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1968 AP PHOTO:  Nguyen Ngoc Loan, whose execution of a Viet Cong prisoner on the streets of Saigon in 1968 became one of the most chilling images of the Vietnam War
Eddie Adams, whose photo of the execution won a Pulitzer Prize for The Associated Press, said the man Loan shot had been seen killing others and that the execution was justified.
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Antiwar hero
He made history by challenging a president who had plunged the nation into a calamitous war. More than three decades later, Gene McCarthy reflects on his legendary race against Lyndon Johnson -- and the current campaign to unseat George W. Bush.

- - - - - - - - - - - -
By John F. Callahan
June 7, 2004  |  At the end of November in 1967, when the Vietnam War seemed at the point of no return, with chaos on campuses and violence in the streets of American cities, Sen. Eugene McCarthy did what in those days was unthinkable: He challenged an incumbent president for the nomination of their party. 

Running against Lyndon Johnson was not the first time Gene McCarthy had shown iconoclastic courage. In 1952, at the height of Sen. Joseph McCarthy's popularity, when not a single senator would step forward to debate the subversive-chasing demagogue, 35-year-old, second-term congressman Eugene McCarthy came forward to oppose Sen. McCarthy (no relation) on the Radio Forum of the Air. Throughout the 1950s and '60s, Gene McCarthy sought to curb the influence of the CIA and the military-industrial complex on American foreign policy, and as a senator he led the fight to extend Social Security coverage to the mentally and physically disabled. 

But after 1968 McCarthy baffled many of his supporters and colleagues by choosing not to run for reelection to the Senate in 1970, running a quixotic campaign for president as an Independent in 1976, then running as a Democrat again in 1992 at the age of 76, and, not least, by endorsing Ronald Reagan in 1980. 

Now 88 years old, McCarthy continues to write and speak about politics and occasionally compose poetry, a serious avocation since the last of his 12 years in the Senate from 1959 to 1971. He was the subject of a Calvin Tomkins profile in a recent issue of the New Yorker. He has also inspired a controversial new book, "Eugene McCarthy: The Rise and Fall of Postwar American Liberalism," by Dominic Sandbrook, a British scholar whose research on McCarthy was funded in part by the Lyndon Baines Johnson Foundation. The book takes a harsh look at McCarthy's place in the pantheon of American liberal politics and questions whether he was the template for Ralph Nader in 2000. Sandbrook writes that McCarthy was "a complicated and contradictory man, and few of his colleagues felt that they really understood him." He also suggests that McCarthy's political odyssey somehow "reflected the rise and fall of the liberal consensus between the 1940s and 1960s." For Sandbrook McCarthy represents both the intelligence and integrity of American liberalism at its best as well as its self-defeating arrogance. In 1968 McCarthy's cool, understated political style would be dramatically pitted against the ambiguous, romantic populism of Bobby Kennedy -- a rival McCarthy decades later still considers untrustworthy. 

However one sees McCarthy -- as a tragic figure, as a hero standing alone against the escalating war in Vietnam, or something in between -- the man will undeniably go down in history as a pivotal political figure at the burning center of one of America's great tests of fire. As the country suffers in the flames of another tragic, unnecessary war, his observations about American leadership and foreign policy again seem particularly salient. 

Today McCarthy divides his time between a farmhouse in Rappahannock County, Va., and a retirement home in Georgetown, in Washington, D.C. I caught up with him in the latter venue, which he describes as "a cruise ship on the River Styx." Like the walrus and the carpenter, we talked of many things; the current presidential campaign stirred him to comment on President Bush, whom he regards as a "usurper," the Nader campaign and third-party politics, as well as his own legendary 1968 campaign and his complicated relationships with Bobby and Jack Kennedy. 

You've called President George W. Bush a pretender. Why? 

Well, he didn't win. It's hard to know what the process should be called because it's an unusual process. Bush is sort of a usurper. He seized the castle. So we have a historical experience that no one else has had, watching a pretender in a democratic society. And we need to watch this because we don't have any good historical record of a pretender in a democracy. We could keep track of royal pretenders -- like the Cavaliers, you know how they're going to act -- but you never know what will happen in a democracy. I'm beginning to think they all act the same way in every case. They distract people, start a war, then the pretender leads us into battle. 

I mean the whole Bush takeover was really unconstitutional. And it's a potentially dangerous thing. If you have control of the military in this country, you can do almost anything. Who's going to stop you? The Supreme Court? Stalin said, "How many divisions does the pope have?" You can say that same thing. In a showdown the party out of power doesn't have any power. If someone wants to say "goodbye, Constitution," you can't stop them. 

Why not? 

Well, it's pretty hard to have an uprising in this country. 

Do you think that's getting to be a concern in our elections? 

I think so. Almost every society has some source of the ultimate judgment -- witch doctor, high priest, or in medieval times you had the church as the ultimate arbiter. Kings had to be crowned by the pope. We don't have that. We have the Supreme Court whose procedures de Tocqueville said were judicial but its powers were legislative. He called the court the most powerful legislative body of any democratic society. He meant that the Supreme Court can say, "This is the law." And where are you going to go? It's the law. Dred Scott? Plessy vs. Ferguson? Where are you going to go? It is the law. There is no place to appeal beyond it. 

In 2000 you had the election turn on the votes of five Supreme Court justices and the winner take all. Winner take all should be abolished. It's one of those processes the framers of the Constitution accepted because they were afraid of secession. So they made concessions to small states -- not only to have two senators but in the actual electoral process, too. They came up with the idea of winner take all. First, the small states said that's good, we'll have more power. Then everybody said, yes, let's have winner take all. That was operative in Florida, so the results really depended on five Supreme Court justices -- all were Republicans -- and winner take all. 

You've said the two-party system is a danger and should be addressed. But you want to get rid of Bush. 

Bush is a good enough reason not to do anything with a third party this time -- though I think we need one. 

Why? 

Well, with the Federal Election Law and the FCC, the two parties have gotten beyond the Constitution. In 1975 Sen. Jim Buckley and I brought a case to the Supreme Court [Buckley vs. Vallejo] charging that the Federal Election Law violated the First Amendment -- freedom of speech and assembly -- which it did, you know. And Gerald Ford acknowledged it before he signed the bill. He said, "I think it's unconstitutional, but I'm going to sign it anyway because I believe in the two-party system." And so the First Amendment fades into the distance. Even the Supreme Court justices said, "We still believe in the First Amendment unless it does something to the two-party system." So in this area there isn't an appeal beyond the Supreme Court. 

In the mix of American politics the two-party system is the most dominant, the most absolute. But you've got other things, too, slogans you're not supposed to challenge. Like free trade. You can't have a real debate about free trade. Or immigration. You build up these protected areas where the Constitution doesn't really apply. Something like NAFTA, you know; who's going to argue about NAFTA? And so you had five presidents or ex-presidents lined up on the White House lawn, and they all said we believe in free trade. They were having their picture taken and Colin Powell came dancing out of the White House and he said, I believe in it too. Once you've accepted the two-party system or free trade or open immigration ... you can't get the press to pay attention to these institutional disorders. But it's critical that they be attended to. 

Why does the press abdicate its role, its responsibilities here? 

When we were planning the case for free speech and politics, one press guy after another said this is a two-party country. And then the Supreme Court says the same thing. They didn't literally say it, but their actions implied they'd accepted the superiority of the two-party system. That's where we are; we operate in a kind of unconstitutional system where the only alternative if there's trouble is military action, because there is no absolute appeal anymore. It's who's in power, and as the Republicans said, we've got the Supreme Court. 

Since you're so critical of the two-party system, what do you think of Ralph Nader and his run this year? 

He did so much early in his career against General Motors, so much to establish some control over the big corporations. But now he's like the March of Dimes, looking for another cause after polio. Campaign reform and congressional reform are undeserving causes. I'd like to see him concentrate on corporate reform. It's not getting the attention of the two parties; because of the Federal Election Law, they're both so dependent on corporations that neither party is in a position to take on the corporations. 

How does television influence the political process? 

Buying time is mixed up with this. When we were running in the Indiana primary in '68, we had to buy all of Chicago. We said we don't want all of Chicago; we just want Indiana. Can't do it, they said, you've got to buy Chicago. You could do it or not. But the process forces you to use television. And to get the television in northern Indiana, you have to buy Chicago, or to get southern Indiana you have to buy part of Ohio and Kentucky. 

There are other abuses, you know. In her autobiography [the late Washington Post publisher] Kay Graham says she told her people [in the newsroom] to go easy reporting on [President Nixon's invasion of Cambodia] because she was afraid Nixon might take away some of their electronic permits. 

Why do you think no one called her on it? 

Well, they talk about what a wonderful newspaperwoman she was. Basic corruption, you know. I always hoped Nixon would take away a couple of those licenses. Kay was also reported as saying that she wanted to play down [the killing of student protesters at] Kent State because she thought it might stir up the people. Well, the people should have been stirred up. You know, it was like the Dreyfus case. I think the media said don't stir up the people and they let it fade like a one-day news story. 

When you first ran for Congress in 1948, you campaigned for national healthcare. Why is it still pending? 

Civil rights was a big issue, too, and full employment. All these things were neglected during World War II, and we were trying to catch up. [Republican Sen.] Bob Taft proposed a program covering catastrophic illness, and the Democrats said we're not going to give you that because we're going to get total coverage. That was more than 50 years ago, and we're still talking about it. We had the strength to do it then, but the Democratic leadership, especially labor, said we're not going to give them [the Republicans] a piece of it. 

Do you think John Kerry ought to run hard on healthcare this time? 

Well, I think he makes a negative case on that. He makes a case against the Republicans that the Democrats are going to do better. I don't know whether he should come out for a comprehensive program. They've kind of hurt themselves by not going for catastrophic, but I think there is enough room to make a good case for the Democrats to do something about it. Some of this goes back to Lyndon's Great Society. I think the error of the Great Society program was that it took full responsibility for education, crime, medicine, health -- all those things -- when half of them have to be administered locally. This is true about crime. You can't have the FBI handling all the crime in the country. You can't have the federal government handling all of education. We should do things like aid to the states but fix responsibility for things like high school education, grade school education -- equalization -- then have them administered by the states. Crime, too. As it is, the federal government is responsible for everything except garbage collection. 

You put Eisenhower's historic farewell address -- his warning about the growing power of the military-industrial complex -- in the Congressional Record, didn't you? 

I did, yeah. No one else would put it in. I thought some Republican would rush to do it -- I waited a week or so. No one else would move. The speech clearly laid out the dangers of the military-industrial alliance in American life -- with Ike's name on it, you know. I thought it was important -- still do. 

Do you think the military-industrial complex is even more dangerous today? 

De Tocqueville said democracy can't stand a long war or a military establishment, that its nature is to extend its [domain] in a war. And democracies don't want to be alone; they want other democracies to join them if they're fighting a war. If another democracy doesn't join them, why, they're uneasy. They can't explain it away. It's a rejection. 

Is that where we are now, with the Bush administration's occupation of Iraq? 

Language is being changed -- that's the first thing. They talk about empire. De Tocqueville says democracies can't have an empire. But the concept of the Bush people is really of an empire. 

In your 1967 book "The Limits of Power," you said that the country needed to get back to Jefferson and the other founders' idea of having "a decent respect to the opinion of mankind." When did we get away from it? 

I think the critical time of decision was when we elected Eisenhower and he appointed John Foster Dulles his secretary of state. In one of Dulles' early speeches he laid out the ground for what's happening now, the moral ground for controlling the world. He said, if you're good, we'll be good to you; if you aren't good, we're coming. It was like Cromwell saying, "I'm a righteous man and you have to do the work of the Lord sometimes." It's hard to explain, but the basic thing was something like the immorality of neutralism. Kennedy operated a little like that in his inaugural. It was almost a restatement of Dulles and Cromwell. "We're going to straighten you out." I was standing there on the Capitol steps, and [House speaker] Sam Rayburn came by, and old Sam said, "That's a good speech." 

But it was building before then. World War II was fought under the direction of the War Department. When the 1947 appropriation came out -- the year before I got elected to Congress -- they called it the defense appropriation. Later on, I tried several times to find out whose suggestion it was, but no one knew. It went in as the War Department and came out as Defense. We don't declare war anymore; we declare national defense -- [during the Cold War] the Russians did it, too, all for defense. It makes it easier, at least for a democracy, to ask for money. If you say you want $300 billion or whatever it is for war, they say, "Well, where's the war?" But if you say defense, it's everywhere. Now they say, "How much do you want for terrorism?" 

How does your old nemesis during the Vietnam War, Defense Secretary Robert McNamara, compare with the present Pentagon chief, Donald Rumsfeld? 

They're different. Rumsfeld is kind of aggressive politically and McNamara was intellectually aggressive. McNamara was bad because he had all the arrogance of the automobile industry and his own arrogance. You know, I can think of everything, I make no small mistakes -- and he didn't know any politics. My position is that the secretary of defense should be someone with political experience. 

I want to ask you about your decision to challenge Lyndon Johnson for the presidency in 1968. Over the years many have rushed to explain it -- a recent biographer called it opportunism. Could you talk about how you came to become a candidate in November of 1967? 

I thought someone ought to challenge this ridiculous war, and I also thought a great deal about the domestic agitation and confusion. And I realized the Senate wasn't going to do it when [it failed] to repeal the 1965 Tonkin Gulf Authorization. The repeal got five votes. That was in '67; it wasn't like 1965 when people still believed the Tonkin Resolution was the real thing. And I said, I guess a number of times, that one of the principal responsibilities the Senate had is to be involved in a serious way in foreign policy, and that the ultimate act of foreign policy is war. Therefore the Senate had a special responsibility when war comes to say, "Do we want it? Is it in the interest of the country?" And I thought that we'd reached that point and passed it and, well, it sounds self-serving, but if the Senate wouldn't do it, that didn't excuse me for not doing it. Because one senator could take responsibility for the whole body if he wanted to fulfill his constitutional duties. 

Was there a personal element in your decision to run? Concern about the young people and your own children? 

