
September 11–October 10, 2009
Theatre II, Gunston Arts Center

Audience Guide

Edited by Jack Marshall

by Shirley Lauro
Suggested by the book by Keith Walker



                                 
Theater you can afford to seeTheater you can afford to seeTheater you can afford to seeTheater you can afford to see––––        
pppplays you can’t afford to miss!lays you can’t afford to miss!lays you can’t afford to miss!lays you can’t afford to miss!    

    

    

About The American Century Theater 
 

The American Century Theater The American Century Theater The American Century Theater The American Century Theater was founded in 1994. We are a professional company 
dedicated to presenting great, important, and too infrequently produced American plays 
of the twentieth century . . . what Henry Luce called “the American Century.” 
 
The company’s mission is one of rediscovery, enlightenment, and perspective, rather 
than mere nostalgia or preservation. Americans must not lose the extraordinary vision 
and wisdom of the playwrights of its past, nor can we afford to surrender our moorings to 
our shared cultural heritage. 
 
Our mission is also driven by a conviction that communities need theater and theater 
needs audiences. To those ends, this company is committed to producing plays that 
challenge and move all Americans, of all ages, origins, and points of view. In particular, 
we strive to create theatrical experiences that entire families can watch, enjoy, and 
discuss long afterward. 
 
These audience guides are part of our effort to enhance the appreciation of these works, 
so rich in history, content, and grist for debate.   

 

 

The American Century Theater is a 501(c)(3) professional nonprofit theater company dedicated 
to producing significant 20th Century American plays and musicals at risk of being forgotten.  

The American Century Theater is supported in part by Arlington County through the Cultural 
Affairs Division of the Department of Parks, Recreation, and Cultural Resources and the 
Arlington Commission for the Arts. 

This arts event is made possible in part by the Virginia Commission on the Arts, the National 
Endowment for the Arts, and our many generous donors. 
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A Piece of My Heart 

 

The title of Shirley Lauro’s play (as well as the title of the book by Keith 

Walker, which suggested the play) is taken from a song written by Jerry 

Ragovoy and Bert Berns. “Piece of My Heart” was originally recorded by Erma 

Franklin (Aretha’s sister) in 1967. Janis Joplin and Big Brother and the Holding 

Company covered the song in 1968 on their album Cheap Thrills and it became 

a major hit, as well as one of the songs most associated with the late Joplin, an 

iconic artist of the sixties. In 2004, her version of this song was #344 on Rolling 

Stone’s “500 Greatest Songs of All Time.”  

Noted cultural writer Ellen Willis has written of the song, “When Franklin sings 

it, it is a challenge: no matter what you do to me, I will not let you destroy my 

ability to be human, to love. Joplin seems rather to be saying, surely if I keep 

taking this, if I keep setting an example of love and forgiveness, surely he has to 

understand, change, give me back what I have given.” In such a way, Joplin 

used blues conventions not to transcend pain, but “to scream it out of 

existence.” 
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Civilian and Military Women:  

Missing in History, Missing in War, 

Misrepresented in War Fiction    

—Julia A. Sexton 
 

Excerpted—with thanks—from Chapter 1 of her Masters Dissertation (May 

2000). Available to all as a resource at http://www.illyria.com/documents. 

 

 

Wars and war zones are traditionally male bastions which are administered by, 

served in, and fought in by warriors whose brotherhood is close knit and 

exclusive—a “boy’s only” club. Lenna Allred wrote that  

War is considered a man’s work—an initiation experience—a way for  

boys to become men. Most of the literature about the American  

experience in Vietnam ignores women or treats them as background  

figures. Many of the women who served there could not overcome the  

gender stereotyping that affected everyone’s concept of war and the part  

they played.  

Throughout history, women were “allowed” to go only so far into the soldiers’ 

world of war, but no further; often, women remained on the conflict’s 

periphery. Author and Vietnam nurse Lynda Van Devanter wrote, in her Home 

Before Morning, that “Vietnam was not a woman’s place” because she 

perceived herself to be at the “edge of the war”; however, her feelings changed 

when the first mass casualty incident occurred, and she fought death as 

vigorously as the soldiers fought the enemy.  

Allred noted that “women’s contributions were considered marginal”  

because the soldiers’ world of war embraces tales of heroism, risk, and death-

defying acts. Their camaraderie is close-knit, often closed to outsiders, whereas, 

the women’s world of war was considered “safe,” and their participation was 

viewed as only a necessary means of returning the warriors to the battles. 

Writing in the Women’s Review of Books, Jacqueline Austin pointed out that in 

spite of a strong women’s movement in America during the Vietnam era, the 

war “remained a situation for, by, and about men.” She adds that three facts 

apply for every American woman who went to Vietnam: nobody forced her to 
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go, she was protected from combat, and she recorded little history at the time. 

Austin states that the majority of women did not publicize their participation 

and that “unless she was the mother or wife of a soldier, the media tended to 

ignore or ridicule her.” 

Austin’s comments are, for the most part, reasonably accurate; however, the 

women were not safe, especially since they were stationed on military bases 

which came under frequent attack, and the women did record history, but that 

history has yet to be written down. As to publicizing their participation, the 

women were there for one reason: to help the men overcome disease and 

wounds, or to provide library books and board games as distracters from the 

day-to-day horrors of war. The male warriors’ stories serve to validate their 

own war experiences as well as to cement the brotherhood of warriors which, 

more often than not, excludes the women and the women’s experiences.  

 

On the other hand, the women’s sphere, traditionally, was war’s periphery: 

cooking, washing, caring for the wounded and the ill. Women have been and 

still are the forgotten subjects when war stories are being told; they are, in 

addition, virtually missing from the warriors’ accounts except in male-authored, 

war genre fiction where the few female characters are presented only 

stereotypically. For example, in war genre fiction, the author often relies on the 

old idea that the only purpose for women to be in a war zone is for the soldiers’ 

pleasure. Sometimes, the stereotypes are carried to the field of battle with some 

soldiers attempting to make fiction fact. The result is that “many men accepted 

the old stereotype of military women as . . . whores. There was even a very 

popular saying in Vietnam: ‘Nurses do it for free, but the Red Cross girls 

charge.’” 

The warriors aren’t the only ones to exclude women from their realm; the  

scholars who write about war and who have written about war seem to focus on 

the men without including the other soldiers—the women. Perhaps one reason 

for the exclusion of women from the scholars’ work may be found in the 

women's own reluctance to tell their stories. Because the men often tell their 

stories of what they did during times of war, many listeners regard them as 

“heroes.” However, as Allred notes, “the women did not consider themselves 

heroes; only heroes tell stories.” Their silence, thereby, serves to exclude them. 

Even though primary and secondary source material exists in vast quantities—

over 5,000 books, plus innumerable newspaper and magazine articles on the 

Vietnam War are available according to the Library of Congress—few of these 

mention women as having a central role in any armed conflict, much less focus 

even slightly on women’s roles in war other than stereotypically.  
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For example, in one of the most comprehensive accounts to date, Karnow’s  

Vietnam: A History: The First Complete Account of Vietnam at War makes no 

mention of women serving in Vietnam. The omission of women in a history 

which uses the word “complete” in its title helps to reinforce the peripheral 

status of the women warriors because women were there, and to omit them 

from any history erases a significant group from that history. Significantly, 

Karnow’s text’s copyright date indicates that interest in women’s service is a 

recent occurrence since the date coincides with the same year as the dedication 

of the Vietnam Women’s Memorial. Karnow would have had very limited 

access to women vets who did not begin to share their stories until after the 

dedication. In The Vietnam War and American Culture, and in Where the 

Domino Fell: America and Vietnam, 1945–1995, the authors discuss women in 

war briefly, but these texts only serve to pique the reader’s interest where 

women’s service is involved rather than to satisfy a need for information. Still, 

the fact that these two texts, both published in the 1990s, mention women’s 

service is an indicator that interest in the roles of women, and what happened to 

them in Vietnam, is growing. Also, the mention of women in these texts is an 

acknowledgment that a few women are gaining the confidence needed to tell 

their stories to willing listeners. Both of these historical accounts contain brief 

examinations of women’s roles in war, but are not thorough enough in their 

scope to be understood as even close to a complete consideration of the 

women’s service alongside the men as warriors. Anything close to a complete 

consideration will necessitate that more of the women speak out about their 

service, and write their own accounts of their war experiences. Only by 

presenting their stories will these women warriors become part of the “warrior 

tradition,” and, also, overcome the stereotypical representations presented in 

war genre fiction.  

