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John A. Scocos Column: Vietham — Forty Years Later

“Today, America can regain the sense of pride that existed before Vietham. These events, tragic as they
are, portend neither the end of the world nor of America's leadership in the world.” These words are quoted
from former United States President Gerald Ford in April of 1975, regarding the Vietham War.

On April 30, 1975, the last American servicemembers in Vietham withdrew from the rooftop of the U.S.
Embassy in Saigon, ending the Vietnam War. One week later on May 7", President Ford signed into law a bill
officially ending the Vietnam era.

About 203,000 soldiers from Wisconsin served in the Armed Forces during the Vietham Era, 165,400 of them
in Vietnam.

Our Vietham Veterans will remember their 1,239 comrades from Wisconsin who died during the war. The
Vietnam War had cost an estimated 2 million lives, with many millions injured or disabled. Still others have
died after the war, and some have experienced difficulties adjusting after coming home.

It was a conflict unlike any other the United States experienced. Melvin R. Laird, a nine-term U.S.
Congressman from Wisconsin who served as U.S. Secretary of Defense from 1969-73, and who himself
received a Purple Heart for service during World War I, said, “These young men and women have never truly
been recognized for their sacrifices, patriotism, and valor in a very unpopular war.”

In a book compiled by students from D.C. Everest High School in Schofield, Wisconsin called “Vietnam
Experience,” Wisconsin veterans of the war talk about some common experiences shared: long stretches of
boredom interspersed with moments of sheer terror; not knowing who to trust; booby traps; insects; no real
close friendships and people losing contact after returning home; the tragedy of killing, and seeing fellow
soldiers killed; injuries suffered; doing a job to survive; and living in a climate of extreme heat (up to 130
degrees).

Infantryman Frank Biesel of the 5™ Cavalry, served in Vietnam from 1968-69. His unit “encountered more
booby traps than any other unit in the history of the United States. In about six weeks we encountered about
250 booby traps.” Biesel said of the war, “When you go into the service, they train you for conventional
warfare. Vietnam was unconventional warfare. It was guerilla warfare; it was a war of attrition.”

Tim Mero was a Marine tank officer who arrived in Vietnam in October 1967 and departed in October 1968.
One story stays with him -- being sent by a task force commander to take his men into a valley known as
Death Valley, destroy a tank and blow it in place. He didn't want to do that so he waited until dark. “We got
everything ready, and then we had to hook up our tank to this one that was crippled, and then we dragged it.
Pulled it all the way to the base camp. We were all by ourselves; we didn't get back until about 11:00 at night.
Headlights couldn't do anything, so it was absolutely dark. We made it back and were not engaged by the
enemy. No one knew. | don't think the enemy understood how few of us there were, but | really felt kind of left
out there, empty. There were two tank crews. There were eight of us total and we were just kind of all on our
own but we got back. | remember that night very, very well.”
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Jerome Ravey served in Marine aviation from 1967-68, servicing safety equipment of jet aircraft. He was
stationed in Chu Lai. “Two weeks before | was supposed to come home," Ravey said, "the Viet Cong attacked
our base. It was a little on the scary side.”

Women were in Vietnam, as military nurses. Diane Carlson-Evans volunteered as a registered nurse in the
Army Nursing Corps. She said, “We patched them up, we did everything we could to save their lives, and we
sent them back to be wounded again or killed, and it was just so tragic.”

Many of our leaders of today are decorated Vietnam veterans. Just as the generations of servicemembers
before them returned home to continue to serve their communities, so have Vietham veterans. They serve in many
capacities in many agencies and organizations, both public and private, throughout America.

Today, with the assistance of these veterans and countless other veteran and community leaders, we now draw
on the lessons learned in the post-Vietnam years so that we effectively and meaningfully welcome home our
returning veterans, helping them to reintegrate into our communities.
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