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October 5, 1998 

 

To the people of Bihn Dihn Province and all of Viet Nam, 

 

I remember the oppressive heat of your dry season, 

 the unending rains of your monsoon, 

  the unfathomable denseness of your jungles. 

   I remember the dead and the dying, 

    the empty-eyed, hopeless faces of hungry children, 

     and my intense hatred of everything Vietnamese. 

 

I remember the unexpected beauty of your jungle covered mountains, 

 tranquil images of a Maontegard village alongside a mountain stream, 

where women washed their families’ clothes against the rocks. 

 

I remember a funeral procession near Qui Nhon, 

 the way your women 

   – mothers and wives and daughters – 

   Wailed ceaselessly, putting on a show, 

    They seemed overwrought. 

     I remember the day “The Poet” and Jimmy Young died. 

      I did not wail.  I did not put on a show. 

       I did not cry.  I did not feel. 

      Twenty years later I began to grieve, 

     I came to know the pain of those nameless women. 

    nameless, but not faceless  

   they have haunted my dreams. 

  “For my dreams are not as empty, as my conscience seems to be.” 

 My dreams of the ‘The Nam’ carry with them the memories of  my part 

in the destruction of your culture, your families, your lives. 

 

       Memories are a funny lot, 

      some seared deeply within my psyche 

      never to be forgotten, 

    others so vague that efforts to recall how I felt 

   what I saw, heard, and smelled 

  are made futile by the haze of time 

 and the salve of my sub-conscious. 

I remember I was willing to hate anyone 

  – man, woman, child – 

  That “we” designated enemy. 

   Hating anything or any one who threatened my survival 

    – anything not American. 

     I did not care how badly you were hurt. 

      I did not care how many of you died. 

       I did not know the high price to be paid for my hating. 

 

I am writing to you to ask for your forgiveness. 

 Forgiveness – a spirit gift we give to others 

  enabling us to heal from the inhumanity of others 

   and to recover from the trials of our lives. 

  Forgiveness – a spirit gift we give to ourselves 

 enabling us to live with our own acts of inhumanity. 

I move toward forgiveness 



 

Today a sense of peace mingles with my regret when I think of you. 

 No longer do I taste the venom of hatred. 

  I am often melancholy, 

   for I so deeply regret bringing pain into your lives. 

  This I see as a good thing, as a part of the process of forgiveness. 

 For you see, my guilt fades along with my hatred, 

 easing the burden I carry. 

 

       I will always remember 

      My time in Vietnam. 

     I saw too much there 

    I did too much then 

   To ever forget 

    The things I did 

     The things done to me 

      Will forever remain in my memory 

       This is how it should be. 

 

       So, I will stay the course. 

      Refusing to turn back 

     to the hatred of racism, 

    to the numbness of nihilism 

     that overwhelmed and deadened my soul 

      when I passed through the land that was your home. 

 

I would, that I would not go that way again. 

 I would, that I would not abandon my sense of humanity again. 

I would, that I would not lose my hope for the future, for life, again. 

 

      And so, I humbly ask 

       All of you and each of you 

        For your forgiveness. 

         I pledge to you 

        That I will pass on the lessons 

       Of the mistakes I made 

      When I was in your land. 

 

      I will tell all who will listen 

       of the hopelessness of hatred, 

        the insanity of seeking vengeance, 

         and the utter futility of war. 

 

May you prosper, 

 may you heal, 

  may you move toward unity and freedom. 

   May all be well with you and 

    may you at long last know peace. 
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