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THE EXPERIENCE AND REFLECTIONS OF A MAINE 
VIETNAM WAR DRAFT RESISTER 

 
 
My father served as a U.S. Army doctor during WW2 in North Africa, Italy and 

France. Born in 1947, I played war games with other boys fighting imagined 

Nazis, Japs and Indians. Duck and cover drills in grade school practiced for 

nuclear war. Raised by Republican parents, by high school, my world view in the 

early 60's came from books, TV and family stories, mixing Barry Goldwater, Civil 

Rights, and JFK (“ask not what your country can do for you, but what you can do 

for your country”). My older brother served as an Army medic during the Cuban 

Missile Crisis in 1962. Back home we stored canned goods and toilet paper in a 

makeshift cellar bomb shelter. 

 

At 18, I registered for the draft, vaguely aware of the growing U.S. involvement in 

South Viet Nam under attack by Communists. Starting college in 1965, I took an 

Anthropology class - taught in part by Margret Mead – learning that colonialism 

was not simply donating modern technology, medicine and education to grateful, 

ignorant heathens. A Dutch professor held as a boy in a Japanese concentration 

camp taught Southeast Asian history, telling how most Indonesian natives hated 

and suffered under the Japanese, but saw that Asian people armed with modern 

weapons were able to defeat their European colonial masters. I learned about 
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decades of Vietnamese opposition to French colonial rule, Viet Minh resistance 

to the Japanese, with secret U.S. help, while many French collaborated. Ho Chi 

Minh appealed to FDR and copied from our Declaration of Independence in the 

draft Vietnamese Constitution. But the U.S. and Britain helped the French back 

into southern Vietnam instead - while northern Vietnam resisted - resulting in a 

combined anti-colonial and civil war with the U.S. coming to the aid of the French 

and, eventually, stepping into their foreign shoes. We call it the “Viet Nam War” 

started in the 1960's. The Vietnamese call it the “American War”, following their 

war of liberation against the French -- defeated at Dien Bien Phu -- with the U.S. 

under President Eisenhower bankrolling and supplying weapons to the losing 

French colonial forces and then military aid to corrupt South Vietnamese elites. 

 

Outside of class, the anti- war movement, rebellious music and other chemicals 

filled the air. Pretty, smart college girls did not sleep with boys who went to war. 

Quaker cousins became conscientious objectors. Classmates went to Canada. 

1969 came with a low number in the draft lottery, my student deferment ended; 

my draft status was 1-A, a ticket to Viet Nam. Back home in Maine, I applied for 

Conscientious Objector status, hoping to do alternative service. I started working 

at Pineland Center, where the State of Maine was warehousing severely retarded 

children and adults in crowded and shameful conditions. 
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I wrote long letters explaining my views to the Draft Board here in Portland. My 

father wrote a letter of support, to my surprise. After a hearing, the Draft Board 

rejected my application to do alternative service as a conscientious objector. My 

views were too against the war in Viet Nam - not tied enough to being a Quaker, 

Mennonite or Jehovah's Witness. I was drafted and ordered to a group physical 

upstairs behind the Forest Avenue Post Office. A vigilant officer spotted me and 

another guy with long hair and bad attitudes. He put us in a separate room so the 

ceremony - where rows of other young men took the oath, stepping forward into 

military service - would not be spoiled by a two “hippies” refusing induction. 

 

Refusing induction was a federal crime punishable by years in prison. But I was 

never arrested or prosecuted. Maine's federal attorney stopped prosecuting draft 

resisters with an arguable defense of wrongful denial of CO status. Only young 

men who impulsively or drunkenly skipped their draft physicals and the induction 

ceremony were hauled into federal court. Their criminal cases often got dropped 

as long as they cooperated and went into the military. Disporportionate numbers 

of the poor and young men of color were drafted to fight in Vietnam. 

 

I marched and protested with returning U.S. Vietnam veterans opposed to the 
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war. Classmates from high-school and college died in Vietnam or came home 

with physical and mental damage. We are tempted to justify these casualties with 

the comforting belief that lives, limbs and minds were not wasted in a “bad” war. 

It is my conviction, however, that our nation has failed to learn the painful lessons 

of the lost war that we fought in Vietnam (and Camodia and Laos). 

 

The U.S. war decades ago in Viet Nam and our ongoing wars around the Middle 

East were and still are “asymmetrical” - in other words, between populations very 

different in size, resources, military power, casualties, and other consequences. 

In 1965, the population in all of Vietnam was about 38 million while the United 

States' population was about 195 million with even greater differences in wealth, 

armaments and industrial capacity. U.S. troops often rode to battle in helicopters 

with air cover. Viet Cong and North Vietnamese soldiers were typically on foot, 

supplied by bicycles, and exposed to aerial bombing and napalm. Over 58,000 U. 

S. armed forces were killed in Vietnam including a disproportionate number of 

black draftees. 950,000 Viet Cong and North Vietnamese Army dead according 

to our Department of Defense (1.1 million by Vietnamese records). Likewise, the 

United States dwarfs Iraq and Afghanistan in population, resources and military 

might. America's ongoing Greater Middle East wars look like 9 innings between 

the New York Yankees and a small-town Little League team – but the Yankees 
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are not exactly winning. 

 

Historian Barbara Tuchman observes that deception is powerful weapon or tactic 

in war – hence, ambushes, surprise attacks and strategic leaks of misinformation 

about force strength and battle plans. Such tactical deceptions, however, are all 

too easily redeployed as propaganda aimed at elected representatives and public 

sentiment on the homefront in order to cover up military mistakes and failures. 

 

Starting in 1964, a year before I registered for the military draft, LBJ ramped up 

the U.S. military involvement in Viet Nam by exaggerating or falsifying attacks on 

a U.S. Navy destroyer by North Vietnam torpedo boats. The U.S. ship was itself 

engaged in aggression. President Johnson parleyed the incident into the Tonkin 

Gulf Resolution in lieu of an actual, constitutional declaration of war by Congress. 

Nixon's “Secret Peace Plan” entailed massive bombing, defoliation and “standing 

up” South Vietnam's armed forces or ”Vietnamization”, dragging inevitably to an 

humiliating end. The Pentagon Papers – leaked by Daniel Ellsberg -- exposed 

the pervasive deception, countless lives and billions of dollars wasted by the 

bungling civilian and military leadership of the American War in Southeast Asia, 

spilling into Laos and Cambodia. The ex-CIA agents that Nixon had break into 

Daniel Ellsberg's psychiatrist's office, were later caught and prosecuted for the 
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burglary of Democratic Headquarters in the Watergate Hotel.  

 

 America's wars in Southeat Asia and now in the Greater Middle East have all led 

to more deaths and destruction. Our Viet Nam War was followed in 1975-79 by 

the Cambodian-Vietnamese War – at the same time as 2 million Cambodians 

died in Pol Pot's killing fields – the genocide ended and exposed in large part 

when communist Viet Nam's armed forces took Phom Penh from the Khmer 

Rouge communists in 1979 (odd how the dominoes fell). In this century, U.S. 

wars in the Greater Middle East have spread from Afghanistan to Iraq, Pakistan, 

Syria, Libya, Yemen and other parts of Africa. Millions of refugees have had to 

flee their homes in Southeast Asia and the Greater Middle East.  

 

I do not brag about resisting the VietNam War draft. Like many Americans of my 

generation in and out of the military, I believe VietNam was a “bad” war, wasting 

millions of lives and trillions of dollars. Most of all, sadly, I am ashamed that my 

country has never really learned the hard lessons of the “American War” in Viet 

Nam. And so history is cruelly repeating itself today around the Middle East.  

 

 