Well, they were part of it. Marching in the streets and nothing happening. Write a letter to the president, write a letter to your senator, write a letter to yourself. I wouldn't sign some of those letters. I said it would turn the Senate into a garden club. Send ourselves a message. 

In Steven Vincenzi's book "The Rules of Chaos," he said by running against President Johnson you exposed yourself to the two things a man is least willing to face: losing his livelihood and looking like a fool. Is he right? 

We knew we were going to be ridiculed, you know. And I figured it really meant the end of my Senate career, which was all I had. I didn't think it would be as bad as it was. But we took them all on. We challenged the ADA Humphrey kind of liberals who were for the war. And after New Hampshire Bobby got in, so we crossed the Kennedys -- and, you know, if you crossed the Kennedys back then, and the Johnson people and the regular Democrats, and the liberals, your lifetime as a Democrat wasn't going to be very good. But we figured we'd do it anyway, and it set us free. 

How would the '68 campaign have played out if Robert Kennedy hadn't been killed in California? 

I think we would have beaten him in the New York primary. We didn't have enough strength to win [the nomination], but we would have split the vote, and things might have gotten pretty wild and chaotic at the convention. But Bobby coming in when he did changed the whole tenor of the campaign, which had been somewhat respectful of Lyndon. We said, "Look, Lyndon had a good civil rights record; it's the issue of the war and what the war is doing to everything else." But Bobby came in and attacked Lyndon; you know, he talked about Lyndon appealing to the dark impulses of the American soul, that stuff. It sounded familiar -- I think [Kennedy speechwriter Dick] Goodwin had written it for me, and I wouldn't use it. So he gave it to Bobby and Bobby said it. 

A number of people fairly close to Kennedy told him not to run against you. 

And some who weren't, like [Sen.] Wayne Morse. Wayne wrote Bobby a letter saying don't do it, you'll divide the antiwar forces. Some stayed with me, like John Galbraith. Others deserted -- Arthur Schlesinger. They all had to give reasons; some of them said, "Well, he's not campaigning [hard enough]." But, hell, we beat Lyndon in Wisconsin, Bobby in Oregon, and Humphrey in two or three places where he ran. If you beat the three top Democrats in one campaign, you must be doing something right. They said I wasn't active enough, I didn't attack Lyndon enough. But I had never lost an election until we lost Indiana to Bobby. I'd won about 10 elections in Minnesota for the House and Senate. I used the same methods as I was using in the '68 campaign, and they had worked for 20 years. Polls showed me winning by seven points over Nixon so what did they want me to do? They said, "Well, your campaign's not effective." Well, you know, something was effective. They had no case, but they were always giving excuses -- he doesn't work hard. He doesn't go to factories. We must have gone to every factory in New Hampshire. We missed one, I think -- we went to the wrong place. 

Dick Goodwin claims that on election night in the California primary, Bobby knew it was a close vote, and he was afraid you might win in New York and he said to Goodwin, "I think we should tell him [McCarthy] if he withdraws now and supports me, we'll make him secretary of state." Suppose that offer had been put to you -- how would you have responded? 

I wouldn't have served in President Bobby Kennedy's Cabinet in any circumstances. 

Why not? 

I didn't think he was trustworthy. I didn't really think he should have been made attorney general. I thought Jack made three mistakes very early: he shouldn't have appointed [Dean] Rusk [secretary of state], shouldn't have appointed McNamara, and he shouldn't have appointed Bobby. Rusk was with some China lobbying group back in the '50s. McNamara because he was one of those guys from the automobile industry who think they're geniuses, and they can't make mistakes. And with Bobby I didn't think you appoint your campaign manager attorney general. They used to make them postmaster general -- Jim Farley under Roosevelt, you know, and that was all right. 

Did Jack appoint Bobby because he wanted someone close watching Hoover and the FBI? 

No, I don't think Jack was as worried about Hoover as Bobby was. Jack was pretty cool, you know. I guess he figured he wanted somebody he could trust. I don't know. It was just a bad appointment. Bobby was inexperienced and he was Jack's brother and he was his campaign manager. The attorney general ought to be the most impartial guy you can find. 

Why didn't any senior Democrats go to Jack and say, "Look, we're for you but this is too much?" 

Jack had kind of captured the presidency. I think when you get the presidency by capturing it, even if it was by virtue of two or three primaries, it's like booty, and from that time on, every guy who wins, wins primaries, says, "I got it myself." 

So even then there was no party in the traditional sense. 

That's right. And look at the staff people and Cabinet members. Rusk was a foundation guy; he had no record as a Democrat. McNamara had no record as a Democrat. And Bobby bragged about voting for Eisenhower over Stevenson in '56. 

If Bobby Kennedy had become president, what kind of president do you think he would have been? 

Well, I just don't think he had the restraint. 

Dominic Sandbrook, the author of "Eugene McCarthy: The Rise and Fall of Postwar American Liberalism," quotes you as saying after Robert Kennedy's death, "He brought it on himself." 

Another distortion. What I said was that Bobby introduced an issue in the campaign. He said he was going to give jets to Israel. Appropriations to Israel had been in the general appropriations; over that amount you had to get congressional approval. I was told that Bobby went around to synagogues in California saying he would give F-15 jets to Israel -- they hadn't asked for them. Sirhan Sirhan read this and said, "I've got to kill him." I said that Bobby was raising an issue that shouldn't have been an issue. It had nothing to do with Vietnam, nothing to do with him and me. 

What do you think were Bobby's good qualities? 

He was a pretty good prosecutor. He had good lawyers around him. But he was funny, you know. He convicted some bankers in Minneapolis -- big bankers -- and they called me and asked if I could talk to the attorney general about their case. To eliminate unnecessary hurdles, the government had told the banks they could agree on charges for certain services, like overnight deposits, charges for cashing checks or giving apples to people who opened accounts -- not any big items, just nuisance stuff. But later on the government changed the law, and these guys kind of resisted; they said why don't we just go on the way we were, it doesn't make any difference. But it was a violation of the law, and they got them on charges of conspiring. 

So I went to see Bobby and said these are responsible people and you don't have to put them in jail. He didn't say anything, but in the '68 campaign he claimed I'd tried to get special treatment for big bankers. At the time I told him these guys can't go to a Mother's Day dinner without conspiring; they're all related to one another. They were bankers, you know, but they were never my supporters. But Bobby kept that and put it in the campaign. It wasn't much. If you're a senator, you go down to the attorney general about something like that and if he tells you I don't think we can do it, you say OK. 

After your surprisingly strong showing in the 1968 New Hampshire primary -- which helped drive Johnson out of the race weeks later -- some of his advisors urged Bobby to support you instead of jumping into the race. But Bobby said, "Gene McCarthy is not fit to be president." 

He said something like that. His mood was not to let the presidency get away. He thought, Let Lyndon run, let him have it -- win or lose, Lyndon would be gone in '72. And Bobby could come on. 

Did you tell him you only wanted one term? 

Yeah, but I never said I'd be for him, though. I was very careful.  I said one term. That was enough for me because I figured with what I was going to do, I'd have a hard time getting reelected. 

You've said that in your California primary debate with Bobby, he appealed to several basic American prejudices. What did you mean? 

Well, anti-communism and anti-black feelings were two of the exploitable prejudices. Bobby said I would negotiate with communists to end the Vietnam War, and he would not. Well, if you weren't going to talk to the Chinese, the Russians, the North Vietnamese, who were you going to negotiate with? He was really proposing almost the same thing Lyndon did. He kept saying we can't have unilateral termination of the war. The second one was that I was going to move 10,000 black people into Orange County. (I said they wouldn't go.) He had a kind of privatized, private-sector housing agenda instead of public housing; you know, gilding the ghetto, they called it. In effect, it was a segregationist appeal. 

But Jack Kennedy had negotiated with communists and he was against segregation. 

The one photograph you have on the wall in your room is a sequence of five shots of you and Jack Kennedy while he was president. What was your relationship with Jack? 

Once Jack beat Hubert Humphrey in the primaries in 1960, I was really for Adlai Stevenson. I nominated Adlai, but when Jack got the nomination, I worked harder in the general election campaign, I think, than any other senator. He asked me to campaign with the Stevenson people; I went into 16 states for him, logged 60,000 miles for him where the Convairs and DC-3s flew. 

Jack was all right. Even in the primary campaign when he and Humphrey were running, I didn't really say much against him; I talked about agriculture. Jack had voted against the farm bill. It was a bad vote. The New York Times and the Boston Globe were picking at the farm program, saying it cost too much. Still farm income was below parity and Jack was one of the first New England guys to break out of the old kind of New Deal farmer-labor coalition. And it hurt. 

The [New York] Times would have these damn editorials. I made a speech saying that Joseph of Egypt was the first secretary of agriculture and if The Times had been covering Joseph and the seven years of storing the grain, they'd have said, "Look, there hasn't been any drought for seven years and, look, there are chicken feathers and pigeon fethers coming out of the bins." And CBS would go down and look at them and say, "The grain is piling up too high -- it's coming out over the bins" -- and say, "See, there are droppings in the bins." Yes, we'd say, there's one bird feather. "Can't you keep them out of here?" they'd say. Well, we could keep them out, but it isn't too bad, you know. Then they'd say, "Stop the farm program because of the droppings in the bins." 

That was about my only criticism of Jack -- voting against the farm bill. But Humphrey had some pretty positive credits like the farm program, civil rights and a lot of other things, which were pretty important in Wisconsin. Hubert was much more active than Jack was. So Humphrey was pretty frustrated when he lost Wisconsin. He started talking about the black bag they were using to buy the election. Jack talked to me, and he said, "You tell Hubert if he doesn't stop, we're going to unload on him." I said, "I'm not going to tell him; you tell him." But they did unload. Bobby Kennedy brought Franklin Roosevelt Jr. into West Virginia to talk about Hubert's World War II record, said he was a slacker. 

Why did Jack Kennedy run for president so young? 

I don't know. It might have been with his illness he said I don't have time. I thought Jack should have become vice president, but once he was nominated I campaigned hard for him. 

Once he was president how did you work with him? 

As a member of the Senate Finance Committee, I worked for Jack's economic program. He and [economic advisor] Walter Heller had a tax cut that challenged the negative stuff of the conservatives, and the liberals' Keynesian doctrines. And I did one of the principal things he did under the Alliance for Progress. We went down and checked out the Christian Democrats in two countries, Chile and Venezuela, gave them some money and worked with them. Frei was elected president of Chile and Caldera in Venezuela. Jack and I were allies, and I've said before that I think we were at a point where we could have been friends. He had really settled into the presidency when he was killed. 

How about Ted Kennedy? Did you get along with him in the Senate? 

Oh yeah. I got along with him. Everybody got along with Teddy. 

Do you think he's been a good senator? 

He's done good work. Sort of traditional stuff like fighting the courts, and basic welfare stuff. He's persistent, you know. Teddy works hard. I never had any evidence that Teddy participated in the stuff against me in Bobby's campaign. Teddy's all right. He's very friendly to me now. 

You said after the 9/11 terrorist attacks that America itself is not innocent of terror. 

That's right. It doesn't mean we should forgive those guys -- bin Laden and the rest. We shouldn't. But we need to be aware that we terrorized black people for 300 years, for nearly 100 years after the Emancipation. They were still being terrorized when we passed the civil rights legislation in the 1960s. The other effect that was a kind of terror was our buildup of nuclear weapons. When we produced the hydrogen bomb that was a so-called clean bomb -- it killed only living matter -- it didn't destroy trucks and tanks. They said you wouldn't have to rebuild the cities; the bomb only killed people. We're still not doing much about the terror of nuclear weapons. 

What would you have done about Saddam Hussein? 

We had to make an effort to see that he was stopped, but we didn't have to go to war to do it. We could have set up a task force to capture him -- we did capture him -- without starting essentially a world war. We didn't have to disturb the entire Middle East to do it. 

Do you think that John Kerry's record in the Vietnam war and then as a protester after he got out will help him win -- and help the country put Vietnam behind it? 

Well, I hope so. I think if you're looking for a guy whose Vietnam record was good, why his was good. He went as far as he could. You can't fault him for it. You can fault McNamara but not Kerry. Then he said, I've done it. I'm going to go home and oppose it. Kerry's kind of like the best of the elite in our society; they have a sense of duty. They can be pretty courageous. Like Jack Kennedy. The nobility ought to help protect the peasants. At least stand up with them if they're going to be in politics. 

Anything else you want to say about the 2004 election and politics in the future? 

We've got to fight Bush pretty much across the board. Long term I think you've got to be looking for a third party, and if the Democrats can't win this time, then we really have to have one. But this time we've got to beat Bush. And I'll do all I can to help Kerry. 

What do you think your legacy will be? How do you want to be remembered? 

I don't know about these legacies. I'm against announcing legacies beforehand. I think I established that a president of your own party might be challenged over a war. No Democratic president has started a war since 1968. Republicans haven't learned the lesson, though there are some signs the Republicans may be getting ready to revolt.  

Do you still write poetry? 

Never say you won't write another poem. Being a poet is a little like being an Episcopal bishop. I've had good associations. I got to know Alan Tate when he was at the University of Minnesota. He had heard me quote Plato, and he showed up at my house, and said, "I'm looking for a poet-politician." 

- - - - - - - - - - - -
Editor's note: As the country heads toward another wartime presidential convention, with protests planned in the streets of New York during the GOP gathering in late August, it seems fitting to close this interview with a poem of Eugene McCarthy's, inspired by the police assault on young antiwar demonstrators during the 1968 Democratic convention in Chicago. It is reprinted with the permission of Mr. McCarthy. 


Grant Park, Chicago 


Morning sun on the pale lake, 
on plastic helmets, on August 
leaves of elm, on grass, 
on boys and girls in sleeping bags, 
curled in question marks. 


Asking 
the answer to the question 
of the song and of the guitar 
to the question of the fountain, 
of the bell and the red balloon 
to the question of the blue kite 
of the flowers and of the girl's 
brown hair in the wind. 


There are no answers 
in this park, said the captain 
of the guard. 


Then give us our questions 
say the boys and girls. 


