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then afterward, when you go to tell about it, there is always that surreal seemingness, which
makes the story seem untrue, but which in fact represents the hard and exact truth as it seemed.

In many cases a true war story cannot be believed. If you believe it, be skeptical. It’s a
question of credibility. Often the crazy stuff is true and the normal stuff isn’t because the normal
stuff is necessary to make you believe the truly incredible craziness.
In other cases you can’t even tell a true war story. Sometimes it’s just beyond telling.
I heard this one, for example, from Mitchell Sanders. It was near dusk and we were sitting
at my foxhole along a wide, muddy river north of Quang Ngai. I remember how peaceful the
twilight was. A deep pinkish red spilled out on the river, which moved without sound, and in the
morning we would cross the river and march west into the mountains. The occasion was right for
a good story.
“God’s truth,” Mitchell Sanders said. “A six-man patrol goes up into the mountains on a
basic listening-post operation. The idea’s to spend a week up there, just lie low and listen for
enemy movement. They’ve got a radio along, so if they hear anything suspicious—anything—
they’re supposed to call in artillery or gunships, whatever it takes. Otherwise they keep strict
field discipline. Absolute silence. They just listen.”
He glanced at me to make sure I had the scenario. He was playing with his yo-yo, making
it dance with short, tight little strokes of the wrist.
His face was blank in the dusk.
“We’re talking hardass LP. These six guys, they don’t say boo for a solid week. They
don’t got tongues. All ears.”
“Right,” I said.
“Understand me?”
“Invisible.”
Sanders nodded.
“Affirm,” he said. “Invisible. So what happens is, these guys get themselves deep in the
bush, all camouflaged up, and they lie down and wait and that’s all they do, nothing else, they lie
there for seven straight days and just listen. And man, I’ll tell you—it’s spooky. This is
mountains. You don’t know spooky till you been there. Jungle, sort of, except it’s way up in the
clouds and there’s always this fog-like rain, except it’s not raining—everything’s all wet and
swirly and tangled up and you can’t see jack, you can’t find your own pecker to piss with. Like
you don’t even have a body. Serious spooky. You just go with the vapors—the fog sort of takes
you in....And the sounds, man. The sounds carry forever. You hear shit nobody should ever
hear.”
Sanders was quiet for a second, just working the yo-yo, then he smiled at me. “So, after a
couple days the guys start hearing this real soft, kind of wacked-out music. Weird echoes and
stuff. Like a radio or something, but its not a radio, it’s this strange gook music that comes right
out of the rocks. Faraway, sort of, but right up close, too. They try to ignore it. But it’s a listening
post, right? So they listen. And every night they keep hearing this crazyass gook concert. All

kinds of chimes and xylophones. I mean, this is wilderness—no way, it can’t be real—but there it
is, like the mountains are tuned in to Radio Fucking Hanoi. Naturally they get nervous. One guy
sticks Juicy Fruit in his ears. Another guy almost flips. Thing is, though, they can’t report music.
They can’t get on the horn and call back to base and say, ‘Hey, listen, we need some firepower,
we got to blow away this weirdo gook rock band.’ They can’t do that. It wouldn’t go down. So
they lie there in the fog and keep their months shut. And what makes it extra bad, see, is the poor
dudes can’t horse around like normal. Can’t joke it away. Can’t even talk to each other except
maybe in whispers, all hush-hush, and that just revs up the willies. All they do is listen.”
Again there was some silence as Mitchell Sanders looked out on the river. The dark was
coming on hard now, and off to the west I could see the mountains rising in silhouette, all the
mysteries and unknowns.
“This next part,” Sanders said quietly, “you won’t believe.”
“Probably not,” I said.
“You won’t. And you know why?”
“Why?”
He gave me a tired smile. “Because it happened. Because every word is absolutely deadon true.”
Sanders made a little sound in his throat, like a sigh, as if to say he didn’t care if I
believed it or not. But he did care. He wanted me to believe, I could tell. He seemed sad, in a
way.
“These six guys, they’re pretty fried out by now, and one night they start hearing voices.
Like at a cocktail party. That’s what it sounds like, this big swank gook cocktail party somewhere
out there in the fog. Music and chitchat and stuff. It’s crazy, I know, but they hear the champagne
corks. They hear the actual martini glasses. Real hoity-toity, all very civilized, except this isn’t
civilization. This is Nam.
“Anyway, the guys try to be cool. They just lie there and groove, but after a while they
start hearing—you won’t believe this—they hear chamber music. They hear violins and shit.
They hear this terrific mama-san soprano. Then after a while they hear gook opera and a glee
club and the Haiphong Boys Choir and a barbershop quartet and all kinds of weird chanting and
Buddha-Buddha stuff. The whole time, in the background, there’s still that cocktail party going
on. All these different voices. Not human voices, though. Because it’s the mountains. Follow
me? The rock—it’s talking. And the fog, too, and the grass and the goddamn mongooses.
Everything talks. The trees talk politics, the monkeys talk religion. The whole country. Vietnam,
the place talks.
“The guys can’t cope. They lose it. They get on the radio and report enemy movement—a
whole army, they say—and they order up the firepower. They get arty and gunships. They call in
air strikes. And I’ll tell you, they fuckin’ crash that cocktail party. All night long, they just smoke
those mountains. They make jungle juice. They blow away trees and glee clubs and whatever else
there is to blow away. Scorch time. They walk napalm up and down the ridges. They bring in the
Cobras and F-4s, they use Willie Peter and HE and incendiaries. It’s all fire. They make those
mountains bum.
“Around dawn things finally get quiet. Like you never even heard quiet before. One of
those real thick, real misty days—just clouds and fog, they’re off in this special zone—and the

