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ABSTRACT
This thesis studies Alaska Native Vietnam veterans using 

archival data and grounded theory methods of qualitative 
analysis. It discusses the impact of cultural and individual 
beliefs, expectations and experiences on Alaska Native 
veterans during and since the Vietnam War. Theories developed 
from and grounded in the narratives of the 11 participants 
posit that reconciliation with community is a critical factor 
in healing from the traumas of war.
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PREFACE
Why do old warriors, knowing the profanity of war, call 

their young to its terror? After having heard the cries of 
their wounded warrior fathers and husbands, why do mothers 
cast their sons - and daughters - into that incinerator of 
bodies and souls? How do communities prepare, and repair 
those parts of themselves that they send into the inferno?
And why do young men answer when old men call, to this 
ancient insanity?

By the time European colonizers had been on the North 
American continent for five hundred years, they had reduced 
the native population from an estimated 10 million to 250,000 
- a staggering 97.5% reduction (Duran & Duran, 1995). Yet, 
those who have survived the genocide send their children off 
to fight in the armies of their oppressor, as they have for 
generations.

Recent studies (Barse, 1992; Holm, 1994) reveal that 
Native Americans voluntarily serve in the armed forces of the 
United States, and they do so in numbers significantly 
greater than the general population. In Vietnam, they not 
only fought for their oppressor but they found themselves 
fighting an enemy who was much like themselves in many ways.

Alaska Natives are different from "Lower 48 Indians." 
Separated by 2,000 miles, their cultures, languages and 
traditions are different; and their interactions with



outsiders have been different. We cannot assume that their 
issues are the same, nor should we confuse their experiences.

This study is an exploration into the lives of Alaska's 
Native Vietnam veterans. Why did they go? What were they 
after? What did they find there, in themselves and when they 
came home? How are they changed by the experience?

With both curiosity and caring, the author sought to 
answer these questions and to listen for answers to questions 
not yet asked. Using archival data and grounded theory 
methods of qualitative analysis, this paper is a presentation 
of what I believe I heard them say. It is a story of both 
heartbreak and great courage. I believe it is also a story 
with need on both sides of its telling.

I dedicate it to the warriors who are gone but not 
forgotten, to the men and women who have returned in body but 
not in spirit, to mothers who still wait for sons who will 
not return, and to the women who loved us.

With thanks to - Tima Priess, my partner, wife and the 
originator of The Other Forgotten Warrior's Project; Kathy 
Turko, whose love affair with sound is truly inspirational; 
Gerald Mohatt, Department head and patient professor; David 
Smith and Gerald Berman, committee members; Richard Frank and 
the Alaska Native Veterans Association; and the vets who 
spoke - It has been my honor to spend so much time with your 
voices.
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AFTER THE GUNS 
Long after the guns are silent 
We sleep with men who hear them still.
By night, their dreams explode 
And shaking,
They search darkened halls
For moving shadows and memories kept secret 
And tied with locks and chains.
Warm arms bear no comfort to soldiers 
Dragging nightmares 'round their ankles 
Like wailing ghosts lost in a haunted house.
We waken from restless sleep 
And watch helplessly 
As sweat soaks the sheets
And words pour in torrents filling the silent night. 
We grab for our children, stop up their ears,
And promise the horror will never reach them.
But the lie dies on our lips 
As their small hands reach out 
To touch
The curious metal links,
And seek to know what Promethean monster 
Is held hostage there.

Tima Priess
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I. INTRODUCTION

In the early 1960s, the government of the United States 
of America, having taken sides in a civil war some years 
before, mounted an army to fight in a small Asian country 
almost four thousand miles away. It was the youngest army 
ever assembled, and among its many ethnic components were 
disproportional numbers of American Indians and Alaska 
Natives. There is a mountain of literature about American 
Indians and other minority populations in Vietnam, but very 
little is known about the experience for Alaska Native 
veterans.

