“Escaping the Horrors of War: Drugs and GI Resistance in Vietnam”

 “The clatter of machine guns was like a Stravinsky percussion interlude from Le Sacre du Printemps. There isn’t a psychedelic discotheque that can match the beauty of flares and bombs at night.”  - John Steinbeck IV, 1968.


In December, 1970, Comedian Bob Hope generated a wave of laughter from a crowd of American troops telling jokes about marijuana and the use of drugs in Vietnam. Sent to boost morale as part of the United Service Organization, Hope sarcastically proclaimed, “Is it true the officers are getting flight pay? I saw a Sergeant before the show standing on a corner with a lampshade on his head waiting to be turned on…. At one barracks, everyone was watching 12 o’clock high. And they didn’t even have a TV set.” He added, “I hear you guys are interested in gardening security. Our officer said a lot of you guys are growing your own grass.” Hope drew the greatest cheers when he declared: “Instead of taking away marijuana from the soldiers – we ought to be giving it to the negotiators in Paris.”
 


While worthy of some good laughs, Hope’s remarks - and the reaction that they elicited – held deep social significance. They promoted recognition that drug use had different connotations for soldiers than senior commanding officers or contemporaries back home. In calling for American leaders to smoke marijuana before going to the negotiating table, Hope further tapped into a growing anti-establishment ethos and mistrust for government pervading the military, which helped to account in part for the relatively high drug usage rates. Expanding on Hope’s jokes, this talk seeks to demonstrate how the use of drugs during the war by American soldiers served as a reflection of its high human costs and social injustice. Drugs were a product of what Robert Jay Lifton referred to as the “counterfeit social universe” of ‘The Nam’ and means for GIs to cope with the stresses and horrors of the conflict. It was also a critical dimension of the resistance carried out by lower ranking “grunts” against their senior commanding officers. This is an element of the war that has largely been obscured in American popular memory. Most popular depictions – including the mass media and in Hollywood films - have served to divorce drug use from the social context of the war and frequently blame drugs for the commission of civilian atrocities, which were really institutionalized within the fabric of U.S. policy. They further portray drugs as a marker of veterans’ psycho-pathology– rather than as an act of defiance. Such depictions have had profound implications in transforming the image of Vietnam veterans into one of a primary victim of the conflict, rather than active opponents of it. They in turn helped to shape what historian George Herring referred to as the “self-collective amnesia” in the United States surrounding the brutalities of the war and its devastating humanitarian toll– and the disillusionment that it fostered among those who fought it, with profound effect.  

Drug Use in Vietnam in Historical Context

“Illegal drug abuse by military personnel in Vietnam was a ‘cause celebre’ surrounded by considerable rhetoric, conjecture and emotion from people of different political and philosophical persuasions.” - Morris ‘Duke’ Stanton, military psychiatrist, 1976.


To give the audience a bit of a background, illegal drugs were readily available in Vietnam from the invasion of American combat troops in the early 1960s. Among them was a headache remedy known as Binoctal, which soldiers took alongside alcohol for a “quick high.”
 Throughout most of the war, the military actually distributed amphetamines or “pep pills” to soldiers serving on long-range reconnaissance missions to prevent them from falling asleep or to help them lose weight.
 Many soldiers claimed that the pills increased their irritability, including one who admitted to killing over 100 civilians in the Ia Drang Valley while coming off a high, though others recorded a more favorable effect.
 The most widely used intoxicant in Vietnam was marijuana of a high potency, which grew wild in the countryside.
 GIs developed nicknames like “Pleiku Pink,” “Bleu de Hue,” and “Cambodian Red” based on the province or locality in which it was grown. They got stoned overwhelmingly (upwards of 90 percent) as a group activity, rather than in isolation. The Vietnamese themselves rarely smoked, preferring the chewing of betel nuts or the smoking of opium. Capitalizing on rising market demand, many farmers sold marijuana through local retailing merchants, often in packs of Parker Lane and Kent cigarettes. These could be purchased for 400 Vietnamese piasters or $1.50 - an unheard of price by American standards.
 

