Homecoming: When the Soldiers returned from Vietnam
Preface

First, a word about how this book came about. 
For years I had been hearing stories that when American troops returned home from Vietnam, they were spat upon by anti-war protesters.  The stories were usually very specific.  A soldier, fresh from Vietnam duty, wearing his uniform gets off the plane at an American airport, where he is spat upon by “hippies.” For some reason, in the stories it is always an airport where the spitting allegedly happened, and it is always”hippies” who allegedly did the spitting. 
In recent years, as we all know, there has been an undeniable shift in the public’s attitude toward the men who fought the Vietnam War.  The symbols of this new attitude are many- The Vietnam Memorial in Washington is the most dramatic, but the box-office successes of such movies as Platoon and Full Metal jacket also are testimony that, while the nation may still be divided over the politics of the war, the soldiers themselves are finally being welcomed home with warmth and gratitude.
Yet even while the country has begun to tell the Vietnam veterans that they are loved and respected, the stories have continued to circulate: when those veterans returned from Vietnam, they were spat upon.  Usually in airport.  By hippies.
I began to wonder about that.  After all, we knew that the veterans had initially not been greeted with parades and testimonial dinners.  So it figured that maybe they had been spat upon. 
But did that make sense?  Even during the most fervent days of anti-war protest, it seemed that it was not the soldiers whom protesters were maligning. It was the leaders of government, and the top generals- at least that is how it seemed in memory. One of the most popular chants during the anti-war marches was, “Stop the war in Vietnam, bring the boys home.”  You heard that at every peace really in America.  “Bring the boys home.”  That was the message.
Also, when one thought realistically about the image of what was supposed to have happened, it seemed questionable. So- called “Hippies,” no matter what else one may have felt about them, were not the most macho people in the world.  Picture a burly member of the Green Berets, in full uniform, walking through an airport.  Now think of a “hippie” crossing his path.  Would the hippie have the nerve to spit on the Soldier?  And if the hippie did, would the Soldier- fresh from facing enemy troops in the jungles of Vietnam- just stand there and take it?
I raised the question in my syndicated newspaper column.  Approximately 2.6 million Americans served in Vietnam. To our lasting sorrow, some 56,000 of them died.
But more than 2 million Vietnam veterans came back alive.  It is to those veterans that I posed the question: were you spat upon when you returned from Vietnam? 
I did not ask the question lightly, or out of idle curiosity.  It seemed to me that if the spitting-on-soldiers stories were true, we should know it.  If they were myth, we should know that, too.  I asked the potential respondents to the survey to provide approximate dates, places, and circumstances.
The response was astonishing.  From every section and corner of the country, well over a thousand people took the time to sit down, put their thoughts on paper, and tell me what happened when they returned to the U.S. from Vietnam.  Virtually no one sent a letter with a simple confirmation or denial of being spat upon; the letters were long, sometimes rambling, invariably gripping essays on what it felt like to come back home after that war. 
It was as if by asking the specific, quirky question-“Were you spat upon when you returned?”  - I touched a button that would not have been touched had I asked a general question about the homecoming experience.  To sum it up quickly, before we get into the letters themselves, I now have no doubt that many returning veterans truly were spat upon- literally – as a part of their welcome home.  There were simply too many letters, going into too fine a detail to deny the fact. I was profoundly moved by how, all these years later, so many men remembered exactly where and when they were spat upon, and how the pain has stayed with them. 
On the other hand, many veterans reported stories of kindness and compassion upon their return from Vietnam. Most of this group of veterans said that they believe some of their fellow soldiers were spat upon- but said that they wanted the country to know that, in the late Sixties and the first half of the Seventies, there were American civilians eager to show warmth to returning veterans, too.
Other veterans said they were not spat upon, and were skeptical about the spitting stories. Many more, though, said that the question-if taken literally- was irrelevant. They said that it didn’t matter whether a civilian actually worked up sputum and propelled it toward them- they said that they were made to feel small and unwanted in so many other ways that it felt like being spat upon. 
As I read the letters, day after day, I came to realize that what I had here was, indeed, much more than a series of answers to that specific spitting question. The letters made up a sort of oral history of the homecoming experience- a history, in the veterans’ own words, of what it was like to return to the U.S. after the most controversial war in the nation’s history. Many of the veterans prefaced their letters by saying that they had never before revealed their feeling on the subject. Their emotions ran so deep, they had never wanted to tell anyone. 
My original intention had been to run brief, pithy excerpts from the veterans’ responses in my newspaper column- maybe fifteen or twenty little items in a single column, and that would be it. But it became immediately apparent that to do that would be to dishonor the feelings efforts that the veterans put into telling their stories. As it was, I did a four-part series on the responses, and only managed to excerpt eleven of the more than 1,000 responses. Because of space constraints, even the eleven stories I used had to be drastically boiled down and edited. 
When those columns began to run, my phone did not stop ringing. Veterans and civilians men and women, called in tears to talk about what they were reading. People told me that they had taken the excerpts to private places and had read them in solitude, so that others could not watch them as they reacted to the veterans’ words. Several men and women told me that after reading there first set of excerpts, they made a point of getting into their cars, driving to isolated areas, and reading the subsequent excerpts alone so that they would be assured of privacy.
I tried to figure out exactly why the visceral response from readers was so strong. One reason seemed to be the setting- all of the letters had to do with things that had taken place on American soil. Up until now, almost all of the history of the Vietnam soldiers has been placed in the geographical context of South East Asia. Somehow, the fact that these stories happened in the U.S. made them even more compelling to readers. 
And, of course there was the shocking premise behind all to this- the idea that American civilians actually did spit upon returning American soldiers. Undoubtedly this was an unprecedented event in U.S. history, and the fact that it sometimes happened tells us much about the times- perhaps tells us much that we would prefer to forget. To me, though, the value of the letters lay not only in the jarring truths that they told- the value lay in the raging, weeping, prideful and ultimately triumphant humanity that comes through in the stories. 