The purpose of this study is to develop proposals, based 
on the limited data on hand, for the meaning of military 
service in Vietnam for Alaska's Native people. What were 
their reasons for serving? What expectations did they have 
and what is their truth of their experiences? What did they 
leave when they went into the service and what did they 
return to? What did they take with them that sustained them? 
What traditions and ceremonies, if any, were used to send 
them off, and how were they welcomed home? How has military 
service affected their lives and those of their families and 
villages? How do they interpret the significance and convey 
the meaning of their experience now that the guns are silent?
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Because of the intertribal diversity existing among 
American Indians, I will use "Alaska Native" to refer to 
membership in any of the five primary ethnic groups of 
indigenous people of Alaska: Aleut, Inupiat, Yup'ik, 
Athapascan and Tlingit-Haida. I will use the term "tribe" to 
refer to an individual's membership in any one of those 
ethnic groups for the sake of linguistic simplicity, although 
for Alaska Natives the meaning of "tribe" may refer more to 
affiliations of "Lower 48 Indians" than for themselves.

In reference to "Lower 48 Indians" - the term used by 
Alaska Natives to differentiate the two - I will use a number 
of different terms: Native American, American Indian and 
Indian and hope that the reader will not be confused by my 
inconsistency. I have found no agreement on this matter in 
the literature. Use differs by author and I have elected to 
use one over another sometimes simply because it seems to fit 
better in the sentence. I intend that they all carry equal 
respect.
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A. Review of Literature

1. Who Goes There?
It is difficult to determine how many Native veterans 

there are in Alaska. Before and during the Vietnam era there 
were only three ethnicity choices on military induction 
forms: Caucasian, Negro, and Other. There may not be any way 
to determine exact numbers and the Veterans Administration 
has acknowledged the problem. Although the Veterans 
Administration in 1980 reported that there were 62,100 Native 
American Vietnam era veterans, 42,000 of whom served in 
Vietnam, Holm (1996) points out that:

there is very little chance of obtaining a truly 
accurate count of Native American veterans of the 
Vietnam War. Enlistment contracts and draft papers of 
the period contained no racial category listing of 
"American Indian," and apparently recruiters habitually 
and simply assigned racial categories to individuals 
based on appearance.

The Advisory Committee on Native American Veterans 
(Federal Register, 1992) pointed out major problems related 
to the Department of Veteran Affairs' services to Native 
American veterans. First on their list was a lack of



statistical data for this population. As stated in an earlier 
report on services to Native American veterans, the VA does 
not routinely collect information on racial status and the 
Indian Health Service and Bureau of Indian Affairs do not 
routinely collect information on veteran status (Veterans 
Administration, 1988). There may in fact not be any 
statistical data about how many served, but we do know a 
little about who they are.

Holm (1997) pointed out that there is very little 
information about Alaska Native service veterans. He reported 
that only six of the 170 respondents to the 1992 study on 
which his book is based, identified themselves as Alaska 
Natives (Holm, 1996). Of those six, four were Tlingits, and 
two were Eskimo. This appears to be the only study of Native 
American Vietnam veterans to date that includes Alaska 
Natives. Some anecdotal evidence does exist, however.

2. Alaska's Native Veterans
Alaska Natives claim a long and proud tradition of 

military service beginning with the Territorial Guard.
Through World War II, Korea, and Vietnam vast numbers of 
Alaska Natives served in the U.S. military. Estimates are 
that in some villages 10% or more of the entire population 
has served in the armed forces (Frank, 1996; Priess, 1995a). 
These estimates may be accurate. Holm (1994) quotes

Alaska Native Vietnam Veterans 4
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Department of Veterans Affairs and U.S. Census figures 
indicating that fully 10% of all living Indians are veterans.