In 1967, as a result of a growing wave of media attention, the Department of Defense formed a special task force on narcotics and commissioned psychiatrist Roger A. Roffman to conduct a study at the Long Binh Jail, where drugs were prevalent despite tightening security. He found that 63 percent of prisoners tried marijuana.
 In a follow-up survey, Roffman and Ely Sapol determined that 28.9 percent of GIs stationed in the Southern Corps experimented with marijuana at least once during their tour of duty in South Vietnam; a comparable total to user rates in the U.S. for men between the ages of 18 and 21 (28 percent surveyed had tried before in the U.S.).
 Both were deeply dismayed by the media’s coverage, which inflated their data and issued “bombastic statements that 60,70, 80 or even 90 percent of American troops” thus blowing the scope way out of proportion.

 
By November 1970, the opening of transportation routes from the Golden Triangle through Cambodia following the U.S. backed Lon Nol coup, plummeting morale rates and a crackdown on marijuana by the Department of Defense facilitated the spread of a highly purified form of heroin that was smoked, known as “scag.”
 The narcotic was first introduced in Vietnam in late 1969, when it first began appearing in police reports, by Thai soldiers trained by American Special Forces and the CIA.
 Various studies estimated that between five to thirty five percent of lower enlisted “grunts,” a majority of them draftees, experimented with “scag,” which was openly sold in Vietnamese marketplaces for a fraction of the cost than in the U.S.
 The highest found that 20 percent were “strung out” in some units, although government urinalysis tests estimated that the total for the entire Army was 5 percent.
 
 “Drugs Got Me Through the Day”: The Psychological Importance of Drug Use in Vietnam


These totals resulted from the important psychological function of drug use in a war fought on behalf of a corrupt client-regime against a popularly backed revolutionary movement – a point that was obscured in most media portrayals. Stripped of their youthful naivety and idealism early into their tour of duty, most soldiers encountered bitter hostility throughout the Vietnamese countryside and were perceived as unwelcome foreign intruders – much like the French foreign legionnaires. They faced grave difficulty adjusting to the treacherous jungle terrain, in which the National Liberation Front commanded deep support, and were constantly in fear of guerrilla attack.
 Fighting at what one analyst termed the “butt end of a bad war,” 43 percent of soldiers, according to a study by sociologist John Helmer, cited “escape” as the key reason why they used drugs, while 37 percent cited “to forget the killing and relieve the pressure.”
 In a personal memoir The Drug Hazed War in Southeast Asia, Sergeant Jay Dee Ruybal, who served with the 4th Battalion, 60th Artillery from October 1967 to June 1969, commented, “For many of us, drugs were a form of self-medication. I daydreamed under their influence. They offered a temporary release from the constant fear and physical suffering.”
 Bill Karabaic, a drug counselor with the 101st Airborne Division, similarly explained, “Vietnam is a bad place to be. Most people want to get through it as quickly and as painlessly as possible and drugs can help.”
 Writing in The Nation, Private David Kashimba put the rationale in slightly different terms, “The Vietnam War has no purpose and that is the originator of the [heroin] problem…..To escape minds that have been shattered by killing for the sake of their superiors’ thirst for blood.”
 

In “The Importance of Being Stoned in Vietnam,” John Steinbeck IV relates how drugs helped desensitize him from the violence and brutality of the war. He commented, “Because of what marijuana does to the brain’s interpretation of light and what we call beauty – a wonderful change in war starts to occur. Instead of the grim order of terror, explosions modulate musically – death takes on a new approachable symbolism that is not so horrible.”
 Steinbeck’s description was characteristic of many of his contemporaries who took drugs, in the words of historian Gabriel Kolko, as an “anodyne for the minutes and days of terror and boredom.”
 Dr. Peter Bourne, chief of the neuropsychiatry section of the U.S. Army Medical Research Team who also participated in combat operations, commented, “The use of drugs in the combat zone has a particular appeal because the psychological anesthesia provides a ready antidote to environmental stress. Soldiers know how near they have come to dying and about the possibility of death in the future and feel no compunction about immersing themselves in immediate gratification.”
 