Further, finding more than a brief mention of women as warriors in many  

secondary sources as well as the few primary sources is frustrating. The 

available material is scattered throughout multiple texts, is probably in 

uncatalogued and still-being-collected Vietnam archives such as the one at 

Texas Tech University (Lubbock), or is material of a very general nature such 

as information contained in gender studies texts, or sociology texts which hint 

that women might be considered warriors in certain cases—for example, Queen 

Boadicea (ancient Britain). However, these texts stop short of making any 

concrete statements that women are warriors. I would argue that these texts 

don’t make a concrete statement about women being warriors because women 

telling war stories challenges war’s mythology. Allred:   
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Our culture assumes that men will go to war to protect their women and 

children. Women stay behind to keep the home fires burning for the  

returning warriors. Our mythology of war serves to reinforce deeply held  

cultural assumptions and, therefore, is not accepted as valid. . . . 

 

Allred further notes that “War is considered a man’s work—an initiation 

experience—a way for boys to become men.” Therefore, women cannot be 

considered either warriors or veterans because to do so necessitates a complete 

revision of the culture of war and the roles of both genders—such is the 

prevailing belief. I, however, would argue that the time has long since arrived to 

redefine both war and the mythology of war. . . . 

 

Since the 1980s, interest in compiling the women’s stories and experiences has 

grown because interest in the Vietnam War has expanded; no longer does the 

subject “Vietnam” cause a cessation of conversation as a social faux pas. One 

example which shows the increased interest is the growing number of college 

courses dedicated to the history, politics, films, music, and literature of the 

Vietnam War. . . .  

 

Another example of the growing interest in the Vietnam War and its 

participants may also be found on the World Wide Web. Several years ago very 

few web sites existed which mentioned women and war; however, today many 

web sites are available, and their numbers are growing. The most recent 

addition can be found through Mindspring—a web site devoted to women and 

war. Mindspring debuted their site on Memorial Day (1999). The expanded 

interest in women vets probably began with the dedication of the Vietnam 

Women's Memorial (Washington D.C. 1993) because the dedication brought 

hundreds of women vets together for the first time. Being together and 

remembering their tours helped them begin to understand that they had stories 

to tell, and further created the awareness that non-vets wanted to hear their 

stories.  

 

Therefore, in order for the women to have their stories read, scholars need to  

research, listen, and then write about these women warriors. Currently, though, 

few books really focus on women and war. Scholars, for the most part, have 

virtually excluded women from their texts on war, or texts on the military; 

consequently, the women who have served in any capacity in or with the 

military are virtually missing from history. . . . 

 

[A] text that tries to focus on women’s history is Anderson’s and Zinsser’s A  
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History of Their Own: Women in Europe from Prehistory to the Present.  

Volume I includes women from pre-history up to the beginning of the fifteenth 

century. Volume II begins with the fifteenth century and moves to the present. 

Both volumes attempt to provide a good overview of women’s history, and the 

bibliographic information, which is quite extensive, could lead the interested 

student to further study. Anderson and Zinsser’s stated purpose is to correct the 

“disparity between our own growing knowledge of women and their activities 

both past and present, and the almost total absence of women from the pages of 

history books”. Examples provided are numerous and convincing for women in 

a variety of areas. For instance, Anderson and Zinsser discuss women as rulers, 

wives, mothers, sisters, daughters, prostitutes, working women, but only a 

dozen or so pages mention women and their wartime experiences. Anderson 

and Zinsser’s text is a good example of how fragmented the information is on 

women and war because no single chapter or part of a chapter focuses solely on 

the subject; a few pages discuss women in World Wars I and II, but most of the 

information is under the traditional category of women's participation in war—

nursing—probably because women had not participated in combat, officially, in 

1988, and wouldn’t until the Persian Gulf War (Operation Desert Storm) in 

1991.  

 

Anderson and Zinsser’s major example of a woman warrior is Florence  

Nightingale, a member of the upper middle class, who defied the conventions of 

her society by moving beyond the “proper womanly roles.” Nightingale and 

others like her challenged conventions by their actions. Anderson and Zinsser 

note that, “by writing, by studying, by working outside the home, privileged 

women called their sexual identity into question. Acting in ways defined by 

their culture as unwomanly, they and others concluded they must be acting like 

men.”  

 

Indeed, Nightingale wrote to her mother, “You must now consider me . . . a 

son” not because she became a nurse, but because “becoming educated 

professionally was a male prerogative.” The authors also note that Florence 

Nightingale became a role model for other women who wanted a life outside 

their homes and who, like Nightingale, probably referred to themselves as “men 

of business” or “men of action.” Behaving in such a fashion and being 

“unwomanly” meant going into the traditional male venues, displaying 

independence, relying on their own opinions and judgments, and achieving 

success outside the parlor rather than remaining in the parlor fulfilling society’s 

expectations. . . . 
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The history books are not the only texts that have excluded women in accounts 

of war and military participation. Women are, mostly, “missing in action” when 

texts about war and/or the military are being prepared. Since women who 

served with the military or in the military have, in the last decade, written a few 

books about their experiences, one might believe that the women are no longer 

missing from the pages of literature or history. Such is not the case as I have 

noted. Even those women who write note that, often, their inclusion really 

discusses their exclusion. At the Vietnam Veterans’ Memorial located in Angel 

Fire, New Mexico, the main speaker—Memorial Day 1999— did not recognize 

the women vets either on stage, in his remarks, or where they were seated in the 

audience. When confronted by one of the male vets after the program, the 

speaker was incapable of explaining why he had chosen to overlook and ignore 

the women yet again. . . . 

Why haven’t the women been included in the war stories, and why don’t  

they speak out? Furthermore, why are women presented stereotypically in war 

genre fiction? The male authors seem intent to present the male soldiers’ stories 

with a strong degree of verisimilitude or seeming verisimilitude, but cloak their 

female characters in a manner that reinforces the ideas that women cannot be 

warriors. . . . 

The main reason for the tenuousness of statistics on women [in Vietnam] lies in 

the way records were kept. The Department of Defense did not indicate gender 

in their lists; many civilian women were counted on more than one base, and 

women have still not come forward to claim veteran status because many 

women have yet to recognize that they are veterans. The women who served 

returned to a country still bound by the societal mores that the place of women 

was in the home performing women’s work. To further emphasize their lack of 

veteran status, even the Veterans’ Administration has had to review its policies, 

which, in many cases, deny women much needed services, especially health 

care for illnesses incurred while on active duty in Southeast Asia. How, then, do 

these texts reveal the exclusion of women from the history and the literature?  

 

According to [Jeanne] Holm and corroborated by “U.S. Military Women” (in 

the Encyclopedia of the Vietnam War), the male military officers experienced 

several conflicts in regard to the service of both female officers and enlisted 

women in Vietnam: “except for nurses, U.S. women [military—not civilian 

women who ‘were routinely present’] had not served in a combat theater since 

World War II, and there were strong sentiments in some circles that they did not 

belong in Vietnam.” Holm indicates that the officers in charge of each service 

were strongly opposed to military women’s presence in Vietnam because  
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. . . it appeared that those opposed to the assignment of military women to  

Vietnam would prevail, as they had during the Korean conflict. Indeed,  

had it not been for. . .Gen. Westmoreland, Vietnam might well have been  

a males-only war . . . . As for the women . . . many were raring to go and  

were volunteering in ever increasing numbers—to little avail.  

Kutler’s Encyclopedia of the Vietnam War notes that women were excluded 

from combat service in Southeast Asia, and when women were accepted for 

service they were restricted to administrative positions. Reasons for excluding 

enlisted women from greater service opportunities included the widely held 

ideas that “American women [were] used to their creature comforts and 

protected environment,” and that “any military woman in a combat zone would 

be more trouble than she was worth.” A common misconception was that 

women would be a “distraction” to the men, which would result in increased 

casualties among the male soldiers. These ideas continued even after many 

women had been successful in a variety of military occupation specialties 

(MOS) during WWII and were significant members of the Army Air Corps, for 

example. Holm writes that “it would have been logical to expect that the Air 

Force—the service that had pioneered in the use of military women in combat 

theaters in WWII—would lead the way in deploying women in Vietnam. This 

did not happen . . .” From 1961 to 1968, women—both enlisted and officers—

regularly volunteered for service and were just as regularly turned down. Holm 

argues that the main impediment to women being assigned to Southeast Asia 

was the services’ unwritten policies—that is, policies that seem to have been 

imagined by mostly senior male military officers. These senior officers held 

firmly and tightly to the notions perpetrated by the traditional stereotypical 

views of women. They resisted change, especially when that change meant 

women. The main thrust of these policies focused on the lack of housing and 

latrine facilities for women military personnel, although civilian women—

Special Services, Red Cross, etc.—were managing quite well with the limited 

available facilities. . . . 

