INTRODUCTION

A RESTLESS MEMORY OF WAR
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A mother travels to the Vietnam Veterans Memorial a couple of times
a year, usually once around Christmastime and then close to her son’s
birthday. She comes with her pride, we might guess, and her grief, for
sure—but she also brings a gift. A birthday card, a loved childhood toy,
or a small Christmas tree decorated with strands of silver tinsel and
bright red globes. This book is about the ways in which her gifts, and
the many thousands like them, are not only poignant individual mem-
ories but also part of a noisy, unsolicited conversation at the Wall about
post-Vietnam America. All of the still vital questions that surround the
Vietnam War—all of the ways in which this war challenged so many
citizens’ ideas about what it means to be American—are asked and an-
swered and asked and answered and asked again by the leaving of these
gifts. Together, these gifts let us listen in on this unexpected outpour-
ing about the war, its lost bodies, and its indelible mark on American
patriotism. These things also demonstrate a new impulse in the mak-
ing of American public memory—the abiding desire on the part of so
very many visitors to the Wall to speak, publicly and privately, to the
problematic memory of this war. Why?

Things appear at the Wall because the Vietnam War has a restless
memory. More than twenty years after its official end, it continues to
haunt the American imagination. On April 22, 1994, a few hours after
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the death of Richard Nixon, Henry Kissinger was interviewed about
the former president on national television. He spoke proudly of open-
ing China and of treaties with the Soviet Union; he celebrated a record
of softening relations with the very communists Nixon had built his ca-
reer warning against. When asked if Nixon had been concerned that
his long political career would be misconstrued, Kissinger did not talk
about Watergate but instead asked Americans to come to peace with
the memory of Vietnam. He did not ask that Nixon’s waging of the war
be reinterpreted; he simply expressed the hope that with the former
president’s death the memory of the Vietnam War could rest in peace.

A few days later in Yorba Linda, California, after the elaborate and
much documented westward journey of the former president’s body,
his flag-draped coffin was presented to the public for viewing in the
Richard Nixon Library. Forty-two thousand mourners came, and many
of them left personal offerings at a makeshift shrine near the library’s
entrance. Thousands of wreaths and flags were joined by handwritten
notes, a Chinese scroll, a pink toy raccoon, and other personal me-
mentos. This swelling collection of gifts in memory of Richard Nixon
is a part of his political legacy. The war in which Nixon asked so many
Americans to fight had a deeply unsettling effect on the nation. It
changed the ways in which Americans imagined and understood their
community, and in doing so it changed American memorial practices.

The things carried to the funeral for Nixon represent an attempt
by his mourners to articulate what his life and death mean for them.
This need to articulate meaning is also what drives people to leave
things at the Vietnam Veterans Memorial. The restive memory of the
war changed American public commemoration because the memory
could not be expressed by or contained in Maya Lin’s powerful and
suggestive design alone. The deep need to remember the war and the
challenges that it presented to the idea of the nation, the soldier, and
the citizen met in Lin’s design and inspired hundreds of thousands of
Americans to bring their own memorials to the Wall. These intensely
individuated public memorials forge a richly textured memory of the
war and its legacies.

This book is about war and memory and bodies and things and the
connections between them; it is an exploration of the thousands of offer-
ings carried by ordinary Americans to the Vietnam Veterans Memor-
ial. I believe that the liminal, contested place of the Vietnam War in
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American culture has disrupted the expectation that dead soldiers can
be retired to a stoic, martyred memory of heroism and sacrifice and,
in so doing, has disrupted American memorial practices. I see the gifts
Americans bring to the Wall as part of a continuing public negotiation
about patriotism and nationalism. These gifts forge a new mode of pub-
lic commemoration that suggests ordinary Americans deeply crave a
memory, or a thousand memories together, that speaks to ways in
which this war disrupted their sense of American culture and their place
in it.

The impulse to make personal memories of difficult public grief
emerged at the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, but it has been expressed
throughout the culture and has opened up an amazing dialogue about
the shape of the nation and the place of its citizens. It has changed
memorial practices for Americans struggling to make sense of other
painful aspects of their culture. For Americans struggling to face the
enormous grief and the outcast social position of those suffering and
dying from AIDS, the AIDS quilt is, in part, a response to the kind of
memory made at the Wall. In the wake of the public rage at the Rod-
ney King verdict in Los Angeles, a wall was constructed and inscribed
with the names of all those killed in the violence, and people carried
all kinds of personal gifts to this wall. In Crown Heights and Bedford-
Stuyvesant, Brooklyn, walls have been painted with the names of those
killed in urban violence. In Detroit a portrait of Malice Green was
painted on a wall near where he was beaten to death, and for weeks
people brought offerings to this spontaneous memorial. And, most dra-
matically, in Oklahoma City more than a million gifts have been car-
ried to the fences that surround the remains of the bombed-out Fed-
eral Building. Such memorial impulses reflect both a need to negotiate
the public meanings of these deaths and a determination on the part
of ordinary citizens to do this work themselves.