Dr. Richard Ratner, a psychiatrist from the Bronx working at the Long-Binh military stockade, compared GIs in Vietnam to impoverished minorities living in urban slums: “Many have told me they took heroin because of the boredom and hassle of life here,” he said. “The soldiers don’t want to be here. Their living conditions are bad, they are surrounded by privileged classes, namely officers, and there is accepted use of violence....Like in the ghetto, they take drugs and they try to forget.”
 Norman Zinberg of Tufts medical school found that heroin’s ability to make time pass quickly was appealing for GIs counting down their DEROS (Date of Expected Return from Overseas). According to soldiers that he interviewed, the drug provided a kind of “blessed oblivion” which helped to “magically remove them” from an “otherwise intolerable situation” - at least for a short time.
 “Hated by the Vietnamese and hating them,” he wrote in a 1972 article appearing in the Archives of General Psychiatry, “the American troops were easily attracted to any activity, including drug use that blotted out the outside world. The user sees his problem as one of getting through a thoroughly unpleasant year. Heroin’s remarkable effect in speeding up the time provides him with an ingenious and effective (in one sense) solution to this problem.”
 

Zinberg emphasized further that drug use almost always occurred in a group environment and served as an important bonding mechanism and initiation rite for new recruits (or FNG’s – Fucking New Guys in GI slang) that allowed them to flout the moral exhortations of their officers and the senior military command. Dr. Clinton R. Sanders, who worked with veterans at a VA center in Chicago, concluded that drugs represented a form of “functional self-medication” and “chemo-therapy” for GIs, as well as an effective “solution” to the despairing social conditions bred by the war and “vacation” from its horrors.
 He commented, “While drug use by American soldiers in Southeast Asia is seen as a threateningly illegal activity by military and governmental officials and is indicative of psychopathology, it is defined as a realistic and rational response to the Vietnam experience by the GI user. For him drugs perform certain necessary social and personal functions, and meet a variety of healthy and normal needs.”
 Sanders further pointed to the importance of drug use as a route by which dispirited soldiers could “flaunt those who have authority over him,” thereby “tasting the sweet pleasures of rebellion.” He quoted one GI who stated, “Guys would come over just out of boot camp talking about cutting off ears and what bad-asses they were. Pretty soon, though, they’d find out that those little 5’2 guys were really big with an AK-47. Then they’d be over with us doing dope, talking about going back to ‘the world’ and wishing they’d never come over here.”
 

Yale’s Robert Jay Lifton, also committed peace and anti-nuclear activist, reported that some GIs dreamed up scenarios where they got high together with the NLF and dropped their weapons in mutual amity and affection. One soldier told him, “When I was smoking then I would say it’s just a bunch of bullshit. It really is ridiculous, really stupid... Somebody back there in Washington is programming us, and we’re just being tools of it.” Questioning whether it was the soldiers on drugs who were crazy or the war itself and war-makers, Lifton argued more broadly that drug use helped to “numb” the emotional pain and “guilt complex” of soldiers living in what he termed the “counterfeit social universe of ‘the Nam.’” This was characterized by an omnipresent fear of death, the massacring of Vietnamese and “absurd” technological destruction.
 
Soldiers in Revolt: Drugs as Symbol of Military Resistance 

As Lifton’s analysis illuminates, by studying drugs and why soldiers took them, we can learn a lot about the Vietnam War; its brutality, human costs and injustice. We can further learn about the psychological toll that the war took on the men sent to fight it, and their ultimate refusal to conform. Drugs emerged as an important symptom of the internecine conflict that plagued the Armed Forces, especially after of the 1968 Tet offensive.
 During the course of the war, the military’s composition changed from ideologically motivated volunteers to dispirited conscripts bent on challenging authority and resisting U.S. policy. In a rare bout of grounded reporting, The Washington Post captured this shift in their eight-part series, “Army in Anguish,” editorializing, “With their long hair, black power wristbands and peace medallions, the rumpled, half-bearded GIs lining up at Long Binh for their pre-departure heroin-detected tests bear little resemblance to the tough professionals who led the way into Vietnam 11 years ago.”
 In the interim years, seditious activity had increased exponentially due to the anti-authoritarian influence of the counter-culture and growing perception that the war was un-winnable and unjust (or a “criminal waste” as one GI put it).
 In 1969, Country Joe and the Fish’s anti-war song “I Feel like I’M Fixin to Die Rag” was the most popular in-country. According to the best estimates, 37 percent of soldiers were involved in some kind of resistance to the military or dissent.
 Many wore peace beads, grew their hair long and developed subversive underground newspapers, which adopted radical critiques of U.S. policy.
 Court martial rates skyrocketed, as did conscientious objector rates, combat refusals and desertions.
 Several major prison riots and mutinies also materialized, though these were given little attention in the mainstream press.
 