As an example of the lack of preparation by the military services’ 

administrative officers to utilize women in combat zones, and one which 

highlights the prevailing thought about women in the military, Holm discusses 

the discontinued (1960s) weapons familiarization course by Gen. Hoisington 

for WAC trainees because such a course, for women, was regarded as a “waste 

of time,” and because such a course “failed to contribute to the image we [the 

military] want to project.” . . .  
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Holm further argues that several other reasons exist for not utilizing enlisted 

women or women officers in combat zones: “ . . . the stereotypical attitudes 

toward servicewomen, which bordered on paternalism—the desire not to 

expose them to the harsh realities of the combat environment—and the 

disinclination of many field commanders to be bothered.” . . .  

However, because of the protracted nature of the Vietnam War combined with a 

manpower shortage, the service of women became more necessary. Holm wrote 

that, by the end of the war, “some 7,500 military women” and “between 5,000 

and 6,000 nurses and medical specialists” had served one or more tours in 

Vietnam. Yet, Mithers gives a figure of “about 10,000” for military women who 

served not only as nurses but also in “communications, intelligence, [as] 

language specialists, air-traffic controllers, and aerial reconnaissance 

photographers.” The conflicting nature of these numbers is a further indication 

that the service of women in Southeast Asia is largely unknown.  

Indeed, specific accounts about the numbers of women who served during the 

war (worldwide) or women’s participation in the war zones are almost totally 

absent from the scholarship—academic or popular. Recently, a retired WAC 

colonel posted the following information about the military women who served 

in Southeast Asia and specifically commented on the difficulty of identifying 

just how many women were in Southeast Asia during the course of the war: 

“the usual figure given for women [military] in Vietnam is around 10,000–

12,000 with about 1,000–1,200 being non-nurses. There really isn’t a definitive 

way to tell, and there isn’t an easy way or we’d know by now.” . . . 

The fact that the Department of Defense (DOD) did not keep records by gender, 

the unisex nature of some of the names, for instance, Chris, Jo, Pat, etc., the 

jargon used by the military, the acronyms, and the convoluted nature of record 

keeping, all helped to create a situation where the many women who served, 

unless they speak out, may never be known, and also helps to explain why the 

statistics present special problems to nonmilitary-trained researchers who often 

have problems both with the military jargon and the acronyms. These facts, 

alone, may be indicators as to why women do not appear in more of the 

scholarly texts, and perhaps, why they are stereotyped in the fiction. What is 

unknown cannot be given the credence deserved; therefore, a fertile imagination 

relies on the stereotypes rather than on the facts—which may be more 

fascinating than any fiction ever created. . . . 

Only most recently have questionnaires, theses, and writings by the women 

participants begun to reveal what actually were women’s roles versus the 
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depiction of women in mostly male-authored fiction. Scholarly conventions, 

like the annual Popular Culture Association convention, have sections devoted 

entirely to the Vietnam War. As interest in “What Mommy did in the War” 

grows, so too will the willingness of the women to share. However, much still 

remains to be accomplished in order to understand how women’s roles have 

changed, and how women have come to view themselves. One area that is 

beginning to change is society’s interest in the women’s stories and the 

women’s concomitant need to tell their stories. Most noticeably, the area of war 

genre fiction needs women authors to write from their perspective in order to 

alter the stereotypical terminology used almost exclusively by men. This 

chapter has yet to be written. 

 

 
 

 

The Playwright: Shirley Lauro 

—Jack Marshall 

 

As would be expected with a company that exclusively produces plays from the 

last century, The American Century Theater’s shows typically are the 

masterpieces of deceased masters. Not so A Piece of My Heart, a play whose 

creator is still going strong and whose creations are still being discovered by the 

American public, perhaps because her most urgent theme—the quest for 

recognition of the woman’s role in building America—is about discovery itself. 

Shirley Lauro was born in November 1933, and her Des Moines, Iowa roots 

give weight, substance, and affection to the many middle-America men and 

women who populate so many of her works. She received her college degree at 

Northwestern, majoring in theater, and was awarded her Masters degree from 

the University of Wisconsin in theater and playwriting.  

Before her success in writing for the stage, Lauro had a published novel, The 

Edge. But playwriting was both her passion and her gift. Lauro’s first play, The 

Contest, received The Foundation for Jewish Culture Award and premiered off 

Broadway in 1976 at New York’s Ensemble Studio Theatre. The play that 

brought Lauro national attention, however, was Open Admissions, a two-

character confrontation between an urban college professor and a barely literate 

black student who demands to be educated rather than passed through the 
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system. The drama was produced on Broadway, receiving one Tony 

nomination, two Drama Desk nominations, a Theatre World Award, and a 

Samuel French Playwriting Award, while becoming one of the New York 

Times’ picks for Ten Best Plays of the Year for 1984. Lauro later wrote the 

teleplay for a CBS TV version of starring Jane Alexander.  

Open Admissions continues to be popular with regional theaters and was 

honored by selection for the 2003 anthology, Political Stages: Plays that 

Shaped a Century, edited by Emily Mann. The subject matter of A Piece of My 

Heart—the neglected story of the women who served in Vietnam—has built 

that play a very different audience. It opened off Broadway, launching the 

Twentieth Anniversary Season of the Manhattan Theatre Club in 1991, after a 

workshop production at the Actors Theatre of Louisville’s Humana Festival of 

New American Plays. The play had over a thousand productions in the nineties 

and was also named “the most enduring play in the nation on Vietnam” by the 

Vietnam Vets of America, Inc.  

Her recent play, Clarence Darrow’s Last Trial, received the National 

Endowment for the Arts’ “Access to Excellence Award” in 2006 and appears in 

the drama anthology, edited by Lauro, Front Lines: Political Plays by American 

Women, published in June of this year. (In her preface to the collection, Lauro 

writes: “Ever since this country came into being, women have waged battles for 

rights in the pages of their plays and on the stages where those plays were 

performed.”) 

On October 5, 2009, her drama All Through the Night will be produced by The 

Redfern Theatre in New York. 

Shirley Lauro serves as a director of the Dramatists Guild Foundation and was a 

member of its Council and Steering Committee for twelve years. Affiliations 

include the PEN American Center, Writer’s Guild East, Author’s Guild, the 

Ensemble Studio Theatre, The Women’s Project and Productions, The Drama 

League, League of Professional Theatre Women of New York (formerly vice 

president), and the Playwrights/Directors Group of The Actors Studio. 

 

She is an Adjunct Professor of Playwriting at New York University’s Tisch 

School of the Arts and previously held academic posts in playwriting at the City 

College of New York, Manhattan’s Marymount College, Hofstra University, 

and the University of Wisconsin.  
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Citizen Jane: China Beach, the Vietnam 

Women’s Memorial, and U.S. Popular Memory 

—Kim Heikkila 

University of Minnesota Popular Culture Association Conference, April 2001 

 

On March 15, 1989, ABC television aired a special episode of its Vietnam War 

drama series China Beach.  Entitled “Vets,” the program interspersed 

documentary-style interviews with actual veterans of the Vietnam War with 

previously broadcast clips from the TV world of China Beach. Sitting against 

the standard black backdrop of a televised interview setting, former military 

nurses, Red Cross workers, USO entertainers, and journalists told their stories 

of the Vietnam War. The interviews were edited so that the bits and pieces of 

the stories that made their way into the episode bore an amazing resemblance to 

the plot lines that had already been developed on China Beach and were 

repackaged for “Vets.” 

One of the veterans interviewed for this special episode was Diane Carlson 

Evans, former Army nurse and founder of the Vietnam Women’s Memorial 

Project. Midway through the episode, the viewing audience sees Diane talking 

to the camera, describing a particular encounter she had had with a wounded GI 

in Vietnam. “Well, there were a lot of times you didn’t know what to say,” 

Diane tells the audience. “And so you didn’t say anything. But just being there . 

