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In thinking about a topic for a Veterans Day talk, the number of times I had heard the words “patriotic” and “patriotism” used during the latest political campaign, stood out in my mind. 

Patriotism has always been used as an essential concept with political speeches and has been used to exhort followers to uphold the ideals of country and political parties in times of peace and war. But when I think of patriotism as it was during my childhood and as it has been used since the years of the Vietnam struggle- the very concept of patriotism has changed. 

When I was a child, patriotism was expressed and demonstrated on special days- the 4th of July or Armistice Day (Nov 11) with parades, fireworks, and picnics during which the heroism and contributions f our fighting men, the soldiers form the American Revolution through the First World War were remembered and memorialized. Children from the time they were able to carry and wave an American flag, participated in the 4th of July parades and heard of the exploits of American heroes. They were imbued with the concept of patriotism- a devoted love, support, and defense of one’s country. 

My father, like many others in WWI, left college in his Sophomore yeare to join the Army, His time in service was a constant battle against authority and every time he was promoted about private, he last the rank because someone tried to tell home what to do. But it never occurred to him to try to escape military service, and in fact he considered it a stigma against those who hadn’t served. 

My brother, two years older than I and raised with the same ideas, entered the navy in the second World War. When his draft notice arrived, he went. He was only one of millions who never thought twice about serving or who lined up to volunteer at induction centers the day after Pearl Harbor. 

I was too young to serve in WWII, and I was in college in 1948 when the draft was reinstituted during the crisis of the Berlin Blockade. But I graduated from college in 1949 and when the “conflict” started in Korea in the summer of 1950, I was fair game for the draft. I didn’t stop to consider whether it was my patriotic duty to enter the army. As I recall, few of my friends were called by the draft, and even fewer eventually ended up in service during the Korean War. None of my acquaintances who went into the service had questioned their call-up and none sought an easy way out. The conscientious objector ruse to escape military service or a quick trip to Canada or Sweden to avoid the military were years in the future during Viet Nam. 

Were we more of less patriotic than the members of our family or our friends who had been in WWI or II? No, it was simply a duty to be undertaken when the country called.

I entered the service two months after the outbreak of hostilities. I was more fortunate than many as I spent the first year and a half passing through basic training, Non-Commissioned Officer’s school and Officer Candidate school. The 18 months before I arrived in Korea were the soul-searching times of the conflict. The outbreak of the war occurred in the summer of 1950 when the American and South Korean forces, outnumbered and outgunned, were forced all the way down the Korean peninsula to the southern city of Pusan. The MacArthur miracle of the end run around the North Korean forces and the landing at Inchon just southwest of Seoul saved the American Army. The push to the Chinese border at the Yalu River preceded the entry of the Chinese into the fray. The terrible winter withdrawal from the Chosin Reservoir in northern Korea following the Chinese intervention was a memorable moment in military annals. In snowstorms and 25 below zero weather, the marines and army contingents surrounded and outnumbered fought their way out and escaped through the port of Hungnam. When newsmen cabled the news of the epic “retreat” back to the US, the marine general in charge said, “Retreat hell, we’re just attaching in another direction!”

The last year of the “Police Action”, 1952-53, was a continuous series of attacks and counterattacks with the Chinese and North Koreans attempting to increase the area under Communist control. Every patrol that ended in a firefight, every probing action on front-line positions, all increased casualties on both sides. And at night, only miles northwest of the American lines, we could see the cris-crossed searchlight beams of Panmunjom, where truce talks had been continuing for a year.

When the truce was finally signed in July of 1953, I returned home to a country which had paid scant attention to what became known as the “Forgotten War.” It had taken place halfway around the world, in a country that most people didn’t know or care about. The draft drew in relatively few Americans as compared to WWI or WWII and returning veterans witnessed no confetti showers or victory parades. 

The Viet Nam war was evern more divisive for our country. There was no patriotic goal such as saving our country from tyranny or dictatorship. It was a “Cold War” ply to prevent/save and Asian country from falling to the Communists. But in reality, the country had already been lost by its colonial ruler, France. The savagery, the carnage, and lack of an identifiable enemy only resulted in lowered morale of the American soldier. To return home and be spit upon in the airport or labeled “baby killers” did little to engender a sense of patriotism on our returning veterans. 

It would seem that any conflict that does not defend our homeland or invoke national loyalty, brings forth little patriotic emotion on the par of America’s soldiers. 

The Korean conflict was called the Korean “Police Action”, or the “forgotten War. The American government finally declared it a good old-fashioned WAR only in 1995, and the Korean involvement never reached the patriotic highs of WWI or WWII. In Korea, we never fought for MOM or Apple pie. We fought to prevent the overrunning of an incipient Democracy by those of an ideology intent on taking over the World. 

We have seen and remember the divisions that appeared during the Viet Nam War. Mass demonstrations against the slaughter that took place thousands of miles away. The poor and minority members of the armed forces suffered excessively in Viet Nam as middle and upper-class whites took advantage of college exemptions, service in the National Guard and escape to Canada and Sweden to avoid service in the maelstrom. 

And finally Afghanistan and Iraq. After the attack on the Twin Towers, a call for retribution on the perpetrators of an American disaster worse than Pearl Harbor, did indeed evoke a patriotic response. People were ready to do anything to respond to the constant repetition of the scenes of the 9/11 disaster. An amazing “coming together”, a re-uniting of a sorely divided nation seemed possible. Overnight there was a groundswell of patriotism from those, who in time of confrontation, love, support, and defend their country with devotion. 

The re-emergence of a concern for others, of the selflessness which poured forth following 9/11 was wonderful to see. After 50 years of moving farther and farther apart ideologically, the country acted as one and brought back the memories of patriotism which had been an integral part of my youth. I have never lost my boyhood sense of the appropriateness ad the place of patriotism. To me, it is still wonderful to feel that catch in the throat and the wetness of the eyes whenever the American flag is raised. I pray that others feel the same way and continue to use these special days to remember and show our devotion to those who have fought and laid down their lives for our country- REMEMBER- FREEDOM IS NOT FREE!!!

