   Why a Book

“Would you like to speak to my students and tell them what it was like being a nurse during the war? I think they would find it very interesting.” This question came from a fifth-grade teacher friend approximately five years after I returned from Vietnam in October 1970. I was intrigued by her request because no one had asked me that before. When most of the Vietnam vets that I knew had returned from the war, nobody was interested in hearing about what we had done. No one cared to learn of the things that had taken place “way over there”. Now, here was someone actually wanting to know. Fortunately, I had taken lots of slides with my 35mm camera and had kept a journal during my year of combat nursing. As I pondered the question, I decided this was an opportunity that I could not pass up. I converted some of my slides into 8 x 10 photos and chose several to share with the students and explain what they were looking at. 

Over the next few years, as one teacher after another asked me to share my story, I found that people were starting to get curious about Vietnam, its history, and what life was like for those of us who served in that faraway mysterious country. Others wondered why the United States did not win the war. After years of no one even mentioning Vietnam, it was becoming acceptable to broach the subject. What brought about this change? Time! Time may not heal all wounds, but it lessens the sting.

Ten years ago, after years of sharing and with much encouragement from friends, I decided to compile bits and pieces of my recollections into a memoir, titled “Vietnam Nurse: Mending and Remembering”. When I was first encouraged to put pen to paper and fingers to the keyboard, I did it to leave a legacy for my family, especially my children and grandchildren. However, as I spent more time perusing my journal and remembering moments long forgotten, I decided that perhaps some of my memories would be best shared with others outside of my family. Perhaps my stories had some historical significance. They were not on the same newsworthy level as the brutal fighting during the Tet Offensive of 1968 or the fall of Saigon on April 30,1975. Yet, they were part of the story that is often called the Vietnam Era. In our country's history, they were part of the very definition of the 60s and 70s. Each individual who experienced those decades, has compiled his/her own memory book in their mind, each very unique in its own way. However, unrecorded memories fade like the colors of an aging flag with the passage of time. Putting those memories into a book seemed the best way to keep them from fading and dying with those of us who served in the war.

For me, there were memorable moments like enjoying the Bob Hope show as hundreds of us sat in the drenching monsoon rains, our voices joined together in the verses of “Silent Night”. Our faces wet with salty tears and jungle rain.

I described long days in the emergency room like the one when we treated 99 Vietnamese civilians after a rocket attack on their village. I can still hear them wailing with pain. I can still feel the frustration as my Vietnamese language skills were limited to “pain” and “water,” “doctor” and “please”.

I relived scary feelings some precipitated by a sniper alert, others by a large hairy black rat scurrying across me in bed during the night. Both certainly ruined a desperately needed peaceful night’s slumber.

I recorded heart-breaking episodes such as witnessing a double amputee G.I. arriving on a litter on my second day in the Emergency Room. One of his detached legs was lying next to him. Alas, reattaching separated limbs were miracle surgeries we could not perform.

I smiled thinking about those selfless pleas when a badly wounded G.I. was more concerned about his buddy than himself. “Nurse I'm fine but how's my buddy John? He took the direct hit.” There were many such moments.

Scattered within this collection of memories were some lighthearted moments like the arrival of a birthday cake decorated by my mom. Despite her meticulous packing, it was barely recognizable, but quickly devoured by several of us, armed with plastic forks and spoons.

Draftees, volunteer organizers, career soldiers, worried wives and parents, patriotic flag wavers, and protesters with signs. So many of us are a part of the Vietnam Era. I alone could not tell the entire story of that period. However, I could share what I had experienced, not just with members of my family, but with anyone who wished to learn more. I could help keep alive the story of Vietnam. I could do my part so that others might never forget.


Lou Eisenbrandt