. . transcended words. And there was one night . . . ” Diane said, signaling a 

visual move from the sterile interview setting to a previously televised scene in 

the ward of China Beach’s 510
th
 Evacuation Hospital. Lying on a hospital bed 

in the foreground is a young male GI—Dodger (Jeff Kober), a regular character 

on the show—whose head and face are covered in bandages. The voice-over 

narration of the real Army nurse, Diane Evans, continues as the audience sees 

the fictional Army nurse character, Colleen McMurphy (Dana Delany) enter the 

ward to check on her patient. Diane explains that she was called to intensive 

care one night and that “there was a kid who was wrapped, his whole head was 

wrapped because he had a head injury and he had lost his face. I read his 

operative report;”—McMurphy checks Dodger’s chart— “everything was gone, 

and they didn’t expect him to live. And there . . . couldn’t be this nonverbal 

communication because I couldn’t see him and he couldn’t see me.” Viewers 

see McMurphy pull up a chair next to the bandaged Dodger’s bedside, telling 

him, “Here I am. Here we are. Just the two of us. Don’t bother to talk.” Diane’s 
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off-camera voice resumes, in an apparent direct narration of the events taking 

place on China Beach: “The unit was quiet that night, which I’m thankful for, 

because I was able to be with him most of the night, and I sat with him and just 

held his hand,” she says as McMurphy takes Dodger’s hand in hers. The scene 

ends with a complete transferal to the fictional world of television as 

McMurphy tells Dodger, “Good night. Sweet dreams.” As the background 

music swells, McMurphy asks, “Dodger? Can you hear me? Did you just 

squeeze my hand? Do it again.  Please.” The China Beach theme music enters. 

McMurphy smiles and holds Dodger’s hand to her cheek. “You squeezed my 

hand.” Regular viewers of China Beach know that Dodger survived his life-

threatening combat wounds; we never hear the ultimate fate of Diane Evans’ 

patient. 

This creative blending of interview clips and scenes from previous episodes of 

China Beach runs throughout the entire “Vets” episode, and as such plays with 

the tension between fact and fiction, truth and lies, memory and history that 

permeates narratives of the Vietnam War. Partly because of its novel claim to 

tell the story of the Vietnam War from the perspective of women, the series 

provided a great deal of interpretive fodder—for popular, historical, theoretical, 

feminist, semiotic, psychoanalytic, psycho-socio-historical analyses. This 

particular episode generated its own fair share of attention, as critics and 

scholars alike debated its role in establishing China Beach as a more or less 

“real” representation of the Vietnam War as experienced by its U.S. women 

participants.  

While I would argue that the episode “Vets” works to authenticate the story 

China Beach had been telling about the Vietnam War and its women 

participants up to that point, my intent here is not to rehash that particular angle 

of the debate. Instead, I would like to focus on the back story of the episode and 

its link to the Vietnam Women’s Memorial Project. By the time “Vets” aired in 

1989, Diane and her fellow Project members had been working for five years to 

establish a Women’s Memorial on the grounds of the Mall in Washington, 

D.C., near the Vietnam Veterans Memorial. The January 1989 meeting between 

Diane and her fellow veterans and the producers, writers, and creators of China 

Beach that resulted in this episode is a telling moment in women veterans’ 

efforts to establish themselves as honorable and respected veteran-citizens. This 

meeting was a response to the continuing trend that Susan Jeffords has 

described as the “remasculinization of America,” wherein the once despised 

Vietnam veteran was rewoven into the national fabric through a popular 

culture—and, I would add, memorialization—industry that portrayed him as a 
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true and mightily masculine American hero-victim fighting against the forces of 

feminizing oppression at home and abroad. If, as Peter Ehrenhaus suggests, 

“remembrances . . . reconfirm . . . the relationship of each individual to the 

larger political community,” and if, as Lisa Lowe demonstrates, “it is through 

culture that the subject becomes, acts, and speaks itself as ‘American,’” then 

this meeting is a crucial (though not final) moment in helping us to understand 

women veterans’ attempts to assert their right to tell their own war stories and 

to demand a place for themselves as veteran citizens in the postwar U.S. 

landscape. 

It was early in 1989 when Diane Evans received a phone call from a China 

Beach writer asking for her help in responding to the complaints they had been 

receiving from women veterans unhappy with the show’s female 

characters. Her initial response to their plea for help was a polite “no, thanks.” 

“I consciously did not want to watch China Beach,” she told a staff writer for 

the St. Paul Pioneer Press Dispatch in March 1989. “I have such an overdose of 

Vietnam in my life.” After talking to other women veterans, many of whom 

were helping her to gain support and funding for the Vietnam Women’s 

Memorial, however, she decided she would lend her insights, experience, and 

name to the China Beach effort. “If you don’t like something,” she explained to 

the reporter, “you try to change it.” And there was plenty about China Beach 

that women veterans wanted to change. 

From its inception in 1987, China Beach was billed as “the” woman’s take on 

the Vietnam War experience. The brainchild of experienced war writers 

William Broyles, Jr.—himself a Vietnam veteran—and John Sacret Young— 

author of the screenplay for Phillip Caputo’s memoir-turned-miniseries A 

Rumor of War—China Beach was supposed to show viewers what it was like 

“to be in a women’s steam bath in the middle of a men’s locker room.” Telling 

women’s stories not only granted their show a compelling novelty, but it also 

allowed Broyles and Young to focus on the other, more dramatically human (or 

humanely dramatic) side of war. It meant they could, in Broyles’ words, “show 

the same kind of tension, the same sort of pressure, and the same kind of 

extremes you have in war” while also considering, in Young’s view, the 

“seminal and primal women’s issues, such as ‘What is it to have children? Can 

you juggle a job and being a mother and a relationship?’ ”  

That these same concerns do not define men’s, even fathers’, “seminal” 

experiences in Broyles and Young’s minds is evident, both from their 

statements about war and their work on the show. Both of them clearly saw 
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“real” war in terms of the combat experiences of men. In a 1998 interview 

about his work on the Showtime production Thanks of a Grateful Nation (about 

Gulf War Syndrome), Young characterized war as “something that we seem to 

do through history [where] young men go off to war” and experience “an 

adrenaline flow that gets very close to ecstasy.” This view of war as male 

ecstasy made Young a perfect partner for Broyles, author of the much-

ballyhooed 1984 essay, “Why Men Love War.” Here, the former Marine 

lieutenant and editor-in-chief of Texas Monthly, California, and Newsweek 

claimed that “most men who have been to war would have to admit, if they are 

honest, that somewhere inside themselves they loved it, too, loved it as much as 

anything that has happened to them before or since.” Men love war in part, he 

says, because “the love of war stems from the union, deep in the core of our 

being, between sex and destruction, beauty and horror, love and death . . . [War] 

is, for men, at some terrible level the closest thing to what childbirth is for 

women: the initiation into the power of life and death.”  

Broyles and Young’s view of war as male fantasy erotica made its way each 

week into millions of post-Vietnam War American homes by way of China 

Beach. In its early episodes, the show certainly could be likened to a women’s 

steam bath in the middle of a men’s locker room; it was as if towel-clad men 

gathered around to clear a hole in the steamy window so they could peep at the 

women inside. Surrounded by men secure in their control of the space, the 

women on display thus became male fantasy incarnate: Nurse Colleen 

McMurphy, the long-suffering but fiercely loyal mater dolorosa (mother of 

sorrows); Red Cross worker Cherry White, the wide-eyed beautiful innocent; 

entertainer Laurette Barber, the worldly girl-about-town who had no 

compunction about enjoying her time in Vietnam as a “men-o-rama”; and, 

finally, KC, the business-savvy prostitute who satisfied GIs’ carnal needs as 

much as Cherry and McMurphy tended to their emotional and physical health 

needs.  

Women veterans, television critics, and scholars agreed: the women of China 

Beach were nothing more than cardboard cut-outs. That women were in the war 

zone at all was a step in the right direction, but, as Joan Furey, an Army nurse, 

Vietnam veteran, and current director of the Center for Women Veterans at the 

Department of Veterans Affairs in Washington, D.C., said in 1989, “You have 

standard images. Characters end up being either superhuman people or rip-

roaring flakes.” As scholar Cynthia Hanson explained in a 1990 article in The 

Journal of Popular Film & Television, the women of China Beach fell into one 

of four character types: harpy, victim, imp, and courtesan. More importantly, 
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they also fell into the virgin-whore dichotomy that has characterized the 

depiction of women for centuries. Whatever stock characters the women 

represented, it was clear that their roles were defined primarily through their 

relationship to men. Their duties, their laughter, their sorrow, their decisions to 

come, go, or stay—all revolved around the men they served. 

It was against these controlling images that Diane Evans and the Vietnam 

Women’s Memorial Project were so assiduously working. And though China 

Beach wasn’t the only source of such images, its claim to be “the” women’s 

story of the Vietnam War made its sins an even greater affront, to paraphrase a 

critical review of the show offered by Gloria Emerson in May 1988. Aside from 

incidental plot developments they found unbelievable, women veterans 

“disliked the series’ steamy depictions of rampant love, lust, and sexual 

harassment on the military compounds,” according to a May 1988 article in the 

San Diego Union–Tribune. Many women veterans felt China Beach contributed 

to the longstanding and highly misguided belief that women who went to 

Vietnam, like their military foremothers, did so in order to “sexually service 

men.” As such criticisms by the show’s most careful viewers made their way 

into the press, the staff of China Beach decided to draw the complainants into 

the production process even more visibly than they had in the past. So it was 

that one of the program’s writers called Diane Evans at home on a Friday 

morning in early 1989 to ask for her help. 