This book is about death, but it is also about the failure of death. It
is about the life sustained in the work of making American public mem-
ory. In order to reveal the problems of representation to which the
things are a response, the first chapter sketches the fight to build the
Vietnam Veterans Memorial. The story of the Vietnam Veterans Memo-
rial is one of struggle over the representation of contested terrain. It
is an allegory for the Vietnam War itself and the ways in which the war
has stayed alive in American culture since the fall of Saigon.



The second chapter is an exploration of the history of memorializ-
ing. It argues that the Vietnam Veterans Memorial and the things that
people leave there are part of a continuing conversation about the re-
lationship of individuals and bodies to nations and to patriotism and
nationalism. The memorial also marks, I will argue, a shift in the way
that the relationship between the individual and the nation is imag-
ined and articulated. This is, I know, a lot of work for one memorial,
but a close look at the history of memorializing war, and at the shifting
ideas about nationalism and individualism that this history reflects,
places this memorial in a developing conversation about individual sac-
rifice and national ideals. Paying particular attention to the memory of
the American Civil War, French memorials to World War I, and the
bridges and auditoriums that constitute American memorials to World
War II, chapter 2 argues that the shifting shapes of these monuments
reflect shifting ideas about bodies and nations that are implicitly ex-
pressed in and at the Wall.

The third chapter explores American funerary traditions. It argues
that rich traditions of grave decoration, which mirror much of what hap-
pens at the Wall, have shaped the ways in which people participate at
the memorial. It argues that the working-class African Americans, Mex-
ican Americans, and white ethnic Americans who fought this war have
been bringing their complicated traditions of grave decoration to the
Wall in order to negotiate the liminal position of the dead, and the vet-
erans, in relationship to the nation. The history of these funerary tra-
ditions creates a dense context in which to try to understand a fishing
lure or a Bible or the thousands of other things left at the Wall. The
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history makes the intensity of the response to the Wall and some of the
things—crosses and photographs and holiday cards and even tea cups
—more comprehensible. The people who come to speak at the Wall
are not only claiming the national monument as their own, but they
are also taking responsibility for making a memory of the war them-
selves. At the Wall, they are forging a memory of the war and its legacy
that is far more complicated, more richly textured than any national
memorial has ever been. The things are a loud—if not finely tuned—
interjection into the memorial conversations with which we have de-
fined the nation.

The fourth chapter focuses on the particular symbolic work of the
things within the collection. Most of the offerings left at the Wall seem
to make a memory of a name on the Wall or the experience of a spe-
cific veteran, and yet taken together the objects, which I see as a re-
sponse to a crisis of public memory, articulate a struggle on the part of
ordinary Americans to be part of a conversation about how the war
should be remembered and, therefore, part of a conversation about
the shape of the nation. Using a handful of rough categories of objects
to draw out the terms of this conversation, I argue that the objects, while
not a coordinated effort of people with a clearly articulated vision of
how to remember or reimagine the nation, are nevertheless the work
of people who feel compelled to respond to the problem of remem-
bering the war and the nation.

The final chapter closely examines one category of artifacts left at
the Wall: the POW/MIA artifacts. I argue that these articulate a wide
range of anxieties not necessarily directly related to the war, that they
are not only a means of forging a bridge across the ever widening gulf
between patriotic nationalism and the rage inspired in veterans and their
communities by the disregard with which the federal government had
treated them but also a response to the changing social and economic
structures of the late twentieth century that are displacing working-
class men and women. Through missives left at the wall, these com-
munities struggle to protest the inaction of the United States govern-
ment without aligning themselves with antiwar, antigovernment, or,
perhaps most important, antipatriotic positions. This chapter explores
the mourning of unnamed losses—the loss of masculinity, patriotism,
working-class idealism and pride—manifest in the tremendous out-
pouring for POWs at the Wall. It argues that the work of imagining the
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nation and of constructing public memory at the Wall has given Amer-
icans a powerful grassroots vernacular for negotiating the grief and the
trials of this imagined community.

Together these arguments are intended to help us hear the ca-
cophony of voices speaking at the Wall. I want these arguments to help
us listen in on this tremendous, unmediated community of citizens. I
want to map out the terrain from which the making of memorials at
the Wall has emerged. I want to tune our ears to the places where these
things, alive with desire, strike common cords. I also, however, want
this book to explore the lives of these things without pretending to con-
tain them—both because they are produced by so many individual acts
and because these acts seem to be very much a process—one of in-
tervention or communication—rather than distinct pieces of a finished
memory, or a new vision of America constructed at the Wall. All of my
thinking about the things and the stories around them has convinced
me that the best gift that I can offer in response to these gifts is a guide
for carefully, and respectfully, witnessing what is alive at the Wall—the
work of ordinary citizens getting their hands dirty in the forging of pub-

lic memory. I hope that is what I have given here.