By 1971, Colonel Robert Heinl reported in The Armed Forces Journal that the military had disintegrated to a “state approaching collapse,” with “individual units drug ridden and dispirited when not near-mutinous,” avoiding or having refused combat and “murdering their officers and non-commissioned officer” through fragging, or detonating a grenade in their barracks.
 The Army eventually admitted to over 700 such incidents.
 Following a fruitless offensive on the Dong Ap Bia Hill in the A Shau Valley, a group of veterans placed a $10,000 bounty on the head of Lieutenant Colonel Weldon Honeycutt, who had ordered the attack. Many underground newspapers at the same time featured a “Lifer of the Month” to be targeted for assassination.
 This testified to the profound contempt held by many GIs for their senior commanding officers, due primarily to a sense of betrayal surrounding the justifications for the war and their willingness to sacrifice human lives for what they perceived as trivial military gain.
  Bearing the imprint of the 1960s counter-culture which pervaded the Armed Forces, many soldiers turned to drugs as a collective emblem of their defiance.
 Sociologist Paul Starr wrote that by the late 1960s “acid rock, drugs and peace emblems were as common in I-Corps as they were in California.”
 On July 4, 1971, over one thousand GIs at Chu Lai held an antiwar rally, which, according to one participant, evolved into “the largest pot party in the history of the Army.”
 Leslie Whitfied, who served with the 3rd Battalion, 10th Infantry commented, “The heads [short for pot-heads] were critical of the war, looked down on lifers [career military officers], condemned the military and wore peace symbols and beads with their uniforms.”
 Dave Cline, who served in the 9th Infantry Delta Company near Cu Chi, added in a recent interview,
“After six months, I came to the conclusion that we were the aggressors. 


I started to see the injustice of it all. Truck drivers would just run people 


down on the road and laugh about it. We’d be riding in helicopters and people 


would be working in rice fields and the door gunners would just kill them 


right on the spot and laugh. Something just started to go awry inside of me. 

This isn’t right. This isn’t mom and apple pie. So I was involved with smoking marijuana. At the time this was the symbol of the anti-war movement in the service.”
       


One interesting facet to the rebellious connotation of drug use in Vietnam was that it was not always ideologically driven. Captain Larry H. Ingraham found that most ‘heads’ who smoked ‘scag’ in Vietnam embraced a conservative critique of the war. “In hostile zones, they expressed frustration at not being able to identify and engage the enemy and having to fight for limited objectives,” he wrote, in an article appearing in Psychiatry, “They would call for greater escalation, so that “we can get in, do the job right, and get out. They were not pacifists and had no reserve about killing ‘gooks.’”


Because of the prevailing racial divide engulfing the military, African American GIs were most-prone to use drugs as an expression of social dissent. Influenced by the Black Power movement, many formed revolutionary organizations – such as one titled De Mau Mau after the Kenyan anti-colonial fighters – and instigated a series of racial riots, including at the Long Binh stockade, where they faced constant degradation and harassment by white guards.
 Many African-Americans had come to identify by this time with the Vietnamese revolutionary struggle for political autonomy and independence, which they likened to their own. They overwhelmingly viewed American policy as being “racist and imperialistic in design.”
 One black Marine commented, “The black guys [in our unit] would say that as far as they were concerned, Ho Chi Minh was a soul brother. Along with a few college drop-outs, they formed a kind of coalition. They would listen to music all the time, get stoned and refuse to carry out assigned orders.”
 Although some black radicals also frowned on drug use, which they felt diverted activist energies,
 these comments exemplify its importance as a symbol of non-conformity and resistance to military authority, which was most marked during the latter stages of the war. They also highlight the growing anti-establishment sentiments of GIs lying at the root of the crisis in military discipline and insubordination – which has been largely ignored in mainstream and popular cultural depictions and even by many historians, to the benefit of those committed to continued American political and military expansion, and the waging of new wars of aggression. 