mountains are absolutely dead-flat silent. Like Brigadoon—pure vapor, you know? Everything’s
all sucked up inside the fog. Not a single sound, except they still hear it.
“So they pack up and start humping. They head down the mountain, back to base camp,
and when they get there they don’t say diddly. They don’t talk. Not a word, like they’re deaf and
dumb. Later on this fat bird colonel comes up and asks what the hell happened out there. What’d
they hear? Why all the ordnance? The man’s ragged out, he gets down tight on their case. I mean,
they spent six trillion dollars on firepower, and this fatass colonel wants answers, he wants to
know what the fuckin’ story is.
“But the guys don’t say zip. They just look at him for a while, sort of funnylike, sort of
amazed, and the whole war is right there in that stare. It says everything you can’t ever say. It
says, man, you got wax in your ears. It says, poor bastard, you’ll never know—wrong
frequency—you don’t even want to hear this. Then they salute the fucker and walk away, because
certain stories you don’t ever tell.”

You can tell a true war story by the way it never seems to end. Not then, not ever. Not
when Mitchell Sanders stood up and moved off into the dark.
It all happened.
Even now I remember that yo-yo. In a way, I suppose, you had to be there, you had to
hear it, but I could tell how desperately Sanders wanted me to believe him, his frustration at not
quite getting the details right, not quite pinning down the final and definitive truth.
And I remember sitting at my foxhole that night, watching the shadows of Quang Ngai,
thinking about the coming day and how we would cross the river and march west into the
mountains, all the ways I might die, all the things I did not understand.
Late in the night Mitchell Sanders touched my shoulder.
“Just came to me,” he whispered. “The moral, I mean. Nobody listens. Nobody hears
nothing. Like that fatass colonel. The politicians, all the civilian types, what they need is to go
out on LP. The vapors, man. Trees and rocks—you got to listen to your enemy.”

And then again, in the morning, Sanders came up to me. The platoon was preparing to
move out, checking weapons, going through all the little rituals that preceded a day’s march.
Already the lead squad had crossed the river and was filing off toward the west.
“I got a confession to make,” Sanders said. “Last night, man, I had to make up a few
things.”
“I know that.”
“The glee club. There wasn’t any glee club.”
“Right.”
“No opera.”
“Forget it, I understand.”
“Yeah, but listen, it’s still true. Those six guys, they heard wicked sound out there. They
heard sound you just plain won’t believe.”
Sanders pulled on his rucksack, closed his eyes for a moment, then almost smiled at me.

I knew what was coming but I beat him to it.
“All right,” I said, “what’s the moral?”
“Forget it.”
“No, go ahead.”
For a long while he was quiet, looking away, and the silence kept stretching out until it
was almost embarrassing. Then he shrugged and gave me a stare that lasted all day.
“Hear that quiet, man?” he said. “There’s your moral.”

In a true war story, if there’s a moral at all, it’s like the thread that makes the cloth. You
can’t tease it out. You can’t extract the meaning without unraveling the deeper meaning. And in
the end, really, there’s nothing much to say about a true war story, except maybe “Oh.”
True war stories do not generalize. They do not indulge in abstraction or analysis.
For example: War is hell. As a moral declaration the old truism seems perfectly true, and
yet because it abstracts, because it generalizes, I can’t believe it with my stomach. Nothing turns
inside.
It comes down to gut instinct. A true war story, if truly told, makes the stomach believe.