“I was the . . . 89th woman they had called,” Diane recently told me, “and of 

course they had gotten a lot of ‘no’s.’” Diane herself was not a fan of the show, 

having been appalled at its exaggerated portrayal of, as she called it, “the sex, 

the booze, the drama.” She admits that she had only watched one episode (she 

didn’t own a television at the time), but based on what she saw, she had no 

desire to see another, nor to participate in the program in any way. “I was so 

disturbed by it,” she recalled, “I just could not even think of watching it again . . 

. I felt like they were exploiting our service” and perpetuating the “stereotype 

that women who go off to war are there to please the men.”  She had no 

intention of becoming part of a program that so badly misrepresented the truth 

about the women who served in Vietnam. 

Two things made Diane change her mind. The first was a pithy question posed 

by the writer: “How can we tell the truth [about women’s service in Vietnam],” 

Diane recalls the young woman asking, “if we don’t talk to the real 

veterans . .  . ?” Intrigued but still reluctant, Diane said she would think about it 

over the weekend. Over the next couple of days, Diane discussed the China 



 20 

Beach proposition with a number of people—friends, family, fellow 

veterans. She was especially careful to solicit the opinions of the members of 

the Board of the Project. Although her participation in the program would be 

based on her individual experiences—would not, therefore, represent official 

endorsement of the show by the Project—she was concerned that her high 

visibility and association with the Memorial Project would imply such 

support. She asked the Board members if they would be comfortable with her 

decision to take part in the special episode that China Beach had proposed.  

“And every single one of them was,” she told me, “because they believed that 

we needed to do our parts to help bring the truth to this program . . . . There was 

only one program out there, and it was China Beach, that was doing anything 

about highlighting women’s service in Vietnam. So I made my decision and 

called [the writer] on Monday and said I would come out there.” 

Diane’s consent to be interviewed for the “Vets” episode thus established a 

clear link between her work on the Memorial Project and China Beach.  The 

goal of the Memorial Project was to “get the truth out there to the American 

public” about women who served in Vietnam, and China Beach was a key 

culprit in disseminating hurtful untruths about the women. To be sure, China 

Beach was not the only guilty party: the films and television shows of the 1970s 

and 1980s either ignored in-country women altogether or portrayed them as 

objects of sexual conquest for male GIs. This scripting of public memory of the 

Vietnam War occurred in the same context that witnessed the construction of a 

particular image of Vietnam veterans in public memorials.  Indeed, the 

Memorial Project’s work up to that point had taken aim at a more obvious 

target in its struggle to overcome the male biases in memories of the Vietnam 

War and its veterans: the Vietnam memorials located on the National Mall.  

Actually, the Vietnam Women’s Memorial Project was conceived against the 

backdrop not of Maya Lin’s abstract Vietnam Veterans Memorial (the Wall), 

but of Frederick Hart’s realistic rendition of “Three Fightingmen,” as the statue 

has come to be known. When Diane heard, in 1983, that Frederick Hart’s statue 

was to be added to the grounds of the existing Memorial in order to appease 

political and aesthetic critics of the Wall, she took on the mission of completing 

what she considered to be a now-incomplete memorial. “The Wall was 

complete,” she told me when we first spoke in May 2000, “because the men and 

women who died in Vietnam were together on the Wall.” But once 

memorializing the War’s veterans took a turn away from the abstract Wall and 

toward the realistic, representational statue, a problem arose. “If we are now 

going to see men in the flesh and blood, portrayed visibly as men,” she 
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explained, “then that [perpetuates] the cultural stereotype that only men go off 

to war.” To counteract this stereotype, Diane lobbied for a similarly realistic, 

representational statue honoring the War’s women veterans. 

By the time Diane met with the people at China Beach and shared her story 

with its audience in “Vets,” the Project was only halfway through its ten-year 

struggle to build a memorial for women. Although they had secured approval 

for the concept of the Memorial, Diane and the Project were still uncertain as to 

where it would be located. While opponents argued that women’s service in 

Vietnam could be recognized sufficiently as part of the then-pending Women in 

Military Service to America Memorial (now located at the entrance to Arlington 

Cemetery), Diane insisted that the only appropriate site to commemorate 

women’s service in this particular war was on the grounds of the existing 

Vietnam Veterans Memorials. “We were with our brothers in Vietnam,” she 

explained to me, “ . . .we want to be with our brothers at the Vietnam 

Memorial.” Besides, she argued, women deserved to be commemorated on the 

Mall, “a spot . . . that is considered perhaps the most prestigious ground in [the] 

nation.” Finally, on November 28, 1989—one year after President Reagan had 

approved the idea of the Memorial, eight months after “Vets” aired on ABC—

President Bush signed the hard-won legislation securing a site for the Memorial 

on the grounds of the national Mall.  

The struggle was not over. It would take another four years to obtain the 

remaining approvals for both the site and the specific design of the Memorial 

before, in November of 1993, the Vietnam Women’s Memorial was unveiled in 

its current location. Diane’s ten-year-old vision of honoring women veterans of 

the Vietnam War with a statue of their own in a nationally significant location 

had come to fruition. And while the theme of the dedication ceremonies—

“Celebration of Patriotism and Courage”—attests to the vision of women 

veterans that Diane and her fellow Memorial supporters constructed, Diane 

explained the significance of her work on the Memorial eloquently when I 

spoke to her nearly one year ago. “Who gets to decide?” she asked. “Who 

remembers? . . . Who ultimately shapes the public memory of war and our 

veterans?” 

These questions—and concern about how they were being answered—were 

precisely what led Diane to the production offices of China Beach, despite her 

original misgivings. For her and her fellow women veterans, the answer to 

“Who gets to decide?” is not artists or politicians or television writers. It is not 

William Broyles, Jr., and John Sacret Young. Instead, she says, “it should be 
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the men and women who serve in war and the families who lose their loved 

ones that . . . shape the memory of war.” By 1989, male veterans had had their 

say about their wartime experiences—in film, literature, memorials, and 

television. It was time for women, so long excluded from the (hi)story of war, 

to have theirs. “China Beach,” Diane says, “. . . made me feel all the more that 

it [was] about time this country recognized who we really are, [that we’re] not 

some figment of people’s imaginations.” And ultimately, for her, going to 

China Beach was worth it: the “Vets” episode provided her with “affirmation” 

and validation for her service. Her work on behalf of the Memorial and China 

Beach was an assertion of the right of women veterans to narrate their own war 

stories and to be part of the move toward reconciliation between the nation and 

its Vietnam veterans.  

 

 

Colonel Maggie— 

Nurse, Entertainer, and Honorary Green Beret 

—Reverend Bill McDonald 

 

Almost everyone knows about Bob Hope’s trips to Vietnam. He would do his 

annual Christmas Shows for TV, which were recorded live at some of the safest 

bases in Vietnam, while surrounded by TV cameras, reporters, and lots of tanks 

and protective armed troops. I was at his Christmas Day show back in 1966, 

just north of Saigon. I enjoyed it very much. It was one of a few good memories 

that I have of my tour of duty. But, meeting Martha Raye—better known to the 

troops, as “Colonel Maggie”—was the highlight event of the year for me. 

I met her in Phu Loi, South Vietnam, in the early part of 1967. She came to our 

small air field base camp, without any fanfare at all. She just arrived and began 

causally talking to us guys there. We of course knew of her from all her old 

movies. I made mention to her that I wanted a photo to show my mother— who 

was her biggest fan—and she turned that into a five-minute comedy routine 

about how only the real old folks remembered her. She teased me about that and 

then put her arms around me. She made fun of everything, including referring to 

herself as “The Big Mouth”! The guys in my unit, the 128
th
 Assault Helicopter 
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Company, were really impressed that she had come all the way out to see us. 

We never had any big name entertainers ever come through our camp, so her 

visit was something very special to all of us. 

Later that day, I got my chance to get up on stage (the top of a flat bed truck) 

with her and get my photo taken with her. I found her to be a very real person, 

and she gave you the feeling that she really cared about you. There were neither 

reporters nor TV cameras on her visit. She was there because we were there. 

At that time, her reputation was rapidly growing among veterans. We heard 

many stories about her from the Special Forces Units out in Boondocks. When 

we would fly into almost any small SF camp, the guys would speak most highly 

of her. She was their hero for sure. She had been traveling to Vietnam (I am 

told that she paid her own way) and spent weeks and sometimes up to six 

months at a time in country. She kept this pace up for over nine years during the 

Vietnam War. She was not there just to entertain the troops, but also engaged in 

nursing work wherever it was needed. She spent most of her time out in the 

field or in the hospitals. She went to some of the most dangerous and remote 

locations in Nam. 