During the latter phases of the war and in its aftermath, many myths about drug use in Vietnam were advanced in the mass media and by politicians seeking to scapegoat drug use and the counter-culture for the war’s failure. These included the false notion that addicted veterans were returning back to the U.S. to exacerbate urban crime and chaos, and that drugs were a source and not symptom of the breakdown of the Armed Forces. Some even claimed that drugs were behind the high level of civilian atrocities and war crimes committed by American soldiers.
 In a 1970 Congressional subcommittee hearing, Senator Thomas J. Dodd from Connecticut declared that the My Lai massacre – where U.S. troops shot up a village of over 500 innocent civilians– was provoked by marijuana. He cited the testimony of a Lieutenant named Charles West, who told Congress that five members of his unit had gotten high as late as 11 o’clock the night before perpetrating the killings.
 Dodd commented, “The marijuana user feels that he’s being persecuted and given the proper conditions he can retaliate in a furious and vengeful manner. The implications of this occurrence such as the My Lai incident are obvious.”
 Military psychiatrists objected to Dodd’s reasoning and his insinuation that marijuana could cause unprovoked violence.
 The Army’s Criminal Investigation Division concluded through lengthy interrogation of nearly 70 witnesses that the shootings were “in no way” influenced by marijuana.
 Ronald Ridenhour, a helicopter door gunner who witnessed and later helped to expose the atrocity told the media that Senator Dodd had “stacked the evidence.” Noting that men in his unit rarely smoked marijuana prior to going out on missions, he commented, “Nobody mentioned drugs at My Lai after it happened, and they would have looked for any excuse. Many, many Americans are looking for any reason other than a command decision.”
 


As Ridenhour recognized, My Lai was neither unique to the war nor the consequence of undisciplined soldiers high on marijuana. It was rather the logical extension of American counter-insurgency doctrine and its assortment of violent relocation and search-and-destroy programs.
 Because the NLF was inseparable from the Vietnamese population from which it drew its base, hundreds of thousands of civilians ultimately lost their lives at the hands of what Noam Chomsky aptly termed “Westmoreland’s automated killing machine.”
 The Army’s own criminal files reveal a grisly record of U.S. atrocities, which ought to serve as a warning about the perils of U.S. military power and counterweight to arguments about the possibility of “humanitarian intervention.” These include a case where American troops shot up a village of over 100 Montagnards and cases where soldiers tried to smuggle mutilated corpses and heads out of Vietnam – with the support of their senior commanding officers!
 In a recent interview, Michael Berhardt, a member of Lieutenant William Calley’s platoon responsible for My Lai tellingly commented: “Something like My Lai happened many times. It was just matter of scale. The whole war effort was built on three pillars - the free fire zone, meaning shoot anything that moves, the search and destroy mission, which is just another way to shoot anything that moves, and the body count, which is a tool for measuring the success or failure of what you’re doing. When you’ve got those three things, it doesn’t take a genius to figure out how it’s going to end up.”
 These comments stand by themselves in understanding the context surrounding incidents like My Lai, which had nothing to do with marijuana or any other artificial intoxicant but were institutionalized within the fabric of the war.
The spread of cultural myths about drug abuse in Vietnam, including the spurious connection to civilian atrocities, have been advanced most powerfully in popular culture, which has largely divorced the use of drugs from the social context of the war.  In Apocalypse Now, as a characteristic example, events generally appear to be irrational and insane (as epitomized by the mass proliferation of drugs) without historical context and meaning or calculated intent on the part of the United States.
 In a telling scene, the crewmates on Martin Sheen’s journey upriver get high together and become paranoid and jittery. During a routine search and seizure of a commercial fishing boat, they overreact when one of the women refuses to open a basket carrying her puppy. A trigger-happy Clean unloads a burst of gunfire, killing everybody on board. A stoned Lance and Chef contribute to the mini My Lai style massacre by emptying their own machine guns on the boat, while Willard later shoots the woman in the head in order to put her out of her misery.
 The insinuation is that the drugs and their effect in clouding the soldiers’ judgment are as much responsible for the atrocity as the institutionalized structure of the war and American military policy. 