The guitar is smashed, 
the tongue gone from the bell, 
all kites have fallen, to the ground 
or caught in trees 
and telephone wires 
like St. Andrew, crucified, 
hang upside down. 
The balloons are broken 
flowers faded in the night 
fountains have been drained 
no hair blows in the wind 
no one sings. 


Three men in the dawn 
with hooks and spears, 
three men 
in olive drab gathered 
all questions into burlap bags 
They are gone -- 


There are no questions 
in this park 
said the captain 
of the guard. 


There are only true facts 
in this park 
said the captain 
of the guard. 


Helen did not go to Troy. 
The Red Sea never parted. 
Leander wore water wings. 
Roland did not blow his horn. 
Leonidas fled the pass. 
Robert McNamara reads Kafka 
Kirkegaard and Yeats - 
and he said on April 20,1966, 
"The total number of tanks in Latin America is 974, 
This is 60 percent as many as a single country, 
Bulgaria has." 


There are only true facts 
in this park 
said the captain 
of the guard. 


salon.com
http://archive.salon.com/opinion/feature/2004/06/07/mccarthy/index.html

The Case for Looting By Steven E. Landsburg, Posted Monday, April 14, 2003, at 10:33 AM PT 
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	Redistribution of wealth, Baghdad-style


In Iraq, the main looting ended when the coalition troops arrived. Sure, there's been some pilfering of food, appliances, medical supplies, and historical relics. But by the standards of a country whose rulers have routinely expropriated billions in oil revenue and seized whatever property struck their fancy, walking off with a jar of peanut butter and a fridge is more petty mischief than looting.

Even if you insist on calling it "looting"—in which case, I have no idea what word you'd use for the depredations of the old regime—the question remains: What, exactly, is wrong with it?

Objections to looting—or more generally to theft—fall into two categories: the economic and the moral. The fundamental economic objection is that looting diminishes wealth; the fundamental moral objection is that people shouldn't take things that don't belong to them. Let's consider these separately.

Start with the economics. It's not immediately obvious that theft does diminish wealth. If you steal my bicycle, I'm one bicycle poorer, but you're one bicycle richer. Average wealth hasn't changed. No resources have been lost; they've just changed hands. The economic objection to theft doesn't kick in until your thievery starts distracting you from productive activities. If I've already got a bicycle, and you spend a day building a bicycle, we end up with two bicycles between us. If instead you spend your day plotting to steal my bicycle, we end up with just one bicycle between us. That's a bad outcome. 

But does that objection apply in present-day Iraq? Does anybody want to argue that if only they hadn't been out stealing, the citizens of Baghdad would have been reporting to work, producing goods and services for distribution in smoothly functioning markets? The fact is that in the (hopefully brief) chaos of liberation, there probably aren't a whole lot of useful tasks for Iraqis to do. From an economic point of view, that means their time has very little value—so they might as well spend it stealing.

Another economic objection to theft is that it inspires potential victims to take costly precautions to protect themselves. Instead of hiring someone to build you a patio, you hire someone to install iron gates and a burglar alarm. The world ends up one patio poorer. 

But again, this hardly seems relevant to a society that has been suddenly and temporarily plunged into chaos. Nobody in Baghdad is building patios right now anyway. (Of course, there might be some patios that went unbuilt a few months ago, as people installed iron gates in anticipation of today's looting. But that harm's already been done, whether the looting occurs or not.)

The final economic objection to theft is that people will not work and save to accumulate assets that are liable to be stolen. But this objection applies equally well to assets that are liable to be appropriated by the state. I'll bet you a dollar that the net effect of the liberation—inclusive of all the looting—will be more productivity and saving, not less.

Turning now to the moral issue, most civilized people (my ex-wife and her attorney excluded) instinctively recognize the fundamental human right to retain one's earnings, and therefore react with abhorrence to unrestrained thievery (and, if they are intellectually consistent, to marital property laws and the taxation of income). But I wonder how much of the property in Baghdad was legitimately earned in the first place. Iraq, for at least two decades, has been a society where many rewards have flowed not to those who served the needs of the marketplace, but to those who served the needs of the tyrant. If those rewards are redistributed to the tyrant's victims, that's fine with me.

That's not to say that the crowds' exuberance has been harmless; I'm sure that a lot of glass and more than a few noses have been needlessly broken, and I'm sure that some goods have been transferred to people who won't fully appreciate their value. (On the other hand, I'm also sure that some goods have been transferred from people who didn't fully appreciate their value.) But in the scheme of things, this is small potatoes. Iraq has been systematically looted for two decades. This is, one dares to believe, the beginning of the end.

http://slate.msn.com/id/2081469

You Say You Want a Revolution, From Bertolucci to the Beatles, 1968 is back.  By Ted Widmer, Posted Tuesday, March 9, 2004, at 10:07 AM PT 
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The great Johnny Thunders once sang, "You can't put your arms around a memory." Truer words were never spoken, unless your name is Bernardo Bertolucci, in which case it's important that you have as much sex with your memories as possible. His latest film, The Dreamers, immerses us in a seminal moment of the 20th century, the spring of 1968, when students in Paris took to the streets, and world revolution was hanging like pollen in the air. The specific grievances of 1968 will remain opaque to filmgoers (Chaplin versus Keaton? The closing of a favorite cinema?), but Bertolucci compensates for his characters' political vacuity with a great deal of nudity. 

If memory is closely related to self-definition, then it's easy to understand why the year 1968 is still with us. Certain years stand out for world-shaping events (2001; 1963), and others, more rare, for a feeling that our DNA itself is changing, and an alternative universe of human possibility is coming into view, if only for a brief, tantalizing moment. 1848 was such a year, and 1968 had the same electric quality. "Be realistic; demand the impossible," read a poster in Paris. In countries that barely had official relations—France, Poland, the United States, Czechoslovakia—millions of young people sought—and, amazingly, managed—to claim a voice in shaping their ossified societies, before an inevitable backlash put them down, subdued but still defiant. 

Thirty-six years later, the blurry events of '68 are coming back into focus, more vividly than one might expect. That year remains a crucial litmus test, defining people by the choices they made in those heady times. It's hard to open a newspaper without seeing a photo of John Kerry in Vietnam (he arrived there Nov. 17, 1968). The recent release of George W. Bush's medical records revealed that the future president had a hemorrhoid in 1968 (no wonder he hated the '60s). Even the Beatles are back: The 1968 White Album has been mixed with Jay-Z's Black Album (2003) to produce Danger Mouse's completely illegal Grey Album, and on Feb. 24, "Grey Tuesday," there was a remarkable Internet protest against attempts to suppress it. There's something happening here (what it is ain't exactly clear). 

In his impressionistic new book, 1968: The Year That Rocked the World, Mark Kurlansky doesn't pretend to sort it all out neatly—which is what makes it such a fascinating, and fitting, evocation. A popular historian with one of the most eclectic résumés in the business—he's written on cod, salt, the Basques, the Caribbean, and European Jewry—Kurlansky breaks ground in an important way, linking all the events around the world that year in a global collage. That was precisely the point of 1968—we were all revolting together. In far-flung capitals and on college campuses something ended, and something new rose up to take its place—a sense of individual empowerment, moral outrage at the excesses of governments that no longer seemed omniscient or even competent, a millennial desire to make the world anew—at least until billyclubs knocked the stuffing out of utopian fantasy. (Kurlansky supplies the jarring reminder that in 1968, Mississippi first allowed women on juries; across the Atlantic, the Spanish right was still holding masses for fascists, including Hitler, and lagged so far behind the times that they considered it a big deal when they voided a law, nearly 500 years old, expelling the Jews.) With all those old people running things, it's no wonder that Night of the Living Dead was a big hit in 1968. 

In his quasi-novelistic way, Kurlansky re-creates the youth movements that spontaneously combusted in 1968, from Paris to Prague to Mexico City, probing what linked them, what failed to link them, what succeeded, and just as often, what failed. All felt contempt for the older generation, but there were more tangible connections as well (breakthroughs in satellite transmission and video gave TV stations more power to cover international events). All started out optimistically, found dizzying early success, and then dissolved into helpless rage as the year unfolded. 

Kurlansky excels at something Bertolucci also enjoys—conveying the innocence with which the status quo was shattered forever. Around the world, to join a riot was half an act of protest and half an act of unpremeditated romantic curiosity. There is a lot of laughter in the book: Everything Abbie Hoffman did was funny—half revolution, half David Letterman. But history didn't exactly obey the revolutionaries' bidding. What didn't blow up in 1968? The year that began with the Tet Offensive saw a brutal escalation in Vietnam and bloodshed on every continent, including a nasty civil war in Nigeria, the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia, and violent suppression of all the student movements. (Kurlansky is great on the battle for Chicago at the Democratic convention.) The status quo was indeed shattered, as so many young people hoped it would be, but the end result was a more draconian set of governments than even the cynics expected. 

When Martin Luther King Jr. died, he was working on a speech titled, "America May Go to Hell." Kurlansky shows how close we came—with the civil rights movement splintering into violence, and the political system breaking down during an exhausting slog to the White House. One of his best sections is counterintuitive, arguing that modern conservatism was also born in 1968, an ugly stepsister to the Revolution, but no less important, and in some ways the year's most lasting legacy. The GOP used race hatred to recruit new voters, and Kurlansky makes a good case that Nixon's campaign sent Republicans down a far-right path that they have yet to return from. Chief Justice William Rehnquist comes out looking very bad—he advised Nixon to attack the courts and then to stack them with right-wing picks, including himself. The Republicans' star African-American, Jackie Robinson, was so disgusted that he called them "racist" and joined the Democrats. There wasn't a whole lot of middle ground in 1968: It was one of those years you had to pick a side and stick with it.

In his panoramic tour, Kurlansky could have paused longer on the most sweeping youth movement of them all—the one that went completely haywire. China's Cultural Revolution began in 1966 and was in full flower by '68. It is arresting to reflect on the many ways it resembled the others—a distrust of elders (except Mao), a furious quest for sincerity, a commitment to cast out old ways of thinking. But of course it was beyond tragic, a fact that becomes sickeningly clear in one of the most unforgettable books of the past year. Li Zhensheng's Red-Color News Soldier depicts in graphic detail exactly what happened in China's time of madness. Li was a state photographer, allowed to document the medieval humiliations inflicted on counterrevolutionaries (dunce caps, placards, executions), but gifted with an artist's sensibility, and what feels like a dissenter's eye as well. It is utterly engrossing, even when you can barely look at it. 

1968 is now far away, as far as 1932—the depths of the Depression—was then. Yet more than a few of the seeds planted in that disorienting year have continued to sprout in hidden corners of the garden. In many ways, the Internet, with all its possibilities and irritations, embodies the interconnectedness that the youth of '68 were fighting for. It would strike them as wonderfully insane to know that you can read a newspaper in Prague or Nigeria or Beijing with the mere tap of a finger. The spirit of 1968 may have faded, but like a trick candle that refuses to go out, it has not entirely been extinguished. 

http://slate.msn.com/id/2096854

The prince who came down from his tower 

Authors battle to define the life and legacy of the last American [image: image9.png]


politician worth caring about. 

BY JOHN LEONARD | In the spring of the revolutionary year of 1968, on the Hudson River side of Manhattan, at a party fizzed and finger-fed by Esquire magazine Whiffenpoofs, in front of one of those high-rise blue aquarium windows looking down on Grant's Tomb, the white liberals were disdaining black folks for liking Bobby Kennedy too much and Eugene McCarthy not at all. It was no more than the usual condescending twitter until suddenly a big cat, an African panther, scattered these pouter pigeons and the room was thick with ruffled feathers. She was our worst fear--black, beautiful, laughing at us in our very own Shakespeare, but with a lilting lash. She had seen some streets, as well as the library. In fact, before coming to New York to edit textbooks for Random House, she had taught the likes of Stokely Carmichael and Claude Brown in the nation's capital. There, she had seen a car stop on a SW side street, and the attorney general of the United States leave his jacket on the back seat, loosen his tie, roll up his sleeves and shoot some baskets on a cement court with black schoolchildren, who liked him quite a lot. In her own opinion, maybe black folks, having had so much practice on the problem, knew who their friends were better than white liberals full of theory. My, but she could scourge. 

This was my first glimpse of Toni Morrison, like your first glimpse of the cloud chamber of a cyclotron. Who knew she'd later write some novels? She gave me permission to be partisan, entirely subjective, perhaps ferocious. Later that same summer, two months after Bobby Kennedy had been shot dead, at the Democratic Convention in Chicago, after the chartered bus behind a squad-car escort, past checkpoints into the barbed-wire ring around the slaughterhouse, wearing an embossed "PRESS" ID tag like a fetish, surrendering my briefcase for inspection against guns and bombs, allowed into a gallery already preempted by municipal serfs from Mayor Daley's Department of Sanitation and Counterterrorism, watching Hubert's whips trash the peace plank, fleeing the scene on foot in the middle of a transportation strike, finding myself safer on the very black South Side than I'd later be in front of the Hilton, where I saw everybody I'd ever known in the antiwar movement--and many I wish I hadn't--get the crap kicked out of them, it seemed to me the system and the world were rotten. 

Twenty years later, William Kennedy would write a novel, "Quinn's Book," that imagined a young Irish-American newspaper reporter come back from the Civil War to a class war; to labor riots and the forced relocation of lullaby-singing, poor white Irish from Dutch-Nativist Albany in boxcars, like the Indians before them and the Jews after; to the lynching of an underground railroad conductor; to fire, flood, demented pigs and the fantasy of a revolutionary alliance between the have-not Irish and have-not blacks, an army of "paddyniggers"; and to a treasure buried in the bottom of a bird cage--an ancient magical Celtic disk, a divine riddle, a bloody coin--that turned this journalist into warrior, dreaming "a savage dream of a new order: faces as old as the dead Celts, forces in the shape of a severed head and a severed tongue ..." So be warned. 

Like El Cid, who's said to have been so indispensable in driving the Moors out of Spain and back to Africa--for the greater glory of a whiter God in the 11th century--that his own men propped up his Charlton Heston corpse in a silver saddle on a black horse and sent him holy-warrior trotting off to battle yet again, so the old soldiers, epic poets and court historians of our sorrier century peddle a Robert F. Kennedy who's just as dead. Bobby has been very dead for 30 years this week, and the anniversary of the assassination of the second son of Camelot, the nation's younger brother, is an occasion for body snatching, an abduction by sperm-sucking aliens. 