According to the U.S. Bureau of the Census (1990),
Alaska has 68,252 veterans, about 28,600 are Vietnam-era 
veterans, and 57% of Alaska's veterans live outside the major 
metropolitan centers. It is important to understand how 
'metropolitan' and 'rural' differ in Alaska.

Separated from the 'lower 48' states by roughly 2,000 
miles, Alaska is 570,373 square miles of wildly variable 
geographic and climactic terrain. It is 1,400 miles long and 
2,700 miles wide, with 47,000 miles of shoreline and glaciers 
covering 10% of the land (Compton’s, 1998). Alaska has a 
total population of 621,400, 60% of whom reside in the three 
largest metropolitan areas of Anchorage, Fairbanks and Juneau 
(Alaska State Department of Labor (ADOL), 1999). If every 
remaining person were evenly distributed across rural Alaska, 
the nearest neighbor would be more than two miles away.

There are 231 smaller towns and villages scattered from 
the northern arctic tundra to the rain forests of Southeast 
(Alaska Native Commission (ANC), 1994). Alaska's 104,085 
Natives (ADOL, 1999) make up 17% of the state's population, 
with 61% of native people living in village Alaska (ANC,
1994). These rural sites are the traditional homes of 
Athabascan, Tsimshian, Haida, Gwich'in Athabascan, Tanaina
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Athabascan, and Tlingit Indians; Aleuts; and Yup'ik, Siberian 
Yup'ik, and Inupiat Eskimos.

Travel to most of rural Alaska is dependent on small 
aircraft, boats, snow machines and the weather. These factors 
represent very real barriers between many of the veterans and 
their benefits, as well as being a barrier to collecting that 
missing statistical data. Other barriers exist.

In the first, and to date, the most complete work on 
Native American veterans of the Vietnam War, Holm (1996) adds 
a sometimes-startling perspective to our memory of that war. 

Despite the fact that Indians have served in the United 
States armed forces in numbers far exceeding their 
proportional population, very little attention has been 
given to the problems of Indian veterans in general and 
to American Indian veterans of the Vietnam War in 
particular. Some scholars consider American Indians 
outside the mainstream - a tributary subject, a small 
population, different in cultural values and, to quote 
one researcher connected with studies of Vietnam 
veterans, 'insignificant1.

Yet Native Americans in significant numbers have made 
significant contributions. Approximately one in four of all 
eligible Native Americans served in the armed forces during 
the Vietnam era, compared to one in twelve for the general
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population (Holm, 1996). The Readjustment Counseling Service 
(Barse, 1992) reported the average age of the Native American 
population living during the Vietnam era was between 19 and 
21. Low economic and educational levels, active recruitment, 
and the draft combined to assure that most of them would be 
candidates for service. Yet, in the RCS survey, 80% of the 
respondents reported that they had enlisted, and that their 
reasons for serving differed from those of other minorities. 
(Those reasons will be discussed later in this review.) Their 
experiences tended to differ as well.

3. Native Americans in Vietnam
According to the 1990 census, there are 76,033 American 

Indian and Alaska Native veterans who served during the 
Vietnam war, and 42,000 of them served in Vietnam (Hawkins, 
1997). Native Americans' proportional numbers in combat more 
than doubled their number in the general population.
According to Holm, (1996) they comprise only 1% of the entire 
U.S. population, yet they made up more than 2% of the total 
troops in Vietnam. Vietnam was a war without clearly defined 
front lines and although anyone was likely to experience some 
combat, Native Americans were more likely to experience heavy 
combat.

In the RCS survey, 62% served in the Army, 22% joined 
the Marines, 11% joined the Navy, and 4% served in the Air
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Force. The same survey revealed that 75% were in infantry, 
ranger, airborne, Special Forces, or tank and artillery 
units, or they served as door gunners in helicopters or 
aboard gunboats. Forty-two percent of the respondents saw 
heavy combat, 31% were wounded and 13% were wounded twice or 
more (Barse, 1992). They also received more combat service 
medals than other groups (Barse, 1992; Matsunaga Vietnam 
Veterans Project (MWP), 1977). Serving in the Army or 
Marine Corps during the Vietnam era dramatically increased 
one's chances of experiencing combat simply because of the 
combat mission of those two branches. Other factors 
contributed to the likelihood of American Indians seeing 
heavy combat: chief among them is what has been called 
"Indian scout syndrome."