Beginning in the 1970s, popular culture became submerged with images of drug-crazed veterans returning home to foment chaos in American city streets – as in the Stone Killer where Gus Lipper is gunned down by a team of assassins seeking his share in the drug trade. One cultural critic commented: “No grade-B melodrama was complete without its standard vet as a psychotic heroin addict.”
 In reality, studies have shown that few veterans who had used drugs in Vietnam retained their habit, which was a product of the war environment, while even fewer committed any crimes. 
 Many, by contrast, had emerged politically awakened from their experience and protested the war as leaders of the peace and justice movement.
 Feeding into the stereotypes, as Jerry Lembcke has demonstrated in his book, The Spitting Image: Myth, Memory and the Legacy of Vietnam, groups like Vietnam Veterans Against the War (VVAW) were largely ignored or pathologized in the mainstream press, which created the impression that America’s social fabric was being torn apart at the seams by half-crazed and doped up soldiers from whom nobody was safe. The result was to raise support for Nixon’s law and order program, while also tarnishing the image of Vietnam veterans, whose courage and sacrifice in resisting an unjust war was quietly swept from public consciousness – much like the fate of Indochinese crushed by the weight of American napalm and artillery.



In 1977, President Jimmy Carter proclaimed that we “owe Hanoi no reparations” or “debt” because “the destruction from the war was mutual.”
 These remarks were met with outrage by Vietnamese, one of whom likened them to a “rapist claiming his victim hurt him as much as he hurt them.”
 They were nonetheless part of a sustained political effort, later accentuated during the Reagan era and bolstered by popular culture, to conceal the devastation wrought by U.S. policies and to absolve Americans of responsibility for the violence inflicted – including the death of an estimated 3 million Vietnamese and defoliation of millions of acres of forestland.
 As a telling sign, in the late 1990s, when high-school and college aged kids were asked about the number of Vietnamese casualties, the average response was thirty times less than the real total. Few students knew at all that the U.S. had even waged covert proxy wars in Laos and Cambodia that killed tens of thousands of civilians – let alone that they were the most heavily bombed countries in human history.
 
Cultural misrepresentations about American soldiers and drugs have contributed immeasurably to a post-war revisionism and have helped to sanitize the American record in the conflict and obscured its deeper roots. They in turn helped to shape the waging not only of the War on Drugs, since drug use divorced from its social context was blamed for American misconduct and military failure, but also the War on Terror, whose legitimacy is sustained by a belief in aggrieved national innocence and virtue shaped in part by a historical amnesia surrounding the record of American imperialism in Indochina, as well as other murderous conflicts like Korea (which leading historian Bruce Cumings refers to as the “most genocidal” of the post-war American interventions).
 
Ironically, history appears to be repeating itself. Evidence suggests that, in spite of official governmental denials, dwindling morale and a flourishing black market economy is resulting in a “surge” in military drug abuse among psychologically distraught soldiers in both Afghanistan and Iraq, in addition to the local civilian population.
 Some reports have even tried to blame the Haditha massacre on the use of amphetamines by American GIs. What effect this will have remains uncertain. Drugs, on the whole, can be seen to represent the detritus of another unjust war, which has waged in part because of the distorted public memory surrounding the American war in Vietnam and the experience of those who lived it on the ground. This experience has remained predominantly marginalized and forgotten, to all of our detriment, and ought to serve as a call to resistance in the face of contemporary realities and a “national seduction with war,” as Andrew Bacevich put it, that shows only partial signs of ebbing.
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