Michael Knox Beran--who was 2 years old when Sirhan Sirhan killed Bobby in a hotel kitchen moments after he won the California Democratic primary--tells us in "The Last Patrician" that this "revolutionary priest" was really a closet conservative. That tragedy had taught him to suspect the "foggy platitudes" and "feudal sentimentality" of an "effete" elite and the siren song of the Enlightenment. That he was on his existential way to rejecting not only big government and the paternalism of the old money Ivy League mandarinate that had bossed the rest of us ever since it got a monkey-gland transplant from Teddy Roosevelt, but to rejecting as well the whole idea of the welfare and national security states. That instead of Adlai Stevenson or Henry Stimson he was Ralph Waldo Emerson and Natty Bumppo. Beran writes so gracefully, with apposite citation here of Evelyn Waugh and there of T.S. Eliot, it takes awhile to realize he is making it up as he skinny-dips along, out of muddled vehemence, class animus and maybe even an itchy resentment of some of the aristocratic spas where he himself did time (Gorton, Columbia, Yale). 

I'm in favor of class animus. I think the trouble with this country is that the peasants have money. I'd like to see the homeless slash the tires and strangle the chauffeurs of every stretch limo that dares to pause at a traffic light. But it's odd that someone as alert as Beran to striations of status, to the tree rings, ice caps, peat bogs and fossil beds of buried class distinction in the great American massif, should so scant the Irishness and clannishness of the Kennedys, so much that was blood-feud tribal about them, especially when he seems to be trying to Pat Buchananize Bobby. 

Jeff Shesol--who wasn't born until two years after the hotel kitchen--tells us in "Mutual Contempt" that the hatred of Bobby and L.B.J. for each other shadowed and shaped every aspect of our swamp-fever politics in the '60s, from Vietnam to civil rights to the Great Society. While the obvious reasons for their hard feelings are specified at prurient length (with a slight tilt in Bobby's favor), not quite so obvious, and mostly unspecified, are the ways in which this personal antipathy did any such shaping. Had they liked each other, would we have been spared Nixon alone at night in a darkened wing of the White House, listening to himself on tape, as if Watergate were a play by Beckett? Would Bobby have stayed in the Cabinet rather than run for the Senate? Would L.B.J. not have escalated, nor pushed through the 1964 civil-rights bill, nor dreamed up and then abandoned his War on Poverty--which faltered, incidentally, not because money ran out in the open wound of Southeast Asia but because will ran out in Congress; not because "maximum feasible participation" by the poor didn't work but because it might have, and the ripple effects of Head Start among sharecroppers in Mississippi, Vista among coal miners in Appalachia, rural legal assistance for California farmworkers and community corporations in inner-city Newark terrified the local pols. 

Neither Shesol, though he has access to oral histories that flesh out what had before been merely adumbrated, nor Beran, though he bristles with the internal contradictions of a work in progress that ended at age 42, tells us much we didn't know from the first generation of Bobby books--the valentines by Ed Guthman, David Halberstam, Penn Kimball, Jack Newfield, Arthur Schlesinger Jr. and Jules Witcover, or the hatchet jobs by Ralph de Toledano and Victor Lasky--and considerably less about Bobby as attorney general than we learned from Victor Navasky in "Kennedy Justice." Nor does either of them credit the rest of the republic--the freedom-riders, the war-resisters and the flower children; the teachers, clergy and angel-headed hipsters; the gospel, folk songs, anthems, rock and blues; the rainbow shape of moral passion made coherent--for ending the long Ike snooze, for opening windows as if they were veins. Once more tediously, history consists of what white men do in the daytime, for which they get famous. 

Maxwell Taylor Kennedy--three years old when Bobby died in Los Angeles--has edited his father's private journal, his day thoughts, night shrieks and those snippets of Great Writers and tragic poets that he chose to copy down for meditation, into a handsome little commemorative volume with an affecting mix of candid snapshots and speech writer aperçus, entitled "Make Gentle the Life of This World: The Vision of Robert F. Kennedy." Quoted most often by far is Albert Camus, 20 times by my count. There's a clear sense here of Bobby's growth through pain to an appreciation of the reality of lives less gaudy; of the distance he traveled, against his will, from Camelot, that swashbuckling James Bond wet dream of witty violence, insolent cool, dry Martinis, brand-name snobbery, killer gadgets, musical beds, gang-bang counterinsurgency scenarios, contempt for women and for other cultures; why he came to be believed in Watts and Johannesburg--even his startling statement, on emerging from a mine shaft in the ocean floor off Chile, where the miners had all been Communists: "If I worked in this mine, I'd be a Communist, too." And a resonant passage from Hemingway, before Papa ate his gun: 

If people bring so much courage to this world the world has to kill them or break them, so of course it kills them. The world breaks everyone, and afterward many are strong at the broken places. But those that will not break, it kills. It kills the very good and the very gentle and the very brave impartially. If you are none of these you can be sure it will kill you too, but there will be no special hurry.

This is the mood of "Robert F. Kennedy: A Memoir," a three-hour wallow in feeling lousy, on the Discovery cable channel Sunday, June 7, from 8 to 11 pm. The first hour is narrated by Glenn Close, the second by Mario Cuomo, the third by Ving Rhames--a not untypical smorgasbord of enthusiasts. Throughout, Jack Newfield of the New York Daily News interviews the children, the colleagues, the surprising Shirley MacLaine (a Bobby-pledged delegate to the 1968 Chicago convention), the inevitable Doris Kearns Goodwin and those journalists (Pete Hamill, Jimmy Breslin, Peter Maas, Murray Kempton) who can be counted on to feel that more than a Kennedy died 30 years ago. Maas tells the story of a devastated attorney general showing up at a Christmas party for orphans, in 1963, just because he'd promised to; being greeted by a small child who shouted, "They killed your brother! They killed your brother!" and then burst into tears; picking her up, stroking her head and assuring her, "That's all right--I've got another." 

So I'm feeling lousy right along with them. He was the last American politician I cared about or cried for, the only one since Lincoln as novelistically interesting as, say, a Havel or Mandela. Clinton tells us that he feels our pain. Bobby embodied it. "Unacceptable" was his mantra, as "intolerable" was Wittgenstein's. Then he'd do something radical to fix it, which never seemed to him enough. Has there ever been a sadder pair of eyes, so much brokenness that mended badly, such a sense of swimming up from bends of despair toward an empathic grasp of all who are dispossessed, all that's bereft? "Sirhan Sirhan is a Yippie!" said Jerry Rubin, that poisoned Twinkie. But Robert Lowell wrote another epitaph, full of loneliness like "a thin smoke thread of vital air": 

For them, like a prince, you daily left your tower 
to walk through dirt in your best cloth. Here now, 
alone, in my Plutarchan bubble, I miss 
you, you out of Plutarch, made by hand--
Forever approaching our maturity." 

Actually, Bobby said his favorite poet was Aeschylus, for the tragedy. And, from Aeschylus, his favorite lines: "In our sleep, pain which we cannot forget falls drop by drop upon the heart until, in our own despair, against our will, comes wisdom through the awful grace of God." 

Forget El Cid. Like the Camus he quoted so often, or the Orwell who shows only on a rare occasion, we invoke Bobby to look better to ourselves. We wear his skin, as if from a wolf or bear we've slain. Or, as Kurt Vonnegut once recommended that we read great books--"the way a young cannibal might eat the hearts of brave old enemies." Or as Denver warned her ghostly sister about their difficult mother in Toni Morrion's "Beloved": "Watch out for her; she can give you dreams." 
SALON | June 2, 1998 

http://archive.salon.com/news/1998/06/cov_02news.html
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Columbia University strike leader Mark Rudd addresses a rally on campus May 17, 1968; inset, Weather glamour girl Bernardine Dohrn in a 1969 arrest photo.
When terrorism was cool
As a new film about the Weather Underground opens, former '60s revolutionary Mark Rudd wonders whatever possessed him -- and America.

- - - - - - - - - - - -
By Andrew O'Hehir
June 7, 2003  |  "Some years ago," Mark Rudd says, "I developed this formulation: The Vietnam War drove me crazy. Now, that doesn't explain why it drove me crazy and it didn't drive other people crazy. But I think in actuality the Vietnam War drove a lot of people crazy." 

Sitting at a sidewalk cafe table in New York's Soho neighborhood, Rudd isn't likely to attract much attention. He looks like a shaggy, stocky, aging hippie turned academic, which is pretty much what he is. (He teaches at a junior college in Albuquerque, N.M.) 

	


But 34 or 35 years ago, in another era and what must sometimes seem to him like another country, Rudd was a national counterculture celebrity. As head of the Columbia University chapter of Students for a Democratic Society, he led the antiwar demonstrations that virtually shut down the Columbia campus in April 1968, occupying the president's office and holding the college dean prisoner (as well as producing the infamous slogan, "Up against the wall, motherfucker!"). The following year, he was one of the founding members of Weatherman, the revolutionary faction that took over SDS and essentially devoured it. (The group's name, of course, derives from the lyrics to Bob Dylan's "Subterranean Homesick Blues": "You don't need a weatherman to know which way the wind blows.") 

Less than a year after that, by the spring of 1970, he was a fugitive terror suspect, fleeing federal charges that he'd planned bombings and incited riots in various Midwestern cities. Three Weathermen had blown themselves up while building a bomb in a Greenwich Village townhouse, no more than a mile from where Rudd is sitting today. To the group's everlasting shame, that bomb was intended for an officers' dance at Fort Dix, N.J., where it presumably could have killed not only military personnel but their civilian dates and whoever else might have been in the building. 

In the wake of the townhouse explosion, authorities finally grasped that the Weathermen, although small in scale and limited in capacity, were earnestly dedicated to the violent overthrow of the United States government. Like two dozen or so other core members, including such movement stars as Bernardine Dohrn, Bill Ayers, David Gilbert, Kathy Boudin, Cathy Wilkerson and Brian Flanagan, Rudd lived "underground," moving from city to city under assumed identities and holding a series of menial jobs, for more than seven years. 

Dubbed the Weather Underground, the group carried out several more bombings in the 1970s, including high-profile attacks on the U.S. Capitol mailroom and New York police headquarters. Perhaps the Weathermen's greatest achievement, such as it was, came in September 1970, when they helped LSD guru Timothy Leary escape from a California prison and flee the U.S. with a forged passport. Leary lived in Eldridge Cleaver's Black Panther compound in Algeria until the two had a falling out, but was ultimately recaptured by U.S. agents in Afghanistan. In a final twist not mentioned in Green and Siegel's film, once Leary was back in prison he reportedly ratted out his Weather Underground allies to the FBI in exchange for early release. 

As misguided and counterproductive as the Weather Underground's activities may have been, after the townhouse bombing the group never again planned attacks against human beings. Their post-1970 bombings were symbolic in nature and happened at night when the buildings were empty. For all the vitriol heaped on the Weather Underground by other leftists -- and especially by ex-leftist neocons like David Horowitz and Ronald Radosh -- it never killed or injured anyone except its own members. (In this regard, it's striking that right-wingers routinely employ the excesses of Weatherman to paint the entire left as anti-American terrorist sympathizers, while the left is either too civil or too cowardly to use the hateful acts of Timothy McVeigh, Eric Rudolph and James Kopp to attack conservatives in general.) 

Maybe all this history explains my first question to Rudd, the one to which he responds above: "Were you just completely fucking nuts?" 

His answer, and I suppose mine too, having talked to him and watched Sam Green and Bill Siegel's documentary film, "The Weather Underground," is yes and no. The movie (now playing in New York, with Chicago, San Francisco and several other cities to follow over the summer) is certain to leave people arguing on the sidewalk after they see it. Some veterans of the New Left's political wars will surely feel it's a little generous to the Weathermen, a group who could be described as combining Cultural Revolution-style ultra-left rhetoric with Keystone Kops incompetence, and they probably have a point. 

But for most viewers under 40 or thereabouts, who will know little or nothing about the events in question and for whom the history of the late '60s and early '70s is a newsreel blur of rock concerts, assassinations, Volkswagens, G.I.s with Zippo lighters and jerky Richard Nixon poses, "The Weather Underground" will arrive with the force of revelation. It does something that's almost impossible to do in works of history -- it conveys a sense of what the past actually felt like. 

And the past in this case, the past of 1968 through 1970 or so, was completely fucking nuts. As Green and Siegel's impressive collection of video footage (a great deal of which I've never seen before) makes clear, the internal feuds in the antiwar left that drove a handful of radicals to declare war on their own country didn't happen in a vacuum. 

By 1968, the Vietnam War was going poorly and public opinion was beginning to swing against it. The weekly body count of dead U.S. soldiers, often in the hundreds, had become a major story. The Tet Offensive, beginning in January -- during which the North Vietnamese briefly occupied the U.S. Embassy in Saigon -- made clear that we were not only not winning the war, we might be losing it. In March, the men of Charlie Company, 11th Brigade, Americal Division, under the command of Lt. William Calley, massacred more than 300 unarmed civilians, including women and children, in the Vietnamese village of My Lai. (The public didn't learn about the My Lai massacre for a year and a half, until journalist Seymour Hersh published his legendary exposé.) 

In April, the same month Rudd led the student uprising at Columbia, the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated in Memphis and black neighborhoods in more than 100 cities exploded in violent outrage. In May, the student-worker rebellion in Paris brought Charles de Gaulle's government to the brink of collapse. In June, Sen. Robert F. Kennedy, who seemed likely to become the next president and had vowed to end the war, was assassinated in Los Angeles. In August, the shattered Democrats held their convention in Chicago and were upstaged by pitched street battles between radical demonstrators and Mayor Richard Daley's thuglike police force, while halfway around the world a different set of thugs, commanding Soviet tanks, rolled into Czechoslovakia to crush the "Prague Spring" reform movement. 