She was not looking for any publicity or photo opportunities; she went where 

she knew the need was the greatest. She visited base camps that no other 

entertainers dared to go to. She walked through the mud and rain and took the 

heat and mosquitoes all in stride. No one ever remembers her complaining 

about the food, the weather, transportation, or life in general. She spent time at 

places that did not have hot showers, let alone places for women to use a 

restroom. She had to endure the same hardships that the GIs did. Her job was to 

keep up our spirits and make us feel loved and appreciated. She didn't come to 

Nam for a visit; she came to work. That for her meant sometimes going back 

and using her nursing skills to help with patients. 

There were many stories going around about all the battles she had been in 

while in country. She did not try to shelter herself from harm’s way, and she 

refused over and over again to allow anyone to risk his life to protect or 

evacuate her to a safer place if she happened to be subjected to any kind of 

enemy attack. There is one story that made the rounds with the Special Forces 

units that we ran into, but somehow never made it into the newspapers, or on 

the evening news shows, at that time, that I can recall. I have some of the facts 

but not all of them. But this story reveals the real character of this wonderful 

woman warrior. 
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The story relates how Colonel Maggie, who was also a trained RN before going 

into the entertainment field, went to entertain and visit a very small Special 

Forces camp. (It could have been at Soc Trang, around the early part of 1967.) 

I was told that she and some clarinet player had gone to the camp to entertain, 

but while they were there, the NVA attacked the camp. Mortar rounds and small 

arms fire were incoming. It appeared that there was a full-scale assault on the 

base camp. It was uncertain if the camp would be able to hold off the assault. 

The camp medic was hit, and so, with her being a nurse, she took over and 

began to assist with the treatment of the wounded who kept pouring into the aid 

station. 

The camp was in great danger for several hours of being overrun. The higher-

ups in the military were trying to dispatch helicopters to the camp, but a 

combination of very bad weather and heavy fighting made that task a very 

dangerous mission for any crews that would be trying to come in to get the 

wounded or to pull her out to a safer place. All this time, she was subjecting 

herself to the dangers of flying shrapnel and incoming automatic rifle rounds. 

She tended to the task that she was trained for—treating the wounded. She was 

said to have remained calm and fully active in doing her work—even with all 

the action taking place just outside the aid station. She kept focused on treating 

the wounded and did not seek shelter or safety for herself. 

She kept refusing any and all rescue missions. She spent hours putting her skills 

as a nurse to use treating patients and even assisting with surgery. She was in 

the operating room for thirteen hours; she then went through the aid station 

talking with the wounded and making sure that they were okay. It was said that 

she worked without sleep or rest until all the wounded were either treated or 

evacuated out on a Huey (helicopter). She did not leave that camp until she was 

satisfied that all wounded were taken care of. 

This is just one of the many untold stories about Martha Raye—but ask enough 

Vietnam veterans about her and you will find even more tales of Colonel 

Maggie. She finally received some long overdue honors before she died. They 

ranged from the Jean Hersholt Humanitarian Academy Award in 1968 for 

entertaining troops in Vietnam to the 1993 Presidential Medal of Freedom for 

her lifetime of dedication to America. 

“Colonel Maggie”—Martha Raye—was an honorary member of the Special 

Forces. She had received her prized Green Beret and the title of Lieutenant 

Colonel from President Lyndon B. Johnson himself. 
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Known as "Colonel Maggie of the Boondocks" by her many military friends, 

Martha Raye (born Margaret Teresa Yvonne Reed on August 27, 1916) died 

October 19, 1994. Raye is buried in the military cemetery at Fort Bragg, North 

Carolina, an exception to policy she requested in 1992. 

 

 

 

A Vietnam War Timeline 
This is an abbreviated version of the more detailed timeline posted on the Public 

Broadcasting System’s “Vietnam Online” section of The American Experience. 

1954 

Battle of Dien Bien Phu Begins:   A force of 40,000 heavily armed Viet Minh lay siege to 

the French garrison at Dien Bien Phu. Using Chinese artillery to shell the airstrip, the Viet 

Minh make it impossible for French supplies to arrive by air. It soon becomes clear that the 

French have met their match.  

Eisenhower Cites "Domino Theory" Regarding Southeast Asia:   Responding to the 

defeat of the French by the Viet Minh at Dien Bien Phu, President Eisenhower outlines the 

Domino Theory: "You have a row of dominoes set up. You knock over the first one, and 

what will happen to the last one is the certainty that it will go over very quickly."  

French Defeated at Dien Bien Phu 

Geneva Convention Begins:    Delegates from nine nations convene in Geneva to start 

negotiations that will lead to the end of hostilities in Indochina. The idea of partitioning 

Vietnam is first explored at this forum.  

Geneva Convention Agreements Announced: Viet Minh General Ta Quang Buu and 

French General Henri Delteil sign the Agreement on the Cessation of Hostilities in Vietnam. 

As part of the agreement, a provisional demarcation line is drawn at the 17th parallel which 

will divide Vietnam until nationwide elections are held in 1956. The United States does not 

accept the agreement, neither does the government of Bao Dai.  

1955 

Diem Rejects Conditions of Geneva Accords, Refuses to Participate in Nationwide 

Elections 
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China and Soviet Union Pledge Additional Financial Support to Hanoi 

Diem Urged to Negotiate with North:    Britain, France, and United States covertly urge 

Diem to respect Geneva accords and conduct discussions with the North.  

Diem Becomes President of Republic of Vietnam:    Diem defeats Bao Dai in rigged 

election and proclaims himself President of Republic of Vietnam.  

1956 

French Leave Vietnam 

US Training South Vietnamese:    The US Military Assistance Advisor Group (MAAG) 

assumes responsibility, from French, for training South Vietnamese forces.  

1957 

Communist Insurgency into South Vietnam:  Communist insurgent activity in South 

Vietnam begins. Guerrillas assassinate more than 400 South Vietnamese officials. Thirty-

seven armed companies are organized along the Mekong Delta.  

Terrorist Bombings Rock Saigon:    Thirteen Americans working for MAAG and US 

Information Service are wounded in terrorist bombings in Saigon.  

1959 

Weapons Moving Along Ho Chi Minh Trail:  North Vietnam forms Group 559 to begin 

infiltrating cadres and weapons into South Vietnam via the Ho Chi Minh Trail. The Trail will 

become a strategic target for future military attacks.  

US Servicemen Killed in Guerilla Attack:    Major Dale R. Buis and Master Sergeant 

Chester M. Ovnand become the first Americans to die in the Vietnam War when guerillas 

strike at Bien Hoa.  

Diem Orders Crackdown on Communists, Dissidents 

1960 

North Vietnam Imposes Universal Military Conscription 

Kennedy Elected President:  John F. Kennedy narrowly defeats Richard Nixon for the 

presidency.  

Diem Survives Coup Attempt 

Viet Cong Formed:    Hanoi forms National Liberation Front for South Vietnam. Diem 

government dubs them "Viet Cong."  
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1961 

Battle of Kienhoa Province:  400 guerillas attack village in Kienhoa Province, and are 

defeated by South Vietnamese troops.  

Vice President Johnson Tours Saigon:    During a tour of Asian countries, Vice President 

Lyndon Johnson visits Diem in Saigon. Johnson assures Diem that he is crucial to US 

objectives in Vietnam and calls him "the Churchill of Asia."  

1962 

US Military Employs Agent Orange:  US Air Force begins using Agent Orange—defoliant 

that came in metal orange containers—to expose roads and trails used by Viet Cong forces.  

Diem Palace Bombed in Coup Attempt 

Mansfield Voices Doubt on Vietnam Policy:   Senate Majority Leader Mike Mansfield 

reports back to JFK from Saigon his opinion that Diem had wasted the two billion dollars 

America had spent there.  

1963 

Battle of Ap Bac: Viet Cong units defeat South Vietnamese Army (ARVN) in Battle of Ap 

Bac  

President Kennedy Assassinated in Dallas:  Kennedy's death means that the problem of 

how to proceed in Vietnam falls squarely into the lap of his vice president, Lyndon Johnson.  

Buddhists Protest Against Diem:  Tensions between Buddhists and the Diem government 

are further strained as Diem, a Catholic, removes Buddhists from several key government 

positions and replaces them with Catholics. Buddhist monks protest Diem's intolerance for 

other religions and the measures he takes to silence them. In a show of protest, Buddhist 

monks start setting themselves on fire in public places.  

