter push and poke
at the charred pile so it can
flare up again and burn.
27

Veneration, Hòa Mỹ Village 2006
All the epistles and hats and money,
now ashes blackened and weightless,
float up to the mountain,
toward the location of my military base
where I lived during the war

Shrines in the Vietnamese home are always
on the highest floor. Mr. Phúc stands
facing a mahogany dresser engraved with antlered deer,
long necked roosters and forest fairies.

with no knowledge of this remembrance.

A glass case on the dresser contains a statue
of a woman in a white shawl, a Bodhisattva
that stands twelve inches high. The shrine
has lit candles, incense, fruit, and framed photos
of Mr. Phúc’s father and mother.
He kneels in front of the dresser, aligns his body,
and places his forehead flat on the floor.
After a moment he stands with his hands
pushed flat together in front of his face.
He moves his arms up and down three times
and then prays, a long, quiet prayer to his ancestors.
This altar and incense and photos
on the highest floor of Mr. Phúc’s home
make me think of my father
who died of cancer in 1991
and my mother who died the year after.
My parents wanted to be cremated.
They were practical, everything paid for,
my brother and I did not need to worry
or be bothered with the cremation.
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Video Postcard from Vietnam
Their ashes are in a mausoleum in Berkeley, California
behind two small doors, high on a wall of small doors,
in an alcove with shrubbery and soft music.
I have visited them once
____________

Brian M. Biggs spent four years in the Marines with a tour in
Vietnam where he worked with the Vietnamese people as a Civic
Action Officer. His poems, essays, and short stories are published in
Crab Orchard Review, Brave on the Page, Oberon Poetry Magazine,
The Oregonian, and Dramatics Magazine.

This might have been the way it was
approaching rainy season in country.
The clouds grow ominous, layer upon layer,
on an otherwise perfect day on the river,
a signal for the wary to rustle an extra tarp or two,
though the carrying would be no delight,
as nothing had been then in the vicinity of Hue.
The water now takes on a faint smell of spoiled eggs
despite its reputation for pleasant odors when flowers fall.
The old ones will tell tourists who wonder about its name
that blood, having once troubled the riverbed,
forever taints the water that flows upon it—
the visitors nod having been made wise,
such wisdom not an industry brought often from the west,
though factories on either bank
are artfully hidden by scenes from a Disney transport—
jungle rhythmically cooing; water buffalo, slow-footed
and harmless;
the too perfect remains of what might have been
an ancient French garden.
Now the husband and wife in the postcard
float down the Perfume River as if on a loop—
two people resting in lounges on a pleasure boat
that’s been jury-rigged into seeming-junks topping the
launches
that once plied the river and then were left behind.
There are those who miss them at home
and might question where they’ve gone.
Others have not seen them for some time
and might wonder why they’re always here.
The odd, unspoken message says,
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Here is a place we feel safe.
Their fingers barely touch across
the distance between them, the width of the deck,
as they try their best to make a heart of their hands.
____________
Alan Walowitz is a Contributing Editor to Verse-Virtual, an Online
Community Journal of Poetry. His chapbook Exactly Like Love is in
its second printing and is available from Osedax Press.
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