All that in eight months. You could make an argument that 1969, which brought the Manson Family murders, the Chicago Eight trial, Woodstock, Altamont and the police killing of Black Panther leader Fred Hampton under what might generously be described as suspicious circumstances (he was almost certainly murdered in his sleep), as well as the SDS split and the emergence of Weatherman, felt even more apocalyptic. 

A lot of people, not all of them on the left, believed that Che Guevara-style Third World revolution was bound to come to North America. To many intellectuals, Western civilization seemed on the verge of destroying itself in one last violent paroxysm. Against this background, the most surprising thing about the Marxist guerrilla movement that emerged from the New Left in 1969 is how small and ineffective it actually turned out to be. (Even the largest and most famous Weatherman action, the "Days of Rage" riots in Chicago in October of 1969, involved no more than 500 people, when organizers were expecting tens of thousands.) 

"There was so much violence at the time," Rudd says. "All the violence, especially the violence we were opposing, it permeated us. It was like the interpenetration of opposites." 

Rudd had been to Cuba early in 1968, and like many radicals of the time was hypnotized by the cult of Che and the Cuban Revolution with its model of foquismo, the argument that a small revolutionary vanguard could galvanize society and draw the masses to its cause. "It was almost like a religious revelation," he says. "The revelation was that there was a war going on in the world, and you had to choose sides." 

But most radicals, even those with Che and Fidel posters on their walls who openly rooted for Ho Chi Minh and the Viet Cong, never tried to plant bombs in government buildings or got involved in harebrained schemes to organize "revolutionary working-class youth." (Rudd was once beaten up by kids at a Midwestern drive-in during one of these organizing efforts.) 

Rudd says that to this day he can't explain why he went so far into revolutionary madness. At this point he comes off as a genial, entirely sane, middle-aged man, who talks about his past with the same combination of rueful nostalgia and good humor other people might display in discussing Woodstock or a college romance or an acid-fueled motorcycle voyage across the Southwest. "I don't think I was that different from most white middle-class antiwar people," he says. But Weatherman provided "a group or a gang or a clique" that no outside criticism could penetrate. "You develop your own philosophy and it grows more and more intense, the way a religious cult might develop." 

As Weatherman transformed SDS from a broad public movement to a small revolutionary cadre between the summer of 1969 and the spring of 1970, most of its membership dropped away. Rudd stayed. "The people who managed to break free of that gravitational pull -- I actually honor them, you know?" he continues. "They got out and I didn't. Maybe I was weaker." 

He held a leadership position on "the Weather Bureau" until about the time of the townhouse bombing in March 1970, although he says he was not directly involved in planning or building the bomb. A day or two before the disaster, Rudd says, he learned that the device was intended for the Fort Dix dance. "In retrospect," he says, choosing his words carefully, "I've always wished that I had had the presence of mind to take some action to stop it." 

But Rudd's mentality at the time, and the group's, was entirely different. He remembers thinking, "'We've got to carry this through. We've got to carry out armed attacks against the imperialist enemy.' I guess it must have been a terrorist state of mind." 

When asked the obvious question -- whether his experience offers him any insight into the thinking of people who blow themselves up in Tel Aviv supermarkets, or fly airplanes into crowded buildings -- Rudd laughs in a way that lets you know he isn't actually amused. 

"I don't think insight is the right word," he says. "I think it's more like, do I think I could ever be that twisted? I certainly don't have the same insight as George W. Bush, who knows for a fact that there is good and evil in the world, and which is which. I think there's a lot of evil in the world." 

In Green and Siegel's present-day interviews with Weather Underground veterans, Rudd and former comrade Brian Flanagan (today the owner of a Manhattan bar) appear as the movement's voices of repentance. In one wrenching scene near the end of the film, Flanagan stands at the site of the West 11th Street townhouse that blew up in March 1970, killing Diana Oughton, Ted Gold and Terry Robbins. (Fellow Weathermen Kathy Boudin and Cathy Wilkerson were also in the house, but escaped alive.) "I come by here all the time," says Flanagan, in tones of weariness, almost exhaustion. "It never really gets any easier." 

But the Weather Underground's glamour couple, Bernardine Dohrn and Bill Ayers, seem strangely unaware of how they come off today, and at least half-trapped in the ideology of the past. (Dohrn was originally planning to do interviews to promote the film, but apparently thought better of it.) Seen in newsreel footage from 1969, they come off more like style-conscious actors playing revolutionary leaders than the real thing: Dohrn lectures the "bourgeois pigs" of the mainstream press while wearing a micro-miniskirt and Sophia Loren sunglasses; Ayers saunters through a crowd with a detached, rock-star swagger. You could say they were imitating Jane Fonda and Bob Dylan, respectively, but Dohrn and Ayers had so much street cred at the time it almost might have been the other way around. 

Since emerging from underground around 1980, Dohrn and Ayers have held lefty sinecures at universities (Dohrn at Northwestern, Ayers at the University of Illinois at Chicago). Like most other Weatherman veterans, neither went to prison, largely because the FBI's notorious COINTELPRO program broke so many laws while pursuing them that the evidence gathered was worthless. (David Gilbert and Kathy Boudin are serving life sentences for a 1981 armored-car robbery in which a police officer was killed, but that crime occurred after the Weather Underground had disbanded and most other members had surfaced.) 

Perhaps because they're coddled by institutional life and surrounded by like-minded people, perhaps for some other reason, neither Dohrn nor Ayers displays even the faintest evidence of penitence or apology, nor any consciousness of the fact that almost everybody else in America -- left, right or center -- thinks they were completely out to lunch. (Dohrn now insists she was kidding when she praised the Manson family for "offing those rich pigs with their own forks and knives," although no one who knew her at the time seems to believe that.) Even in the wake of Ayers' self-mythologizing memoir, "Fugitive Days," which had the unique karmic misfortune to be published in September 2001, they seem to lack any rational perspective on the troubling role they played in 20th century American history. (In what may have been the worst timing in journalistic history, an adulatory interview with Ayers appeared in the New York Times on the morning of Sept. 11, 2001, under the headline, "No Regrets for a Love of Explosives.") 

Weather-haters may reject the highly textured historical context supplied by Green and Siegel's film, the notion that, as Rudd puts it, "the establishment of the context of violence somehow explains the violence of the individual terrorist." But nothing in the movie seeks to justify the Weathermen's specific tactics or arguments. In fact, understanding Weatherman as one manifestation of a near-pathological period in American history -- as a symptom of the New Left's disintegration, rather than its cause -- reduces the group's overblown rhetoric to human scale, and makes clear how pathetic its grandiose ambitions really were. 

New York University professor Todd Gitlin, the onetime SDS leader ousted by Weatherman in 1969, says in the film that the group's apparent willingness to kill for its beliefs, at the time of the townhouse bombing, brought it into the same category of ideology-driven murderers as Hitler and Stalin. This is grossly overstated -- the Weathermen never held any power and, once again, never actually killed anyone on purpose -- and no doubt results from Gitlin's legitimate sense of grievance against Dohrn, Ayers, Rudd and company. 

But there's a germ of truth beneath Gitlin's bluster, in the sense that the utopian dreams of the '60s left (which were, at least arguably, always ridiculous) were irreparably smashed in the fall and winter of 1969-70. That season also brought the Manson arrests, the My Lai revelations, the Hampton killing and the acid nightmare at Altamont Speedway. The explosion on West 11th Street in March, maybe not so earth-shattering in itself -- a few pampered kids playing with explosives -- was the last nail in the coffin. 

For Mark Rudd's part, he says those experiences 30-odd years ago have made him an absolute pacifist. Most people would probably disagree with his view that there's no moral distinction between a soldier following orders in Iraq and a suicide bomber in Jerusalem, but at least he's consistent. "No one should kill anyone, for any reason," he says. "No government violence, nothing. None of it is justified. The only solution I can see is to advocate for pacifism everywhere in the world. It solves the problem of good and evil." 

"The Weather Underground" suggests uneasy parallels with today's America, at least insofar as the film depicts a period of rapid and unpredictable change, in which the U.S. government seems to have grand imperial schemes. For his part, Rudd hopes today's activists will learn from his example. The post-Seattle anti-globalization and antiwar movements have "better logic" than the Weathermen, he says. "Their actions are better thought out. But I still think they have to inform all that with pacifism. I take an absolute stand on that. If you look at activist movements in history, the ones that are most successful are the ones that are most disciplined, that say, 'We will not harm people, we will not harm property.' Because then you capture that moral high ground. I am absolutely convinced, for example, that the Israelis could not possibly have stood up to a nonviolent resistance movement" by the Palestinians. 

He pauses again, looking around him at the calm, sunny New York street scene. "I'm ashamed of what we did to SDS," he says. "I think Todd Gitlin is right when he says in the movie that we hijacked SDS. We destroyed SDS. 

"I'm also ashamed that we raised the issue of violence within the movement. I think we contributed to the discussion of anti-imperialism, which was absolutely essential. But that in itself led us to take that last step, to become anti-imperialist guerrillas." 

Rudd laughs again. It almost seems as if he's been over this stuff in his head a million times, but it still surprises him a little when he talks about it. "You know what? If Gitlin and other ex-New Left people choose to hate me, that's quite all right with me. Maybe they have some elements of truth on their side." 

salon.com
http://archive.salon.com/ent/feature/2003/06/07/weatherman/index.html

Radical Chic Resurgent. Timothy Noah, Posted Wednesday, Aug. 22, 2001, at 3:24 PM PT 
The astonishing luck of Bill Ayers, unrepentant former Weather Underground revolutionary, continues unabated. Today the state of New York refused to grant parole to Kathy Boudin, another Weather Underground radical, convicted 20 years ago of second degree murder for participating in a Brink's truck robbery in which two policemen and a security guard were killed. That's bad news for Boudin, who by all accounts has been a model prisoner. But it's great news for Ayers--who, with his wife, Bernardine Dohrn, jointly raised Boudin's son--because it's bound to help Ayers sell his new memoir, Fugitive Days.

Chatterbox isn't sure he's ever read a memoir quite so self-indulgent and morally clueless as Fugitive Days. (He's certainly never before read one festooned with glowing blurbs from respectable folk like Scott Turow--"a gripping personal account.") "Memory is a motherfucker," begins Ayers, establishing the book's literary tone and unreliability in one compact sentence. Throughout Fugitive Days, Ayers reminds his readers that he's had to omit or change many facts throughout his narrative because they describe actions on his part that are, well, illegal. In the turbulent early 1970s, Ayers helped set off bombs in two dozen places, including the Pentagon and the U.S. Capitol. Supposedly nobody was hurt--the Weatherpeople always issued agitprop-laden bomb threats in advance--though Chatterbox has never seen a scrupulous accounting. (Ayers never did jail time for the bombings because of prosecutorial misbehavior.) Ayers was also a leader of the Days of Rage, a vandalism spree in Chicago in which bystanders were assaulted, though Ayers neglects to mention that. To acquire false IDs needed to survive underground, Ayers does confess, "[w]e stole wallets and purses ... without much concern for our victims." Characteristically, though, Ayers dwells not on this latter point but on his foolishness for risking exposure:

 [I]t was a risky business that could reel out of control without warning. We were trying to learn artfulness and stealth, and stealing purses was definitely from the old school. More important, these papers were unreliable, and had a short shelf life. As soon as they were reported missing, everything stopped working, and it could prove disastrous to buy a car, for example, or rent an apartment. ...
Ayers periodically expresses mild regret for his crimes, in tones reminiscent of a middle-aged insurance executive who wishes he hadn't gotten drunk quite so often at his college fraternity. "We took ourselves so seriously--OK, a little too seriously, we were too earnest by half and way too insistent," he writes at one point. "[F]rom the edges, we were entirely inflexible, maybe even a bit goofy." But in the process of describing such youthful indiscretions, Ayers invariably winds himself up into a self-exculpating frenzy. Here he is talking about the Pentagon bombing:

The operation cost just under $500, and no one was killed, or even hurt. In that same time the Pentagon spent tens of millions of dollars and dropped tens of thousands of pounds of explosives on Viet Nam, killing or wounding thousands of human beings, causing hundreds of millions of dollars of damage. Because nothing justified their actions in our calculus, nothing could contradict the merit of ours. ... I can't quite imagine putting a bomb in a building today--all of that seems so distinctly a part of then. But I can't imagine entirely dismissing the possibility, either.
In one truly flabbergasting moment, Ayers dares to compare Hugh Thompson, Lawrence Colburn, and Glen Andreotta--the heroic GIs who pointed their guns at fellow U.S. soldiers in order to halt the My Lai massacre--to his former girlfriend, Diana Oughton. Oughton was killed when explosives that she and other Weatherpeople were hoarding in a Greenwich Village townhouse unexpectedly detonated in 1970. They'd been planning to blow up Fort Dix.

Much of what Ayers self-interestedly leaves out of his book is more personally embarrassing than illegal. Ayers takes care not to dwell on his own Establishment credentials. (His father was chairman of the energy company Commonwealth Edison, a fact Ayers conveys only by writing, "My dad worked for Edison.") Ayers omits any discussion of his famous 1970 statement, "Kill all the rich people. Break up their cars and apartments. Bring the revolution home, kill your parents, that's where it's really at." He also omits any discussion of his wife Bernardine Dohrn's famous reaction to the Manson killings, as conveyed by journalist Peter Collier: "Dig it. First they killed those pigs, then they ate dinner in the same room with them, then they even shoved a fork into a victim's stomach! Wild!" (In a 1993 Chicago Magazine profile, Dohrn claimed, implausibly, that she'd been trying to convey that "Americans love to read about violence.") Nor does he address fellow radical Jane Alpert's charge  that Ayers was "notorious for his callous treatment and abandonment of Diana Oughton before her death and for his generally fickle and high-handed treatment of women" (though Ayers does manage to get across the message, to those few who haven't heard it, that the late 1960s and early 1970s were a golden age for getting laid).