Diem Overthrown, Murdered:  With tacit approval of the United States, operatives within 

the South Vietnamese military overthrow Diem. He and his brother Nhu are shot and killed 

in the aftermath.  

1964  

General Nguyen Khanh Seizes Power in Saigon:  In a bloodless coup, General Nguyen 

Khanh seizes power in Saigon. South Vietnam junta leader, Major General Duong Van Minh, 

is placed under house arrest, but is allowed to remain as a figurehead chief-of-state.  

Gulf of Tonkin Incident:    On August 2, three North Vietnamese PT boats allegedly fire 

torpedoes at the USS Maddox, a destroyer located in the international waters of the Tonkin 
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Gulf, some thirty miles off the coast of North Vietnam. The attack comes after six months of 

covert US and South Vietnamese naval operations. A second, even more highly disputed 

attack, is alleged to have taken place on August 4.  

Debate on Gulf of Tonkin Resolution:  The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution is approved by 

Congress on August 7 and authorizes President Lyndon Johnson to "take all necessary 

measures to repel any armed attack against forces of the United States and to prevent further 

aggression." The resolution passes unanimously in the House, and by a margin of 82-2 in the 

Senate. The Resolution allows Johnson to wage all out-war against North Vietnam without 

ever securing a formal Declaration of War from Congress.  

Viet Cong Attack Bien Hoa Air Base  

LBJ Defeats Goldwater:    Lyndon Johnson is elected in a landslide over Republican Barry 

Goldwater of Arizona. During the campaign, Johnson's position on Vietnam appeared to lean 

toward de-escalation of US involvement, and sharply contrasted the more militant views held 

by Goldwater.  

1965  

Operation "Rolling Thunder" Deployed:  Sustained American bombing raids of North 

Vietnam, dubbed Operation Rolling Thunder, begin in February. The nearly continuous air 

raids would go on for three years.  

Marines Arrive at Da Nang:    The first American combat troops, the 9th Marine 

Expeditionary Brigade, arrive in Vietnam to defend the US airfield at Da Nang. Scattered 

Viet Cong gunfire is reported, but no Marines are injured.  

Heavy Fighting at Ia Drang Valley:  The first conventional battle of the Vietnam war takes 

place as American forces clash with North Vietnamese units in the Ia Drang Valley. The US 

1st Air Cavalry Division employs its newly enhanced technique of aerial reconnaissance to 

finally defeat the NVA, although heavy casualties are reported on both sides.  

US Troop Levels Top 200,000  

Vietnam "Teach-In" Broadcast to Nation's Universities:   The practice of protesting US 

policy in Vietnam by holding "teach-ins" at colleges and universities becomes widespread. 

The first "teach-in"—featuring seminars, rallies, and speeches—takes place at the University 

of Michigan at Ann Arbor in March. In May, a nationally broadcast "teach-in" reaches 

students and faculty at over 100 campuses.  

1966  

B-52s Bomb North Vietnam:  In an effort to disrupt movement along the Mugia Pass—the 

main route used by the NVA to send personnel and supplies through Laos and into South 

Vietnam—American B-52s bomb North Vietnam for the first time.  
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South Vietnam Government Troops Take Hue and Da Nang  

LBJ Meets With South Vietnamese Leaders:    US President Lyndon Johnson meets with 

South Vietnamese Premier Nguyen Cao Ky and his military advisors in Honolulu. Johnson 

promises to continue to help South Vietnam fend off aggression from the North, but adds that 

the US will be monitoring South Vietnam's efforts to expand democracy and improve 

economic conditions for its citizens.  

Veterans Stage Anti-War Rally:  Veterans from World Wars I and II, along with veterans 

from the Korean War, stage a protest rally in New York City. Discharge and separation 

papers are burned in protest of US involvement in Vietnam.  

CORE Cites "Burden On Minorities and Poor" in Vietnam:   The Congress of Racial 

Equality (CORE) issues a report claiming that the US military draft places "a heavy 

discriminatory burden on minority groups and the poor."  The group also calls for a 

withdrawal of all US troops from Vietnam.  

1967  

Operation Cedar Falls Begins:  In a major ground war effort dubbed Operation Cedar Falls, 

about 16,000 US and 14,000 South Vietnamese troops set out to destroy Viet Cong 

operations and supply sites near Saigon. A massive system of tunnels is discovered in an area 

called the Iron Triangle, an apparent headquarters for Viet Cong personnel.  

Bunker Replaces Cabot Lodge as South Vietnam Ambassador  

Martin Luther King Speaks Out Against War:   Calling the US "the greatest purveyor of 

violence in the world," Martin Luther King publicly speaks out against US policy in 

Vietnam. King later encourages draft evasion and suggests a merger between antiwar and 

civil rights groups.  

Dow Recruiters Driven From Wisconsin Campus:  University of Wisconsin students 

demand that corporate recruiters for Dow Chemical—producers of napalm—not be allowed 

on campus.  

McNamara Calls Bombing Ineffective:    Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, 

appearing before a Senate subcommittee, testifies that US bombing raids against North 

Vietnam have not achieved their objectives. McNamara maintains that movement of supplies 

to South Vietnam has not been reduced, and neither the economy nor the morale of the North 

Vietnamese has been broken.  

1968 

January  

Sihanouk Allows Pursuit of Viet Cong into Cambodia  
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North Vietnamese Launch Tet Offensive:  In a show of military might that catches the US 

military off guard, North Vietnamese and Viet Cong forces sweep down upon several key 

cities and provinces in South Vietnam, including its capital, Saigon. Within days, American 

forces turn back the onslaught and recapture most areas. From a military point of view, Tet is 

a huge defeat for the Communists, but turns out to be a political and psychological victory. 

The US military's assessment of the war is questioned and the "end of tunnel" seems very far 

off.  

February  

Battle for Hue:    The Battle for Hue wages for 26 days as US and South Vietnamese forces 

try to recapture the site seized by the Communists during the Tet Offensive. Previously, a 

religious retreat in the middle of a war zone, Hue was nearly leveled in a battle that left 

nearly all of its population homeless. Following the US and ARVN victory, mass graves 

containing the bodies of thousands of people who had been executed during the Communist 

occupation are discovered.  

Westmoreland Requests 206,000 More Troops  

My Lai Massacre:  On March 16, the angry and frustrated men of Charlie Company, 11th 

Brigade, Americal Division entered the village of My Lai. "This is what you've been waiting 

for—search and destroy—and you've got it," said their superior officers. A short time later 

the killing began. When news of the atrocities surfaced, it sent shockwaves through the US 

political establishment, the military's chain of command, and an already divided American 

public.  

March  

LBJ Announces He Won't Run:    With his popularity plummeting and dismayed by 

Senator Eugene McCarthy's strong showing in the New Hampshire primary, President 

Lyndon Johnson stuns the nation and announces that he will not be a candidate for re-

election.  

April  

MLK Slain in Memphis 

May  

Paris Peace Talks Begin:  Following a lengthy period of debate and discussion, North 

Vietnamese and American negotiators agree on a location and start date of peace talks. Talks 

are slated to begin in Paris on May 10 with W. Averell Harriman representing the United 

States, and former Foreign Minister Xuan Thuy heading the North Vietnamese delegation.  
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June  

Robert Kennedy Assassinated  

August  

Upheaval at Democratic Convention in Chicago:   As the frazzled Democratic party 

prepares to hold its nominating convention in Chicago, city officials gear up for a deluge of 

demonstrations. Mayor Richard Daley orders police to crack down on antiwar protests. As 

the nation watches on television, the area around the convention erupts in violence.  

November  

Richard Nixon Elected President:  Running on a platform of "law and order," Richard 

Nixon barely beats out Hubert Humphrey for the presidency. Nixon takes just 43.4 percent of 

the popular vote, compared to 42.7 percent for Humphrey. Third-party candidate George 

Wallace takes the remaining percentage of votes.  

1969  

Nixon Begins Secret Bombing of Cambodia:    In an effort to destroy Communist supply 

routes and base camps in Cambodia, President Nixon gives the go-ahead to "Operation 

Breakfast." The covert bombing of Cambodia, conducted without the knowledge of Congress 

or the American public, will continue for fourteen months.  

Policy of "Vietnamization" Announced:    Secretary of Defense Melvin Laird describes a 

policy of "Vietnamization" when discussing a diminishing role for the US military in 

Vietnam. The objective of the policy is to shift the burden of defeating the Communists onto 

the South Vietnamese Army and away from the United States.  

