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A. J. Liebling of the New Yorker

Taking the  Point  Pos i t ion . . .

he re  i s  a  l o t  o f  conce rn  abou t  t he  ac t i ons
t aken  by  Bob  Ker r ey  i n  Vie tnam,  some  30+
yea r s  ago .

I  am shocked ,  shocked  t o  hea r  t ha t  c i v i l i an s  we re
k i l l ed  i n  Vie tnam o r  i ndeed  i n  any  wa r.  Thousands  o f
c iv i l i an s  a r e  k i l l ed  i n  eve ry  wa r.  I t  i s  on ly  i n  mode rn
t imes  t ha t  mos t  na t i ons  TRY to  keep  mi l i t a ry  peop l e ,
pumped  w i th  ad rena l i n  and  s ca r ed  t o  dea th ,  f r om
k i l l i ng  any  more  c iv i l i an s  t han  neces sa ry.

I t  i s  aga in s t  t he  ru l e s  o f  engagemen t  f o r  any  Amer i can
to  knowing ly  k i l l  any  non -comba t  c i v i l i an s .  Th i s
obv ious ly  does  no t  mean  a  h i l l  o f  beans  t o  p i l o t s  who
a re  d ropp ing  bombs  f rom 30 ,000  f ee t  o r  t o  an
a r t i l l e ry  o f f i c e r  who  i s  f i r i ng  f rom 12  mi l e s  away.
Navy  gunne r s  f i r i ng  f rom 10  mi l e s  o f f  t he  coas t  have
l i t t l e  knowledge  o f  t he  occupan t s  o f  t he  bu i l d ings
be ing  de s t royed .

Because  Vie tnam was  a  ve ry  d i f f e r en t  k ind  o f  wa r
f rom the  massed  a rmie s  o f  t he  pa s t ,  t he  ru l e s  we re
d i f f e r en t .  Mi l i t a ry  peop l e  a r e  SUPPOSED to  be
iden t i f i ab l e  by  un i fo rm ,  bu t  t ha t  s imp ly  was  neve r  t he
ca se  i n  Vie tnam.  The  Vie t  Cong  rou t i ne ly  u sed  women
and  ch i ld r en  t o  k i l l  t he  ea s i l y - iden t i f i ab l e  and
un i fo rmed  Amer i cans .

Correct ion:  The  previous  newslet ter  should  have
noted that  the  mongoose  was  imported to  most

Hawai ian i s lands  to  f ight  rats  ,  but  NOT  to  Kauai .



Under  t he  ru l e s  i n  Vie tnam,  ce r t a in  geog raph i c  a r ea s  we re  “F ree  F i r e  Zones”
–  wh ich  i s  t o  s ay  t ha t  anyone  i n  t ha t  geog raph i c  a r ea  was  p r e sumed  t o  be
enemy  and  was  t o  be  k i l l ed .

In  Wor ld  War  I I ,  Amer i can  nava l  f o r ce s  a t t a cked  and  sunk  s eve ra l  U .S .  Navy
submar ine s  because  i t  was  p r e sumed  tha t  ANY submar ine  was  an  immed ia t e
dange r.  Submar ine r s  knew tha t  i t  was  i ncumben t  upon  t hem to  ge t  away  f rom
an  a l l i ed  sh ip  because  any  sh ip ,  Amer i can  o r  o the rw i se ,  was  go ing  t o  shoo t
f i r s t  and  a sk  ques t i ons  l a t e r.  Unde rwa te r  was  a  “F ree  F i r e  Zone . ”

S imi l a r l y,  t he  VC knew tha t  j u s t  be ing  i n  t he  a r ea  whe re  a  Sea l  Team was
ac t i ve  was  cou r t i ng  dea th .  Be fo re  an  a r ea  was  ca l l ed  “F ree  F i r e”  a l l  peop l e
who  were  f r i end ly  we re  evacua t ed ,  and  t he  a r ea  was  sp r ead  t h i ck  w i th
warn ings .  Those  c iv i l i an s  who  r ema ined  we re  pa r t  o f  t he  suppo r t  sy s t em fo r
the  VC.

Le t  me  pos i t  a  s t o ry.  You  a r e  a  Sea l  Team l eade r,  25  yea r s  o ld ,  and  a r e  s en t
w i th  a  t e am o f  s i x  t o  k i l l  t he  c iv i l i an s  i n  a  v i l l age  because  t hey  a r e  pa r t  o f  t he
po l i t i c a l  i n f r a s t ruc tu r e  o f  t he  VC.  (Th i s  was  ca l l ed  t he  Phoen ix  p rog ram in
V N . )

As  you  sw im nea r  t he  v i l l age ,  you  t ake  a  sma l l  pe r i s cope  ( t he  mode rn ,
wa t e rp roo f  ve r s ion  o f  t he  t h ing  you  p l ayed  w i th  a s  a  ch i l d )  and  l ook  a round
a  moored  f i sh ing  boa t  nex t  t o  t he  p i e r.  Twen ty  f ee t  beh ind  t he  p i e r  i s  t he  s i x -
hooch  v i l l age  i n  wh ich  t he r e  i s  a  s chedu l ed  mee t i ng  o f  t he  VC in f r a s t ruc tu r e
you  a r e  t o  de s t roy.

Member s  o f  you r  t e am,  wea r ing  r ec i r cu l a t i ng  SCUBA gea r  t o  show no  t e l l -
t a l e  bubb l e s ,  r ema in  submerged  — bu t  you  s ee  on  t he  p i e r  a  10  yea r  o ld  g i r l ,
f i sh ing .  The  g i r l  w i l l  sound  t he  s i gna l  i f  she  s ee s  you .

Do  you :
1 )  K i l l  he r  qu i e t l y  and  qu i ck ly,  and  p roceed  w i th  t he  mi s s ion?
o r
2 )  Abandon  t he  mi s s ion?

War  IS  an  a t roc i t y  –  bu t  i n  t he  end  you  a r e  be t t e r  o f f  w inn ing  wa r s  t han
lo s ing  t hem.

Many  yea r s  ago ,  I  pub l i shed  a  co lumn  in  t he  San  D iego  Un ion ,  t he  t hen
Escond ido  Times -Advoca t e ,  and  t he  Be rna rdo  News  t i t l ed  “Boy  Scou t s
Don’ t  Win  War s . ”  I  may  s end  i t  a l ong  soon  a s  Pa r t  I I  o f  t h i s  d i s cus s ion .