Hilariously, Ayers turns disapproving only when discussing radicals who lacked the good breeding and restraint of the Weather Underground:

[W]e hoped to use our celebrity in the lunatic left as well as the gathering Weathermyth in the larger world to persuade others to pull back. We knew where to find a few organized groups--the Red Family and the Proud Eagle Tribe, for example, the Motherfuckers and the White Panthers--and we held several secret summits where we had the traditional frank exchange of views and hammered out some kind of new formal understanding. Only once, in a dingy basement hideout near Houston, were guns drawn, but it was based on a misunderstanding--the crazies thought Jeff [Jones] had said, "We can turn you shits in in D.C." when he had actually said, "We can turn you into fish in the sea"--and we laughed about it later as we passed a joint.
Ayers is similarly dismissive of terrorists, a group to which he claims not to belong:

Terrorists terrorize, they kill innocent civilians, while we organized and agitated. Terrorists destroy randomly, while our actions bore, we hoped, the precise stamp of a cut diamond. Terrorists intimidate, while we aimed only to educate.
And, indeed, Ayers today is a distinguished professor of education at the University of Illinois, Chicago. Take it away, Dinesh D'Souza.

http://www.slate.com/id/1008160

Skull Session, The people who've lost their heads going off to war.
By Tom Dunkel, Posted Friday, May 9, 1997, at 12:30 AM PT 
I was expecting ... I don't know what. Maybe some old hatboxes labeled "Confidential: Vietnam" languishing on a dusty shelf in a dusty closet. Instead, Paul Sledzik, an earnest young curator at the National Museum of Health and Medicine in Washington, D.C., leads me into a large, spotless storage room, unlocks File Cabinet 24, and slides out the top drawer. There they are: six human skulls. Keepsakes from the war that refuses to go away quietly. A cardboard divider, no different from what's normally used to ship grapefruit, keeps the skulls from banging together like marbles.

"These two are my favorites," Sledzik says. "I kind of go back and forth about which is the most interesting."

He points out two skulls that are indisputably the eye-catchers of the bunch. "Interesting" is an understatement. These are the Velvet Elvises of war booty. The first skull (inventory No. 1987.3017.13) is slathered with graffiti. Above the eye sockets someone scrawled "Chu Lai trip skull." The doodles include a peace sign and a marijuana pipe. "Pat," "Chuckie," "Frank," and "Rich" are among those who added their names, as if they were giddy college teammates autographing a football after a big homecoming win.
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The skull is that of a 15-to-20-year-old Asian male. It had been confiscated from two U.S. servicemen at Da Nang airfield in the fall of 1971. They had inquired about the proper procedure for shipping their prize home, apparently oblivious to the fact that body parts aren't considered military surplus. "If you read the case file," notes Sledzik, "it sounds as if they thought there was nothing wrong with this."

His other favorite skull (No. 1987.3017.23) came from a slightly older Asian male. Authorities took it off the hands of a GI stationed at Pleiku in 1972. Somebody at the base was dabbling in morbid art therapy. An undercoat of shocking-blue paint had been applied to the skull; red and yellow Day-Glo vertical stripes were then added in the back. A fat, black candle--melted firmly in place, wick still intact--sits atop the skull amid a puddle of congealed wax. A drill hole is visible in the cranium, evidence that this was once a hanging skull-candle. Three of the four remaining skulls (one belonging to a woman, all believed to be Vietnamese) also underwent what is euphemistically known as "post-mortem decorative treatment." For example, the eye cavities of skull No. 1987.3017.09--found inside a footlocker at Fort Campbell, Ky., in 1971--bear the inscriptions "Jimi Vivar 70-71" (left) and "Viet Nam que loco" (right). "Things Go Better With Castro Coke" and "Stay High Stay Alive" adorn the top and sides.
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The National Museum of Health and Medicine is located on the grounds of Walter Reed Army Medical Center. Its roots extend back to the Civil War. Thus, visitors can find on display a swatch of diseased colon removed from a Union soldier plagued by terminal diarrhea, and pieces of John Wilkes Booth's vertebrae, not to mention such miscellany as Siamese twins in a jar and a Peruvian mummy. However, the oddest items in the oddball collection--items that the government doesn't quite know what to do with--are kept in permanent storage. Like the brain of Charles Guiteau, the man who assassinated President Garfield. Like the Vietnam War skulls.

I'd visited the museum several times, but learned about the skulls only recently from a friend. They immediately ruined several nights' sleep, prompting me to pay Sledzik a visit. Vietnam, after all, is my war. And I have the draft-lottery deferment to prove it. The assumption, says Sledzik, is that American grunts picked up the skulls in their battlefield travels: souvenirs to someday show the grandkids. But now that the United States and Vietnam are busy re-establishing diplomatic relations, now that Hanoi may be in the running for the next TCBY yogurt franchise, why not give 'em back? For the sake of symbolic closure. For sappy sentimental reasons. By rights, it seems to me, a person's head ought to rest in peace, if not near his or her body, then at least on the same continent.

Shows what I know.

Trophies of war--from helmets, bayonets, and other innocuous spoils to the grisly byproducts of dismemberment--have a long, if not proud, history. In the latter category, the practice probably reached its nadir with headshrinking. Sledzik walks across the storage room and fetches another rare museum piece: a perfectly preserved head no larger than a tennis ball. It's the handiwork of the Shuar, a notoriously ferocious tribe that inhabits the forests of Ecuador and Peru. The Shuar--who are to headshrinking what the Amish are to quilting--were transforming enemies into trinkets as recently as the 1950s.

But such macabre behavior transcends geographic bounds. In medieval England the severed heads of those who crossed the throne were regularly stuck on pikes and mounted in public places, London Bridge being a choice site. Oliver Cromwell was decapitated after death and his head left on a pole in Westminster Hall for 27 years. Across the world, an 18th century war shrine in the Japanese town of Nara once contained the ears of 20,000 Koreans. The Japanese reportedly moved on to bigger things in World War II. The archives of the College of Physicians of Philadelphia contain a note dictated by a fellow of the college in 1944 that reads, "Recently a Japanese officer sent 210 Chinese heads to Japan as trophies to be displayed. This number was exceeded by another officer who sent 220 heads."

Vietnam was not the first time that U.S. soldiers indulged in noggin nabbing. Marines amassed piles of heads during the Philippine Insurrection of 1899-1901. Army records show that when the remains of Japanese soldiers killed in the Mariana Islands were repatriated in 1984, some 60 percent of the corpses were headless.

Alas, there is a semi-underground market--collectively called "the bone trade"--that trafficks in body parts imbued with historic significance or celebrity cachet. What is reputed to be Gen. George Custer's left pinkie has, over the years, been traded for a horse and sold for its weight in gold. The Marquis de Sade's head is known to be "above ground," as they say in the business. Napoleon's penis--lopped off during his autopsy--was purchased a few years ago by a New York urologist.

Bob White, a respected Baltimore memorabilia dealer and owner of one of the world's largest collection of shrunken heads (35 and counting), says the Vietnam trophy skulls would find buyers. "As sick as it sounds," he says, "they would even be a good investment" (though not as good as Marilyn Monroe's nipples--rumored to have been snipped off during her autopsy, along with some locks of hair--which White estimates "could bring well over $25,000").

Another collector of shrunken heads, who requested anonymity, has a Vietnam War photograph of a group of American soldiers posing by a crude altar fashioned from skulls and bones, reminiscent of the ghastly constructions of the Cambodian Khmer Rouge. "They're showing the Angel of Death that they're not afraid," he explains.

Desecration of the dead serves the dual purpose of steeling one's own courage and intimidating the enemy. But, the collector adds, "There is a difference between taking a trophy and a souvenir."

The distinction seems irrelevant as I stand inside the National Museum of Health and Medicine holding the bright blue skull-candle in cupped hands. Part of me is worried about dropping the damn thing. Part of me feels obliged to smash it against the wall. I ask Sledzik if the Vietnamese Embassy in Washington might want custody of the skulls. "As far as I know, they've never been offered," he replies. "We can't say for sure they're even combatants."

His assistant, Lenore Barbian, cautions against practicing moral hegemony. Most Asians, she says, "are not very careful about the disposal of human remains. It's not part of the culture. It's a different way of viewing death."

She's right, of course. But forensic specialists are trained to view the world through dispassionate eyes. I'm unschooled. I'm also, for better or worse, a creature of Western sensibilities, in which crude lines are customarily drawn between the murderous imperatives of battle and the wanton bloodlust of barbarism. Come Memorial Day--when the country is absorbed in the annual rituals of war and remembrance, when flags bloom like red-white-and-blue wildflowers on thousands of graves--my thoughts will wander to "Rich" and "Chuckie" and "Jimi Vivar." They are on the loose in America. Middle-aged men now. How'd the readjustment to civilian life go? What gimmicks are they employing these days to stave off the Angel of Death?

Mostly, though, I will think about six lives and six ignominious ends. Something tells me those hapless Vietnam skulls deserve a better resting place than File Cabinet 24. Yet, I can't say exactly why. I just feel it in my bones.

http://slate.msn.com/id/2442

The Trial of Henry K.  Was Kissinger a war criminal? A new movie can't prove the case.  By David Greenberg, Updated Wednesday, Oct. 9, 2002, at 12:53 PM PT 
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	War criminal or overrated opportunist?


The director Stanley Kubrick had a gift for counterposing chirpy music with chilling violence to make you laugh and shudder at once. In Dr. Strangelove (1964), Vera Lynn croons "We'll Meet Again" as a mushroom cloud engulfs Planet Earth; in Full Metal Jacket (1987), bedraggled Vietnam grunts march into the dusk singing the Mickey Mouse Club theme. The Trials of Henry Kissinger—a film whose New Left sensibility dates to the mad Kubrickian age of nukes and 'Nam—opens with a montage in the same ironic vein: The documentary's title villain, its real-life Strangelove, is dressed in his academic-issue black-rimmed glasses and drab suit and grins sheepishly. In the background, John Coltrane and Johnny Hartmann linger through a smoky romantic ballad, as if to swoon over Henry. Even as this documentary sets out to damn Kissinger in high moral dudgeon, we see that it also plainly means to have fun at his expense. 

Unfortunately, the movie's touch isn't always so light. Based on a long Harper's article (and later a book) by polemicist Christopher Hitchens, the film builds a case, often heavy-handedly, that for his deeds in Indochina, Chile, and East Timor, Kissinger should be hauled before a world court for war crimes, just like the murderous dictators Slobodan Milosevic and Augusto Pinochet. Leading leftist Kissinger critics, including Hitchens, Seymour Hersh, William Shawcross, and Roger Morris bear witness for the prosecution. In Henry's defense we hear his former deputies Al Haig and Brent Scowcroft, his former Nixon administration colleague William Safire, and (via previously taped TV footage) Kissinger himself. Frustratingly, however, the defenders' words are usually clipped or decontextualized, made to sound like idiocies instead of credible counterarguments—or so it seemed from the titters that their remarks drew from the graying lefties in the Greenwich Village theater where I saw the film.

Yet although the case is blatantly one-sided—it should have been called The Case Against Henry Kissinger, as was Hitchens' original article—it's still riveting and, within limits, persuasive. All the evidence presented here has appeared in fuller context and greater detail in Hitchens' book and other places. Yet filmmakers Alex Gibney and Eugene Jarecki do usefully hold up for display key documents that have been released over the years implicating the former national security adviser and secretary of state in dastardly deeds. With the emergence of FBI memos, for example, it has become increasingly certain that Kissinger, while advising President Lyndon Johnson on the 1968 Vietnam peace negotiations, secretly helped Richard Nixon scotch an accord that, if successful, could well have spelled victory in that year's election for Democrat Hubert Humphrey. Also powerful is the case that Kissinger has lied to conceal his efforts to keep Chile's elected Marxist leader Salvador Allende from taking office in 1970—efforts that led to the murder of a Chilean general and, ultimately, the coup that brought Pinochet and his thugs to power. 

To review this material is to be reminded of America's ruthless military adventurism during the late Cold War, actions all the more terrible because they occurred at a time when we should have known (and Kissinger and Nixon did know) that communism wasn't going to subvert our democracy. Prolonging the Vietnam War (at the cost of 20,000 American and many more Vietnamese lives), overthrowing the Allende regime, and winking and nodding at Indonesia's brutality in East Timor—the footage and discussion of these misguided policies makes palpable again the terrible tragedy of the Cold War; it also makes clear that Kissinger was a lying, coldblooded, immoral bastard. It doesn't, however, prove the film's key allegation: that he's a war criminal.

The Trials of Henry Kissinger frames its case in the context of what is (was?) a new era of international law, with the new global criminal court as its centerpiece. In a post-Cold War age of reckoning, the bad guys can now be called to account. But, alas, while we hear many fine and exalted words about universal justice, the film never explores these tricky issues in any depth. Is supporting a corrupt or brutal regime ever legitimate, and, if not, how do we ever conduct foreign policy? Who is to judge such morally and legally gray zones as invading a country that's neutral on paper but hostile in practice, as Cambodia was when it provided staging grounds for North Vietnamese attacks? Who, exactly, should be held responsible for bloody wars, coups, and revolutions? A vast corpus of theory has arisen to wrestle with these tough problems, but no discussion of it appears in the film.

Instead, Gibney and Jarecki apply to Kissinger the most stringent standards possible. In a perverse way, this actually disserves the movement for an international criminal court. Like the Israel-bashers and Jew-haters who would brand Ariel Sharon a war criminal and try him in The Hague, the indiscriminate lumping of Kissinger with men like Milosevic furnishes ammunition to critics of a world court who warn that anyone with an ax to grind might use it for political grandstanding. 

At bottom, it never occurs to the filmmakers to ask why Kissinger of all people should be singled out for indictment. Setting aside malefactors all over the world whose barbarity far outstrips Kissinger's, in the United States alone there were many other Nixon aides—as well as officials in the Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson administrations—who were party to heinous Cold War deeds. Why not The Trials of Robert McNamara or The Trials of the Dulles Brothers? (On the flip side, Gibney and Jarecki give shockingly short shrift to the one crime for which Kissinger should definitely have been tried: his illegal wiretapping of 17 administration officials and reporters during the Nixon presidency and possibly perjurious denial of it during his 1973 Senate confirmation hearings.)