This one does it for me. I’ve told it before—many times, many versions—but here’s what
actually happened.
We crossed the river and marched west into the mountains. On the third day, Curt Lemon
stepped on a booby-trapped 105 round. He was playing catch with Rat Kiley, laughing, and then
he was dead. The trees were thick; it took nearly an hour to cut an LZ for the dustoff.
Later, higher in the mountains, we came across a baby VC water buffalo. What it was
doing there I don’t know—no farms or paddies—but we chased it down and got a rope around it
and led it along to a deserted village where we set for the night. After supper Rat Kiley went over
and stroked its nose.
He opened up a can of C rations, pork and beans, but the baby buffalo wasn’t interested.
Rat shrugged.
He stepped back and shot it through the right front knee. The animal did not make a
sound. It went down hard, then got up again, and Rat took careful aim and shot off an ear. He
shot it in the hindquarters and in the little hump at its back. He shot it twice in the flanks. It
wasn’t to kill; it was just to hurt. He put the rifle muzzle up against the mouth and shot the mouth
away. Nobody said much. The whole platoon stood there watching, feeling all kinds of things,
but there wasn’t a great deal of pity for the baby water buffalo. Lemon was dead. Rat Kiley had
lost his best friend in the world. Later in the week he would write a long personal letter to the
guy’s sister, who would not write back, but for now it was a question of pain. He shot off the tail.
He shot away chunks of meat below the ribs. All around us there was the smell of smoke and
filth, and deep greenery, and the evening was humid and very hot. Rat went to automatic. He shot
randomly, almost casually, quick little spurts in the belly and butt. Then he reloaded, squatted
down, and shot it in the left front knee. Again the animal fell hard and tried to get up, but this
time it couldn’t quite make it. It wobbled and went down sideways. Rat shot it in the nose. He

bent forward and whispered something, as if talking to a pet, then he shot it in the throat. All the
while the baby buffalo was silent, or almost silent, just a light bubbling sound where the nose had
been. It lay very still. Nothing moved except the eyes, which were enormous, the pupils shiny
black and dumb.
Rat Kiley was crying. He tried to say something, but then cradled his rifle and went off by
himself
The rest of us stood in a ragged circle around the baby buffalo. For a time no one spoke.
We had witnessed something essential, something brand-new and profound, a piece of the world
so startling there was not yet a name for it.
Somebody kicked the baby buffalo.
It was still alive, though just barely, just in the eyes.
“Amazing,” Dave Jensen said. “My whole life, I never seen anything like it.”
“Never?”
“Not hardly. Not once.”
Kiowa and Mitchell Sanders picked up the baby buffalo. They hauled it across the open
square, hoisted it up, and dumped it in the village well.
Afterward, we sat waiting for Rat to get himself together.
“Amazing,” Dave Jensen kept saying.
“For sure.”
“A new wrinkle. I never seen it before.”
Mitchell Sanders took out his yo-yo.
“‘Well, that’s Nam,” he said, “Garden of Evil. Over here, man, every sin’s real fresh and
original.”

How do you generalize?
War is hell, but that’s not the half of it, because war is also mystery and terror and
adventure and courage and discovery and holiness and pity and despair and longing and love.
War is nasty; war is fun. War is thrilling; war is drudgery. War makes you a man; war makes you
dead.
The truths are contradictory. It can be argued, for instance, that war is grotesque. But in
truth war is also beauty. For all its horror, you can’t help but gape at the awful majesty of combat.
You stare out at tracer rounds unwinding through the dark like brilliant red ribbons. You crouch
in ambush as a cool, impassive moon rises over the nighttime paddies. You admire the fluid
symmetries of troops on the move, the harmonies of sound and shape and proportion, the great
sheets of metal-fire streaming down from a gunship, the illumination rounds, the white
phosphorous, the purply black glow of napalm, the rocket’s red glare. It’s not pretty, exactly. It’s
astonishing. It fills the eye. It commands you. You hate it, yes, but your eyes do not. Like a killer
forest fire, like cancer under a microscope, any battle or bombing raid or artillery barrage has the
aesthetic purity of absolute moral indifference—a powerful, implacable beauty—and a true war
story will tell the truth about this, though the truth is ugly.
To generalize about war is like generalizing about peace. Almost everything is true.
Almost nothing is true. At its core, perhaps, war is just another name for death, and yet any