Native American superiority in the field of combat was 
made legendary by books, movies, radio and television 
programs and W.W.II myths upon which the Vietnam generation 
was raised. Holm (1994) points out that "Whites infected with 
the 'Indian scout syndrome' added mystical and almost super
human qualities to their imagery of Indian warriors." Indian 
stealth, cunning, tracking abilities, marksmanship and even 
the physical attributes of vision and hearing were considered 
somehow genetically superior to non-Indians. Non-Indian 
commanders assumed that they could see and hear things that 
others could not (Holm, 1996). What amounted to



Alaska Native Vietnam Veterans 9

institutionalized racism helped ensure, as it had in Korea, 
that disproportionate numbers of Native Americans would 
receive extremely stressful assignments as scouts1 or point 
men2: assignments that would guarantee a higher frequency of 
them being wounded or killed in action (Barse, 1994; Chester, 
Rasmussen, Jaranson & Goldman 1997; Holm, 1994; Manson,
1996). According to the findings of the Matsunaga Project 
(MWP, 1997), more than one in two Native soldiers 
experienced war traumas including being on frequent or 
prolonged combat missions; encountering ambushes, firefights, 
sapper, sniper, artillery or rocket attacks; witnessing death 
and terrible harm to themselves or others; being under fire 
aboard aircraft, patrol boats and trucks; and very hazardous 
duty such as walking point, radio operator, medic, scout, 
tunnel rat, sentry, long-range patrol, or door gunner.
Chester et al (1997) reported that combat was the most 
powerful predictor of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD).

4. Wounded Warriors
Research indicates that 1/4 of all Vietnam Veterans are 

suffering from PTSD (Kulka, Schlerger, Fairbank, Hough, 
Jordan, Marmar, Weiss & Grady, 1990). Generally, the reasons 
for this are the uncertainty of combat, little time to adapt 
to civilian life and lack of acceptance by the community once 
they returned (Kulka et al. 1990). One survey revealed that
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rates of PTSD were running 13.7% for Whites, 20.6% for Blacks 
and 27.9% for Hispanics (Penk & Allen, 1991)3. American Indian 
combat veterans have an incidence rate of PTSD higher than 
any other racial group (Chester et al, 1997)4. The Matsunaga 
Project5 (MWP, 1997) found that more than twice as many 
American Indian veterans suffered from full or partial PTSD 
than did their White or Japanese American counterparts. More 
than a quarter of the RCS sample sought help for PTSD after 
the war had ended (Barse et al, 1992).

As Shay (1994) points out, the painful paradox is that 
fighting for one's country can render one unfit to be its 
citizen. Understanding PostTraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) 
is critical to understanding "the warrior".

PTSD is a diagnostic category in the Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders-IV (DSM-IV)
(American Psychiatric Association (APA), 1994). This 
diagnostic label covers a constellation of symptoms, 
which may develop in survivors of traumatic stressors. 
According to the DMS-IV, PTSD is a cluster of symptoms 
that includes depression, intense anxiety, explosive 
aggression, emotional numbing, guilt, intrusive imagery, 
and sleep disturbances (see appendix #4).