Above all, Gibney and Jarecki don't make clear why they target Kissinger and not the man who gave him his marching orders: Richard Nixon. Historians agree that Nixon, not his brainier adviser, devised and directed his administration's foreign policy. From his opening of relations with China to his refusal to end the Vietnam War, Nixon called all the shots. Kissinger has admitted as much, disavowing the credit (or blame) that journalists once heaped upon him. 

The difference between Kissinger and Nixon, of course, is that Kissinger got away with it. He escaped prosecution and even close scrutiny during Watergate mainly because the Senate feared American foreign policy would unravel without him. The Washington press corps and the Georgetown social scene coddled him. Unlike the socially inept Nixon, Kissinger was silkily deft at ingratiating himself with the right people. A high point of The Trials of Henry Kissinger is a second musical sequence, set to the 1971 soul hit "Mr. Big Stuff," that mockingly celebrates Kissinger's self-stylings as a "private swinger" (as he called himself)—his hobnobbing with the literati, his dates with starlets. The reason so many people loathe Kissinger, it becomes apparent, isn't the particular blackness of his deeds but the brightness of his aura, and the discrepancy between them. 

Understandably, the filmmakers and their talking heads seethe over Kissinger's continuing untouchability. Despite the idealist rhetoric about world justice, we all know that Henry the K will never stand in the dock in The Hague or have his Nobel Peace Prize revoked. At the end of the film, Seymour Hersh proposes that Kissinger is suffering the punishment of having to live with himself and his conscience, but it's unlikely that viewers will be consoled by that thought—at least to judge again by the firmly dissenting mutters from my audience.

No, for the rest of his days Kissinger will live high from his lucrative and morally dubious consulting career. He will relish the continuing wash of canned praise from Washington pundits. He will continue smirkingly to fleece book-of-the-month-club types who think they're lapping up wisdom from the master when they buy extended op-ed pieces like Does America Need a Foreign Policy? In fact, Dr. Kissinger, though an intelligent man, never exerted much influence in academia. He has always been overestimated in the public eye as a scholar. His foreign-policy reputation has been inflated, too, by his boosters who wrongly see him, not Nixon, as the architect of detente and the China opening. The Trials of Henry Kissinger makes plain that the leftists resemble these Kissinger admirers more than they realize. For in working themselves into such a lather over the smart, opportunistic Harvard professor who cannily attached himself to Richard Nixon, they continue to wildly overrate Henry Kissinger as well.

http://slate.msn.com/id/2072133 
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Dinner at 8 

Where, oh where, are the children who can mix a decent vodka gimlet?

By Jodi Greenbaum 
- - - - - - - - - - 

July 11, 2000 | In my family, we had dinner at 8. Growing up, I labored under the somewhat romantic, and probably false, notion that this was civilized. Six o'clock dinners were for people who thought Sizzler was the place to go for a steak, tuna casseroles were haute cuisine and fruit salad was the stuff that came in small cans, sweetened by a syrupy sauce that never could quite mask the cold, metallic taste. 

What did my own mother serve? There were meatloaves and steaks, and her prized fried chicken recipe. Nothing really spectacular. But by the time dinner rolled around at 8, whatever it was sure tasted great to a couple of hungry kids. 

Why did we eat so late? My mother was an artist, or thought so for a while, and she would do anything possible to separate herself from the crowd she called "the cotton-dress mothers." 

Needless to say, what my mother wore while she was cooking mattered more than anything she served. Her dresses were always short, often low-cut and usually worn with sexy black pumps (though I do recall a pair of lovely, pale pink, T-strapped heels). 

For years I've been searching for a black pinstriped, white-collared crepe dress like the one my mother wore. While there was nothing businesslike about it, it did command a certain sort of wistful respect. And I recall with fondness a fetching yellow knit dress of my mother's that bubbled out a tiny bit and came back in, and was so, so short that some of the older kids asked me if my mother was a hippie. That was 1967. I'd been asked if she was a beatnik in '62. 

She smoked, of course. Especially while she cooked. She also drank, white wine, and some mixed drink or another. At one time there was a flurry of frothy green and pink concoctions, following the arrival of a mustard-colored blender from the S&H green stamps store. But as making these drinks required getting out the blender, plugging it in and having all the ingredients on hand, that phase passed rather quickly. 

My father continued to drink his scotch -- straight up, that was the rule. That was also the reason, I suspect, that we didn't eat dinner until 8. My parents were big believers in the cocktail hour. 

The cocktail hour really took off during the heady Eisenhower years. Later, across our nation's suburbs and cities, men and women, too old to take part in the Vietnam War or the attendant protests, shouldered their growing responsibilities at home with a nightly bourbon and water. Men in ties and their eager wives, not yet in the workforce, showed up with their bottles of booze and bowls of powdered onion dip. They came for good, cheap fun -- the only kind available. 

Think of rumaki and pink ladies, Sinatra and the Supremes and a beehive blond with thick eyeliner and a Kool cigarette, doing the twist. There was always a table for the liquor and an endless supply of 45s. More often than not, the kids got by with chips for dinner. 

Sometimes the cocktail hour would stretch till almost dawn. The next morning we'd find a sea of empty bottles and the cat licking the remains of a chopped liver spread. Once I spent several hours walking a neighbor's tipsy toddler after he'd discovered the discarded drinks before his sleeping parents awoke. 

You get the idea. 

While the popularity of cocktail parties had waned by the time Richard Nixon waved goodbye to the nation from a helicopter on the White House lawn, the fun was officially over when Jimmy Carter did away with the two-martini lunch. 

Yet, from all appearances, cocktails are making a big comeback. Witness actress Sarah Jessica Parker and her gal pals on "Sex and the City" ponying up to some of New York's best bars to order their favorite drink -- a cosmopolitan, of course. Goodbye white wine; hello dear old-fashioned. Everywhere you look, people are enthusiastically ordering their parents' and grandparents' drinks. You'd think they'd just discovered booze. 

But for all the popularity of hard liquor, invitations to cocktail parties remain scarce. I suspect it's the food. Or more specifically, fear of fixing food. Small food. 

Appetizers exist for one reason: They allow your guests to drink without getting thoroughly plastered. Forget fancy, five-step recipes requiring any last-minute preparations that take you from your company. In the '60s, they knew how to keep it simple. 

My father used to serve a cheese board with olives and Ritz crackers topped by little anchovies. He knew that salty food kept people drinking. And drinking kept people happy. Then everybody ran off to dance the 12-step, again and again. 

If my parents drank too much, we didn't notice. The times were loud and boisterous, and we, the smallest witnesses, were along for the ride. People dropped in at all hours. They drank, and they laughed, and we laughed along with them. Outside there were assassinations, an unpopular war and burning cities. The world was changing fast. Maybe the cocktail-party crowd decided if they couldn't help, they would hide. But then everyone was young, even our parents. 

Where, oh where, in this age of carpool coddling, are the children who can mix a decent vodka gimlet, cheerfully pass around trays of hors d'oeuvres and play chopsticks on the piano to a roomful of their parents' drunken friends? 

Having reached the cusp of middle age, I am perhaps drunk myself on the nostalgia of my youth, blissfully recalling a sweet time that never was. Yet who hasn't stood, Cheever-esque, on the edge of a cocktail hour, believing before the first shy toast that life is good, as good, in fact, as it will ever get? 

http://dir.salon.com/mwt/sust/2000/07/11/dinner_eight/index.html?sid=884841
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Why do you think they called them "best boys"? 

A new book names names and tells tales as it charts the lasting influence of gays and lesbians on the movie business.

By Douglas Cruickshank 
- - - - - - - - - - 

November 08, 2001 | "Behind the Screen: How Gays and Lesbians Shaped Hollywood 1910-1969," William J. Mann's meticulous sociocultural archeology, unearths the impact of gay, lesbian and bisexual film industry workers on American motion pictures -- not to mention their impact on the country's sense of style, glamour and fun. There's nothing revelatory in Mann's book, unless you've been leading a very cloistered life. ("Raymond Burr?") But it's exhaustively researched, well written and filled with entertaining anecdotes, interviews and odd historical details. 

Mann rounds up both the usual and unusual suspects. Among the famous are Cary Grant, Greta Garbo, Claudette Colbert, Gary Cooper, Cesar Romero, Tallulah Bankhead, Montgomery Clift, Edward Everett Horton, Cole Porter, Liberace, Burr, Clifton Webb, Sal Mineo, Ramon Navarro, Roddy McDowall and Rudolf Valentino, the David Bowie of his day. But "Hollywood Babylon" it isn't. True to its title, the book focuses more on the people behind the scenes -- from set decorators and costume designers to choreographers, writers and producers -- than on the stars, though Mann provides plenty of tasty morsels about actors and actresses, as well as directors, such as Vincente Minnelli, George Cukor, Dorothy Arzner, William Desmond Taylor and Edmund Goulding. 

Here, describing the emergence of Marlene Dietrich, Mann writes, "At the German premiere of 'Der Blaue Engel,' the film that catapulted her to international stardom in 1930, she walked out onto the stage with a bunch of violets pinned to the crotch of her gown. Violets, the symbol of lesbianism -- sure to be understood by an audience of her friends in Berlin." 

Later he tells of Ronald Reagan's discomfort when "Dark Victory" director Goulding, who was homosexual, suggested that the future commander-in-chief give a gay spin to his role in the film. "Mr. Goulding wanted me to play my character as if he were the kind of guy who wouldn't care if a young lady were undressing in front of him," Reagan complained. 

Elsewhere in the book Mann reports: Sometimes Goulding would actually play the scene himself first, costumes and all: "The sight of him tripping into a room with a frilly party frock lashed to his middle is said to be something that verges on the terrific," said one reporter. 

The movie industry, almost from its inception, attracted individuals for whom "normal" life just didn't seem that appealing, or even attainable. They've frequently been, and continue to be, people -- "show people" -- who, by the very nature of their outsider character and outsize personalities, are more prone to experiment, to pursue the unconventional. Sometimes that was reflected in their sexual orientation, sometimes it wasn't. "The divide in Hollywood was never a simple break between gay and straight," Mann writes; "it was always more between progressive and repressive, imaginative and conventional ... a 'gay sensibility' or 'alternative worldview' wasn't always the sole product of homosexuals." 

"If you view Hollywood as a colony of immigrants," critic and historian Michael Bronski tells Mann, "there is a way of seeing [gay filmmakers] from an immigrant experience, even if they were born in America. Remember, Hollywood was made up of people who were considered 'outside' of what a real American citizen was supposed to be. They were Jews, they were homosexuals, they were independent women, they were actual immigrants. So in many ways, all of Hollywood was familiar with having to 'pass.'"

But what Hollywood became, at least for a time, Mann says, was a kingdom -- or queendom -- where passing wasn't necessary. It was made up of duchies (certain studio departments) in which homosexuality was the norm. Talent was the currency, and if you had it, you could buy the tolerance of even the town's most rabid homophobes, like MGM chief Louis B. Mayer. 

By the 1920s, homosexuals -- especially in departments such as makeup, set decoration and wardrobe -- were not only acknowledged, they were welcomed by the studio heads. In 1925, MGM hired Russian designer Erté, and his partner, Nicholas Ouroussoff, picking up the expenses for both; Mayer, "whose antipathy to homosexuals was well known," even invited them to his home for dinner. Erté insisted that his relationship with Mayer was always a pleasant one, and Mayer, according to Mann, seemed authentically regretful when Erté left MGM. "For gays in the studio wardrobe departments, there existed an extraordinary environment of freedom and tolerance, found virtually nowhere else in American industry." It wasn't merely tolerated, Mann says: "Being gay actually carried with it some cachet." 

Yet as early as 1923, journalist Herbert Howe, who was gay himself and romantically involved at the time with Mexican film idol Ramon Novarro, sounded a cheeky, albeit prophetic, warning in a Photoplay article when he commented on the effeminacy of the movie heroes of the time: 

From the moment Valentino hoofed that tango in "The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse" and set the flappers cuckooing, the movie boys haven't been the same. They're all racing around wearing spit curls, bobbed hair and silk panties ... There seems to be no end to gallantry these days -- gallantry, hair and ruffles. Ramon Novarro, who wore less than Gunga Din but with more chic in "Where the Pavement Ends," is Scaramouching around Hollywood dressed up like Caesar's pet horse. This can't keep up. The public can stand just so many ruffles and no more. Some of the boys had better walk up one flight and get some blue serge nifties. It's a cinch if they don't change their panties some of the producers are going to lose theirs. 

Sure enough, by 1926 Hollywood began to bite back. Shortly before Valentino's death that year, the Chicago Tribune was calling the unprecedentedly popular heartthrob a "pink powder puff," asking, "When will we be rid of these effeminate youths, pomaded, powdered, bejeweled and bedizened in the image of Rudy -- that painted pansy?" A few years later, a Fox executive would write to his boss, "I think the quicker we get away from degenerates and fairies in our stories, the better off we are going to be. I do not want any of them in Fox pictures." And Variety described Production Code czar Will Hays' tenets of movie morality as a campaign to "keep the dual-sex boys and lesbos out of films." 

By the 1950s, spurred by the motion picture strikes of 1945 (which had roots in a campaign for increased wages by the set decorators) and the House Un-American Activities Committee witch hunts, the industry had taken a harshly intolerant turn. "For many," Mann writes, "sexual perversion and political subversion became interchangeable. The Right linked homosexuality with sedition, equating it with moral weakness and conflating it with Communism ... The industry saw the decorators as both gay and Communists; ergo gays were Communists." 

And yet Don Bachardy, the longtime partner of Christopher Isherwood, told Mann, "I can't think of any homosexual who was involved in the Red Scare. Queerness and communism seemed instinctively incompatible. There was a squareness to communism, many [gays] thought. It lacked color and excitement and fun." Those drab clothes! 

In any case, what had been anticipated by Photoplay writer Howe in the '20s came to pass -- in spades -- in the following decades, reaching its zenith in the claustrophobic '50s. "It's a fascinating irony," Mann writes, "that ... the three most enduring iconographic stars of this most repressive of times were, in fact, sexually deviant: [James] Dean; [Marlon] Brando, who'd acknowledge his own sexual experiences with men; and [Rock] Hudson. Their onscreen alchemy is infused with such deviance." 