I knew that these stories must be preserved in permanent form.  In telling you about the genesis of the book you now hold in your hands, I have decided to go into several details that you would not normally find in a preface. 
When I first spoke with colleagues and friends about the book, one suggestion they offered was that I should go around the country and talk with twelve or fifteen or the letter-writers that- I should make it the story of my journey.  A “Bob Greene book,” to use a phrase I heard more than once.  

I knew what they meant.  In the last several years I have written two best selling books that were based on my own experiences, and in the publishing business-as in other businesses- a time-honored rule is to stick with a successful formula. 
But I didn’t see the book that way.  I wanted readers to be moved the same way I was moved- to read those letters, and to feel the cumulative impact of the soldiers’ words. In my mind, I had a picture of the typical veteran who responded to my question.  In my mind, he sat in his kitchen, after midnight, and poured his thoughts and memories onto paper.  He was not a professional writer; still, he wanted to say it his own way. We are supposedly entering a post literate age.  Yet these veterans all sat down and pulled the stories out of their souls and their guts.  I thought that for me to fly into a handful of towns and to try to make some of the veterans say these things out loud would be a disservice to them.  Instead, I wanted to edit their letters- to edit them as gently as I could- so that their voices would come through to the readers of this book with the same impact those voices came through to me. 
That is what I have done.  In a number of places throughout the book I have stepped in to offer a few words about my thoughts on the letters- thoughts that you, too, may be having.  But the story of Homecoming is the story told by the letters themselves. 
Another thing you should know- I did not serve in Vietnam. I was of draft age during the era of the Selective Service lottery. My luck was to draw a birthdate number that was never called. How you react to this is up to you- my feelings about it are quite complex, but as I have noted, this is not a book about me. I thought about leaving this information out, but you would have wondered, and you have a right to the answer. I think, for now, I’ll leave it at that. 
And one more area that is worth explaining. How do we know these letters are “real”? Anyone can pick up a pen or sit down at a typewriter and compose a letter. How do we know that these people even served in the military? 
It was a question to which I gave considerable thought. In most of my reporting, I am there to see what is going on. Here, that was not the case. I approached the problem in three ways.
First, any letters that seemed suspect to me- letters which raised a “red flag” in my mind- I did not include in the book. I attempted to err on the side of caution. 
Second, I wrote back to every person who had sent me the letters I decided to use here. I told them that I realized they had originally responded to a newspaper column, and that I therefore assumed they had expected their words might show up in the paper. I explained to them that I thought the subject deserved to be treated at book length, and I asked for their permission to use the letters. My feeling was that- on the odd chance that someone had said things in a letter that he knew not to be true-he would not want the letter in the book. The letters you are about to read were all confirmed by the people who wrote them.
Third, I made a number of calls to the Pentagon. I was told that the military’s policy is not to give out any information about men and women who have served. It is ironic; the names of the soldiers who gave their lives are there for everyone to see on The Wall in Washington, but the Pentagon is uneasy about even confirming the existence of the men and who came back alive. I was told that to do so would violate privacy regulations’ off the record, I was told that many insurance companies try to obtain the names of Vietnam veterans, and that this is one of the reasons for the policy. 
I did however find a source in the Veterans Administration who was willing to check out a limited number of names for me. So I went through the letters, and I selected the ones that-even after their writers had corresponded with me for a second time- seemed the slightest bit off. My source confirmed whether these veterans had, indeed, served. I hope that going through all of this does not seem disrespectful to the people who wrote. I just wanted to do everything I could to assure the legitimacy of the letters. 
Having said that, is there a chance that a ringer or two will pop up here? Of course. I suppose that is a strange thing to say at the outset of a nonfiction book-but we are dealing with human beings here, and memories and emotional trauma. I think you will agree, after reading the letters, that even if several should prove to be not what they appear to be, that does not detract from the overall story that is being told. 

One final word: obviously the subject of this book will be of interest to people who served in Vietnam. But if that is all the book is, then it is a waste. This is an American story-a story of an amazing, troubling time in our history that may never be repeated again. In many ways, it is far more important for people who were never in Vietnam to read it than it is for the veterans to read it. The veterans already know the story.
Two young women-Julie Herbick and Susan Falcone- assisted me in the preparation of this book. Booth grew up in the years following the Vietnam War. Susan Falcone left me a note one evening. She said that she was moved by “the raw honesty of emotion from individuals I might have stereotyped as unemotional macho men.” She said she was impressed by the “the non bravado of many who suffered immeasurable wounds both physical and mental, and who have since put things into amazing perspective and gone on with their lives. I salute them.”
And she said this:
“As I filed the letters every day, I began to treat them as very special things-as parts of the lives of very fine individuals. If you’ve ever seen a military funeral where the flag is folded and given to the family of the veteran, you will understand the reverence I have for the letters. As I touched each letter, I felt as if I was being allowed to touch the life of the person who wrote it.”
Now… the letters. 
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