The diagnosis of PTSD is usually associated with 
exposure to stressors such as combat, torture, rape, 
assault, sexual abuse, natural disasters, industrial
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accidents, and vehicular accidents (Eldridge, 1989).
Fontana, Rosenheck & Brett (1992) reported that having 
been a target of others' attempts to kill or injure is 
the single most significant predictor for the 
development of PTSD symptoms. Although it is not a 
disorder exclusive to combat veterans, Vietnam veterans 
appear to be particularly vulnerable to it (Williams,
1987). Matsakis (1988) provides a range of symptoms that 
have been shown to have developed among Vietnam veterans 
with PTSD. Those symptoms include: depression, anger, 
sleep disturbances, anxiety, a tendency to react under 
stress with survival tactics, loss of interest in work 
or other normal activities, suicidal feelings and 
thoughts, fantasies of retaliation, alienation, negative 
self-image, memory impairment, cynicism and distrust of 
government and authority figures, hypersensitivity to 
injustice, difficulty with authority figures, tendency 
to fits of rage, problems with intimate relations, 
emotional distance from others, survivor guilt, 
avoidance of activities that arouse memories of war 
traumas, fear of losing others and self-deceiving, and 
self-punishing patterns of behavior.

Loo (1994) asserted that despite the fact that minority 
status stood out as a major finding of readjustment problems 
in surveys on Vietnam veterans, little research examined the
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difficulties that they faced. The problems faced by these 
veterans cannot be fully understood without looking at the 
context of treatment, and treatment for the returning veteran 
was supposed to come from the Veterans Administration.

Additionally traumatizing for veterans was the V. A's 
resistance to dealing with the effects of Agent Orange6 and 
PTSD. No review of the literature regarding Vietnam, PTSD or 
minority veterans would be complete if it did not give the 
reader some insight into the VA's treatment of those veterans 
who suffered most. Penk & Allen (1991) provide a well- 
documented example of what appears to have been intentional 
neglect in spite of over-whelmingly evident need.

A simple event represents the extent to which clinical 
assessment of minority combat veterans has been actively 
ignored. As recently as five years ago, one of us (Penk & 
Allen) submitted a research plan to the Merit Review 
Board of the General Medical Research Service of the 
Veterans Administration (VA) proposing to study the 
possibilities that PTSD may be higher among minorities 
seeking treatment in VA facilities for addiction 
disorders. Literature was reviewed supporting needs for 
clinical research, citing alarms sounded early by Terry 
(1972) and Fendrich (1972), presenting confirmatory 
empirical evidence from Legacies of Vietnam (1981), 
summarizing the clinical studies of Erwin Parson
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(1984a,b, 1985a,b) and our we11-documented research 
showing black and Hispanic Vietnam combat veterans among 
the addicted were more maladjusted than their white 
counterparts (e.g., Penk et 1985).

VA reviewers rejected the proposal on grounds that 
they did not believe the results, writing that even if 
the findings were replicated, they could not possibly be 
of importance to such an agency funded to provide health 
care for veterans. Other investigators encountered 
similar rejections, especially during the early 1980s, 
when the VA research review panels failed to fund 
research on the fledgling concept of PTSD.7

The preceding is presented not simply to point a critical 
finger at the VA; it is vital to understanding the extent of 
the further traumatizing effect of "sanctuary trauma." Penk & 
Allen (1991) posit that racial bias not withstanding; VA 
resistance had its roots in a genuine prejudice by clinicians 
and VA employees against veterans of that war.

5. Sanctuary
Silver (1994) defined sanctuary trauma as "a condition in 

which a traumatized individual, defenses dropped and 
expectations high, gains the hoped for sanctuary environment 
(such as emergency room, family, tribe or country) only to
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encounter a reception that is also a stressor." Public 
opposition to the war in Vietnam was made painfully private 
for many veterans by the apathy or even open hostility they 
encountered upon returning to the U.S. The trauma of war was 
compounded by the trauma of homecoming (Kulka et al, 1990).

Traumatic events shatter the sense of connection between 
individual and community (Herman, 1992) and it was a 
shattering intensified when Vietnam veterans returned not to 
a sanctuary, but to a country literally at war with itself 
over what they had done8. And, as Matsakis (1988) points out, 
"instead of a hero's welcome9 home, many veterans describe 
being viewed as deranged, drug abusing ’baby killers.’" The 
lack of positive social support was found consistently 
associated with high levels of PTSD symptoms for all groups 
of Vietnam veterans (Stretch, 1986; Boscarino, 1995).