Ho Chi Minh Dies at Age 79  

News of My Lai Massacre Reaches US:    Through the reporting of journalist Seymour 

Hersh, Americans read for the first time of the atrocities committed by Lt. William Calley 

and his troops in the village of My Lai. At the time the reports were made public, the Army 

had already charged Calley with the crime of murder.  

Massive Antiwar Demonstration in DC  

1970  

Sihanouk Ousted in Cambodia:  Prince Sihanouk's attempt to maintain Cambodia's 

neutrality while war waged in neighboring Vietnam forced him to strike opportunistic 

alliances with China, and then the United States. Such vacillating weakened his government, 

leading to a coup orchestrated by his defense minister, Lon Nol.  
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Kent State Incident:    National Guardsmen open fire on a crowd of student antiwar 

protesters at Ohio's Kent State University, resulting in the death of four students and the 

wounding of eight others. President Nixon publicly deplores the actions of the Guardsmen, 

but cautions: "...when dissent turns to violence it invites tragedy." Several of the protesters 

had been hurling rocks and empty tear gas canisters at the Guardsmen.  

Kissinger and Le Duc Tho Begin Secret Talks  

Number of US Troops Falls to 280K  

1971  

Lt. Calley Convicted of Murder  

Pentagon Papers Published:  A legacy of deception, concerning US policy in Vietnam, on 

the part of the military and the executive branch is revealed as the New York Times publishes 

the Pentagon Papers. The Nixon administration, eager to stop leaks of what they consider 

sensitive information, appeals to the Supreme Court to halt the publication. The Court 

decides in favor the Times and allows continued publication.  

Nixon Announces Plans to Visit China:    In a move that troubles the North Vietnamese, 

President Nixon announces his intention to visit The People's Republic of China. Nixon's 

gesture toward China is seen by the North Vietnamese as an effort to create discord between 

themselves and their Chinese allies.  

Thieu Re-elected in South Vietnam  

1972  

Nixon Cuts Troop Levels by 70K:  Responding to charges by Democratic presidential 

candidates that he is not moving fast enough to end US involvement in Vietnam, President 

Nixon orders troop strength reduced by seventy thousand.  

Secret Peace Talks Revealed  

B-52s Bomb Hanoi and Hai Phong:    In an attempt to force North Vietnam to make 

concessions in the ongoing peace talks, the Nixon administration orders heavy bombing of 

supply dumps and petroleum storage sites in and around Hanoi and Hai Phong. The 

administration makes it clear to the North Vietnamese that no section of Vietnam is off-limits 

to bombing raids.  

Break-In at Watergate Hotel  

Kissinger Says "Peace Is At Hand":  Henry Kissinger and Le Duc Tho reach agreement in 

principle on several key measures leading to a cease-fire in Vietnam. Kissinger's view that 



 33 

"peace is at hand" is dimmed somewhat by South Vietnamese President Thieu's opposition to 

the agreement.  

Nixon Wins Reelection  

1973  

Cease-fire Signed in Paris:    A cease-fire agreement that, in the words of Richard Nixon, 

"brings peace with honor in Vietnam and Southeast Asia," is signed in Paris by Henry 

Kissinger and Le Duc Tho. The agreement is to go into effect on January 28.  

End of Draft Announced  

Last American Troops Leave Vietnam 

Hearings on Secret Bombings Begin:  The Senate Armed Services Committee opens 

hearing on the US bombing of Cambodia. Allegations are made that the Nixon administration 

allowed bombing raids to be carried out during what was supposed to be a time when 

Cambodia's neutrality was officially recognized. As a result of the hearings, Congress orders 

that all bombing in Cambodia cease effective at midnight, August 14.  

Kissinger and Le Duc Tho Win Peace Prize:   The Nobel Peace Prize is awarded to Henry 

Kissinger of the United States and Le Duc Tho of North Vietnam. Kissinger accepts the 

award, while Tho declines, saying that a true peace does not yet exist in Vietnam. 

1974  

Thieu Announces Renewal of War  

Report Cites Damage to Vietnam Ecology:  According to a report issued by The National 

Academy of Sciences, use of chemical herbicides during the war caused long-term damage to 

the ecology of Vietnam. Subsequent inquiries will focus on the connection between certain 

herbicides, particularly Agent Orange, and widespread reports of cancer, skin disease, and 

other disorders on the part of individuals exposed to them.  

Communists Take Mekong Delta Territory  

Nixon Resigns  

Communists Plan Major Offensive:    With North Vietnamese forces in the South believed 

to be at their highest levels ever, South Vietnamese leaders gird themselves for an expected 

Communist offensive of significant proportions.  

 

continued 
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1975  

Communist Forces Capture Phuoc Long Province:  The South Vietnamese Army loses 

twenty planes in a failed effort to defend Phuoc Long, a key province just north of Saigon. 

North Vietnamese leaders interpret the US's complete lack of response to the siege as an 

indication that they could move more aggressively in the South.  

Hue Falls to Communists  

Communists Take Aim at Saigon:    The North Vietnamese initiate the Ho Chi Minh 

Campaign—a concerted effort to "liberate" Saigon. Under the command of General Dung, 

the NVA sets out to capture Saigon by late April, in advance of the rainy season. 

Ford Calls Vietnam War "Finished":  Anticipating the fall of Saigon to Communist forces, 

US President Gerald Ford, speaking in New Orleans, announces that as far as the US is 

concerned, the Vietnam War is "finished."  

Last Americans Evacuate as Saigon Falls to Communists:   South Vietnamese President 

Duong Van Minh delivers an unconditional surrender to the Communists in the early hours 

of April 30. North Vietnamese Colonel Bui Tin accepts the surrender and assures Minh that 

"...Only the Americans have been beaten. If you are patriots, consider this a moment of joy." 

As the few remaining Americans evacuate Saigon, the last two US servicemen to die in 

Vietnam are killed when their helicopter crashes.  

1976–80  

Pham Van Dong Heads Socialist Republic of Vietnam:  As the National Assembly meets 

in July of 1976, the Socialist Republic of Vietnam names Pham Van Dong its prime minister. 

Van Dong and his fellow government leaders, all but one of whom are former North 

Vietnamese officials, take up residence in the nation's new capital—Hanoi.  

Jimmy Carter Elected US President  

Carter Issues Pardon to Draft Evaders:    In a bold and controversial move, newly 

inaugurated President Jimmy Carter extends a full and unconditional pardon to nearly 10,000 

men who evaded the Vietnam War draft.  

Vietnam Granted Admission to United Nations  

Relations Between Vietnam and China Deteriorate  

Vietnam Invades Cambodia:  Determined to overthrow the government of Pol Pot, 

Vietnam invades Cambodia. Phnom Penh, Cambodia's capital, falls quickly as Pol Pot and 

his Khmer Rouge followers flee into the jungles.  



 35 

"Boat People" Flee Vietnam:    Swarms of Vietnamese refugees take to the sea in 

overcrowded and unsafe boats in search of a better life. The ranks of the "boat people" 

include individuals deemed enemies of the state who've been expelled from their homeland.  

China Invades, Withdraws from, Vietnam  

US GAO Issues Report on Agent Orange:  After years of Defense Department denials, the 

US General Accounting Office releases a report indicating that thousands of US troops were 

exposed to the herbicide Agent Orange. Thousands of veterans had demanded a government 

investigation into the effect that dioxin, a chemical found in Agent Orange, had on the human 

immune system.  

Ronald Reagan Elected US President  

1981–85  

Vietnam Memorial in Washington, DC Dedicated:  Designed by Maya Ying Lin, a 22-

year-old Yale architectural student, the Vietnam Veteran's Memorial opens in Washington, 

DC. The quiet, contemplative structure consisting of two black granite walls forming a "V," 

lists the names of the 58,183 Americans killed in the Vietnam War. The memorial itself 

stirred debate as some thought its presentation was too muted and somber, lacking the 

familiar elements of war-time heroics found in most war memorials.  

Reagan Promises To Make MIAs "Highest National Priority":  For the family members 

of those still listed as Missing-In-Action, the war is not over. In an address to the National 

League of Families of American Prisoners and Missing in Southeast Asia, President Ronald 

Reagan pledges to make the finding of these individuals a matter of the "highest national 

priority."  

Dow Chemical Knowledge of Dioxin Revealed:  Documents used as part of a lawsuit 

brought by 20,000 Vietnam veterans against several chemical companies reveal that Dow 

Chemical had full knowledge of the serious health risks posed by human exposure to dioxin, 

a chemical found in the herbicide Agent Orange. Evidence indicated that despite this 

information, Dow continued to sell herbicides to the US military for use in Vietnam.  

"Unknown Soldier" of Vietnam War Laid to Rest  

US Offers Asylum to Vietnamese Political Prisoners  
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