Not surprisingly, Mann's book is most fun to read in the chapters about Hollywood at its most fun -- the first three to four decades of the 20th century, what George Cukor called the town's "la belle epoque." 

In 1916, the hottest male movie idol was the now forgotten J. Warren Kerrigan, who lived with his mother in "The Kumfy Kerrigan Kottage" and once told the Motion Picture Blue Book that he loved the ladies "when they leave me alone." Another gay star was Gareth Hughes, who had the lead in Fox's "Every Mother's Son" in 1918. Mann describes him as a "flaming little queen." By the mid-1920s his film career was more or less over, but Hughes lived out his days productively as a member of an Episcopal monastery who worked with Paiute Indians in Nevada. The indelible Edward Everett Horton, Ramon Novarro and Harrison Ford (as Mann prudently points out, no relation to today's macho helicopter jockey) were among the other gays who became stars during the 20th century's first two decades. "Behind the Screen" tells of Ford going on a costume-buying spree for actress Norma Talmadge and being "as enthusiastic as a young debutante planning her first party dress." Mann isn't stingy with an almost endless string of colorful anecdotes. 

On a few occasions in "Behind the Screen," Mann tries too hard, stretches a little too far, to make his case. He includes the text of several telegrams, for example, between actors Andy Lawler and Gary Cooper. Mann describes the messages as "enigmatic" -- they will strike others as entirely innocuous. All he can say for sure is the obvious -- that Lawler and Cooper were good friends, and that Cooper had an androgynous quality that may have added to his appeal. These speculative digressions are doubly unnecessary because he's got mounds of well-documented, verified accounts. 

Also, for a book that's clearly the result of a massive and methodical research effort, some omissions are peculiar. Mann refers to film historian Kevin Brownlow's "landmark study of the silent era," but doesn't bother to mention in the main text the title of Brownlow's wonderful "The Parade's Gone By" (the 1968 book he's presumably referring to) or his equally fine "Hollywood: The Pioneers," published in 1979. Likewise, Mann goes into considerable detail about the mysterious 1922 murder of gay director William Desmond Taylor, but never mentions "A Cast of Killers," the bestselling 1987 book on the subject by Sydney Kirkpatrick, based on the research of film director King Vidor, which many believe solves the case. 

But that's nitpicking. For those fascinated by film history, gay and lesbian history, or both, "Behind the Screen" is the book of the moment and a treat to read. 

http://dir.salon.com/people/feature/2001/11/08/behind_screen/index.html?sid=1055537

Apocalypse Then, The massacre at Thanh Phong—if that's what it was—was no aberration.
By David Greenberg, Posted Friday, May 4, 2001, at 5:30 PM PT 
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Conflicting eyewitness accounts make it difficult to determine whether Bob Kerrey's Navy SEAL team killed Thanh Phong residents deliberately or accidentally. Still, the profound questions of guilt that were reopened by last week's reports of the 1969 incident deserve continued attention. If the massacre was premeditated, is Kerrey a war criminal? Or is it unfair to single him out in the madness that was the Vietnam War? How do we judge the soldiers who knowingly murdered innocents in what is now widely considered an unjust enterprise?

Our judgment seems to depend, in part, on how common such acts were during Vietnam. Popular memory has tended to remember American brutality in the war as confined to a handful of high-profile atrocities. Most notably, in the 1968 massacre at My Lai, Lt. William L. Calley Jr. and his troops slaughtered between 350 and 500 villagers in a daylong murderous frenzy. Less well-remembered was the 1970 killing of 16 women and children by Americans at Son Thang, which led to the trial of five Marines and the conviction of two. With only a few such infamous episodes lingering in most people's memories, there's a tendency to assume that they must have been, as they were often called at the time, "isolated incidents."

History suggests otherwise. Deliberate violence against civilians was fairly common during the Vietnam War. No one has ever conducted a systematic study of atrocities in Vietnam, and it's impossible to know how many went unreported or were covered up by senior officers. (My Lai was kept under wraps for a year, and Thanh Phong stayed hidden until last week.) But according to the psychologist Robert Jay Lifton, who interviewed Vietnam veterans extensively, "every returning combat soldier can tell of similar incidents [to My Lai], if on a somewhat smaller scale." Likewise, Gary Solis, who wrote a book about Son Thang, told the New York Times Magazine that far more GIs committed war crimes in Vietnam than the 122 who were convicted.

This news is no secret. Starting in the mid-1960s, reports of atrocities against Vietnamese civilians began reaching American audiences and mobilizing the war's critics. In 1967, Clergy and Laymen Concerned About Vietnam compiled a thick report, In the Name of America, which detailed hundreds of possible war crimes, ranging from mistreatment of prisoners to incidents of Americans killing civilians without regard to their identity. After My Lai came to light in November 1969, the subject of American savagery moved to the front burner.

Perhaps most important in bringing atrocities to light were the public hearings that Vietnam Veterans Against the War convened in Detroit in January 1971. Over three days, 150 servicemen related in grisly detail the barbaric deeds they and their peers had performed and the dehumanizing training they had received. One recalled that his platoon sergeant told him that if he found civilians in a hut, "if it's a male, kill him; and if it's a female, rape her." Another man recounted a gang rape of a young girl and said he knew first hand of at least 10 or 15 similar incidents. Still others confessed to torturing prisoners or throwing them out of helicopters. These were not cases of being unable to distinguish Viet Cong from noncombatants.

Following the VVAW hearings, the group's leader, John F. Kerry (later Sen. John F. Kerry), told a Senate committee that such acts had occurred "on a day-to-day basis, with full awareness of officers at all levels of command." He summarized the testimony from the three-day hearings:

They told stories that at times they had personally raped, cut off ears, cut off heads, taped wires from portable telephones to human genitals and turned up the power, cut off limbs, blown up bodies, randomly shot at civilians, razed villages in fashion reminiscent of Genghis Khan, shot cattle and dogs for fun, poisoned food stocks, and generally ravaged the countryside of Vietnam in addition to the normal ravage of war.

The very existence of international laws to govern wartime behavior means that we expect men, even when placed in morally desensitizing environments, to abide by basic rules of humanity. Kerry and the veterans were arguing not that war absolves soldiers for their barbarism but something more specific: In Vietnam, Americans were at every stage trained and encouraged to follow their basest violent instincts.

Other doves noted that U.S. military programs were perversely designed to ensure civilian deaths: the designation of "free-fire zones," which were (often wrongly) assumed to contain no civilians and where indiscriminate killing was officially allowed; the wanton bombing and napalming of regions known to contain noncombatants; and the CIA's Phoenix Program, which sanctioned the direct assassination of alleged Viet Cong leaders and led to the killing of thousands of civilians. Under the logic of the war, political scientist Hans Morgenthau argued, massacres such as My Lai were actually the natural outgrowth of American policy itself. "Since everyone in the countryside of Vietnam is to a lesser or greater degree our enemy," he contended, "it is perfectly logical to kill everyone in sight."

The anti-war left thus tended (contrary to myth) not to place primary blame on wayward GIs. Although there was no shortage of hostility to William Calley, most Americans—including anti-war activists—saw him as a scapegoat in the My Lai trials, since all the higher-ups involved in encouraging or concealing the massacre were exonerated while Calley got life in hard labor. (He wound up serving just three and a half years.) Indeed, rather than censuring the grunts, the left thought it more fitting to prosecute Robert McNamara, Henry Kissinger, and others who needlessly prolonged the war—as left-wing journalist Christopher Hitchens still howls today.

Everyone sympathizes with the fighting men who were just carrying out orders in a misguided war. But some critics of the war, such as Robert Jay Lifton and Telford Taylor, rightly noted that following orders was no more an excuse in Indochina than it was at Auschwitz. The rules of war to which the Nazis were held to account at Nuremberg must also pertain in Vietnam.

After all, they pointed out, not every American GI in Vietnam participated in atrocities. At My Lai, Sgt. Michael Bernhardt refrained from the slaughter, despite peer pressure that made him feel as if he—and not his trigger-happy buddies—were the one doing something wrong. An American soldier, Robert Ridenhour, conscience-stricken when he heard about My Lai, first brought it to light by writing a letter to public officials about it. Even many who had themselves partaken of criminal violence had the conscience to come clean soon afterward—like the scores of VVAW members who testified in Detroit. Their sense of moral responsibility in owning up to their actions during the height of the war's controversy stands in contrast to those who kept their actions secret for years—such as Bob Kerrey, who maintained a 30-year silence about Thanh Phong, despite a high public profile.

The choices of collective guilt and individual guilt are often presented as mutually exclusive. Either a William Calley was guilty of perpetrating a massacre, it's said, or he was innocent because he was only a cog in the runaway U.S. war machine—and the military or the government or the nation was at fault. The dichotomy is a false one. In Vietnam, there was enough guilt to go around.

http://slate.msn.com/id/105552
Innocence Lost.  Philip Roth's American fulminations.  By Paul Berman, May 21, 1997 
American Pastoral By Philip Roth, Houghton Mifflin Co.; 423 pages; $26
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Philip Roth's American Pastoral arrived in the bookstores a few weeks ago, and I have been hearing about it ever since. A friend regales me over lunch with Philip Roth's inflamed passion against American innocence. Someone else telephones to discuss the radicalism of the 1960s, generational warfare, and the intricacies of black-Jewish relations in industrial New Jersey, as depicted by Philip Roth. A mailman stops me in the street--I'm not making this up--to expound his own deduction from Philip Roth's tale of family calamity, to wit, that without a clear sense of God, modern Americans are doomed to lose their bearings and society will go to hell. The mailman, it's true, has not yet read the novel, only the reviews, and our lively conversation (many skyward hand gestures) veers in theological directions alien to American Pastoral. But I cite the theological detour to show what is going on these days every time I pick up the phone or loll about on the springtime sidewalk.

The novel itself, Roth's fulmination against American innocence, is mostly a portrait of a single personage, a New Jersey ladies'-glove manufacturer named Seymour Levov, "the Swede"--a husband and father of exasperating conventionality, serene, handsome, athletic, bland, shallow, a man who seems to have been extracted, as if by a blender, from the onion-and-garlic world of the immigrant Jews, until every last hint of taste and texture have finally disappeared. And on this perfectly nice and liberal-minded businessman, Roth, in his malicious rage, has bestowed a monster of a daughter, a stuttering left-wing bomb thrower and murderous lunatic destined to ruin her daddy's family and his life--just to show what comes of so much cheer and post-ethnic American optimism.

The Swede is a great character. I can't say that I entirely understand him, his placidity and easy manner--but then, nobody understands him. Is he mad--to be so passive and smiley in our world of tragedy and foreboding? Or merely stupid? Not even the world-famous novelist Nathan Zuckerman, Roth's narrator, can figure it out. About the Swede, Roth's Zuckerman writes, "Something had turned him into a human platitude." But the motive factor remains elusive. "All that rose to the surface was more surface." It was clever of Roth to come up with such a personality and to send him wandering around the New Jersey wilds. But the peculiar virtue of this characterless character is that he requires Roth to write about him in an ever-shifting series of tones, each more precise than the last, in an effort to define what cannot be defined.

There are passages where Roth, describing the rural New Jersey landscape from within the Swede's benign imagination, produces a fine, sugary lyricism that is not more than 5 percent ironic--a lyricism of white pasture fences and rolling hay fields and the Swede pretending to be Johnny Appleseed, tossing his imaginary seed. Then again, there are passages of dark fury--the outraged indignation of the Swede's wised-up brother, Jerry the Miami heart surgeon, who can't stand the innocence any longer, and whose drumbeat imprecations achieve a kind of poetry:

What are you? Do you know? What you are is you're always trying to smooth things over. What you are is always trying to be moderate. What you are is never telling the truth if you think it's going to hurt someone's feelings. ... The one who abides everything patiently. The one with the ultimate decorum. ... Decorum. Decorum is what you spit in the face of. Well, your daughter spit in it for you, didn't she?

Or this, even louder (an ability to turn up the volume is one of Roth's special strengths), again in Jerry's voice:

You think you know what a man is? You have no idea what a man is. You think you know what a daughter is? You have no idea what a daughter is. You think you know what this country is? You have no idea what this country is. You have a false image of everything. All you know is what a fucking glove is. This country is frightening.

I could cite a dozen other tones--of pleading impatience, of emotional exhaustion, of inveigling desperation, and so forth--every possible reaction to the Swede and his predicament. I wonder if Roth himself appreciates how lively and persuasive these tones are, how vividly they conjure up the Swede's reality. In any case, as if still unsatisfied, around these tones Roth has orchestrated a still vaster range of side topics--ethnic sociology (Jews, blacks, Irish, WASPs, intermarriage), industrial history (glove-making craftsmanship and its decline, recounted at length), political debate (the crimes of Presidents Johnson and Nixon, the migraine rhetoric of Angela Davis), and more, some of it rendered with exquisite precision, which is fun to read.

The details do pile up, though, until you begin to think about the research that Roth must have undertaken, which is always a bad sign. Then he compounds his error by investing these background details with portentous meanings about America and its history, and he compounds the compound by overheating the plot (you will have to discover the details for yourself). By the end, he is delivering verdicts like this: "The outlaws are everywhere. They're inside the gates." Or: He tells us that "the real subject" is one of "wantonness and betrayal and deception, of treachery and disunity among neighbors and friends, the subject of cruelty. The mockery of human integrity, every ethical obligation destroyed."

So here is a novel that is not only about the '60s but exudes a distinctly '60s fume of windy prophetic curse-hurling. A good idea, all puffed up, which is a bad idea. The result is fascinating without being exactly moving. A terrific book, halfway undermined. But I don't want to make too much of my complaints, given that, in my little circle of friends, no error or misjudgment on Roth's part appears to have inhibited anyone's desire to subject American Pastoral to analytic vivisection. Mayhem, family collapse, the occasional terrorist bomb, mad government policies, human platitudes--in this pleasant springtime of 1997, these, as Roth renders them, do seem to be everyone's favorite topics of conversation.

http://www.slate.com/id/2984
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