In addition to the vulnerability of assignments they were 
given, it is also possible that prewar exposure to multiple 
traumatic events may have increased the vulnerability of 
American Indian combat veterans to PTSD (Chester et al,
1997). In Alaska the opportunities for prewar trauma have 
been abundant. Reports of harm (i.e. physical and sexual 
abuse, neglect, and mental injury) to Alaska Native children 
have been almost twice as high as for non-Native Alaskans. 
Alaska Natives make up 59% of the prison population 
incarcerated for violent crimes and 38% of those convicted
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for sex-related offenses. Over half of Alaska Native inmates 
are incarcerated for violent crimes and the murder rate is 
four times the national average (ANC, 1994).

Fienup-Riordan, (1992) cautions that "the ongoing impact 
of epidemics and other traumatic disruption of Alaska's 
Native peoples should be kept firmly in mind in any 
discussions of issues of personal identity among Alaska 
Natives." According to the Alaska Native Commission Report 
(1994) "unhealed psychological and spiritual wounds and 
unresolved grief brought on by a century-long history of 
deaths by epidemics and cultural and political deprivation at 
the hands of others lie at the core of many problems in the 
Alaska Native community.

6. The Great Death
The influenza epidemics of 1900 and 1918 came to be 

called "The Great Death" by Alaska Natives (Napoleon, 1991). 
It was a time when six out of every ten Alaska Natives died 
and many villages vanished. Those who did survive were often 
alone in their ancient villages, without outside aid or any 
understanding of what was killing them (ANC, 1994). Cultural 
genocide followed, transmitted not by virus this time, but by 
the missionaries who told the survivors that it was their 
wrong thinking that caused the Great Death. Napoleon (1991) 
provides valuable insight on the devastation that followed:
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They heaped scorn on the medicine men and women and told 
the people they were servants of the devil. They told the 
survivors that their feasts, songs, dances, and the masks 
were evil and had to be abandoned on pain of condemnation 
and hellfire.
In the village, the surviving culture-bearers, the 
medicine men, having failed to affect a cure for the 
sickness, saw their influence waning.
Famine, starvation, and disease resulting from the 
epidemic and continued to plague them through the 1950s, 
and many more perished. These were the people whom the 
missionaries would call wretched, lazy, and even 
listless.
Like soldiers on an especially gruesome battlefield, they 
were shell-shocked.

By 1960, as the generation of young men who would later 
fight in Vietnam were coming of age,

...all that remained of their old world was the land they 
lived on, some of their languages, some of their songs 
and dances, and the fish and game which fed them. The 
rest of their old worlds, their independence, their 
cultures, social institutions, spiritual beliefs, their 
hard earned knowledge, had faded into history (Natives, 
1995).
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Alaska Native culture may have been so traumatized by the 
Great Death that, as if the culture itself were virulent, the 
trauma was passed from generation to generation. Inter- 
generational transmission of trauma, as Munroe, Ancharoff, 
Fisher & Taylor (1994) point out, takes place through the 
process of secondary traumatization:

Secondary trauma occurs in those who are close to, or 
who care for, survivors of trauma, and refers to 
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors which are: parallel to 
those of the trauma survivors, generated from the 
experiences of the survivors, and transmitted to the next 
generation from the survivors.

Napoleon (1991) described the secondary traumatization 
process for Alaska Natives:

"They had been alone in a collapsed and dying world and 
many of them carried the memory, the heartbreak, the 
guilt, and the shame, silently with them into the grave. 
But we hear them today. They cry in the hearts of their 
children, their grandchildren, and great-grandchildren. 
They cry in the hearts of the children who have 
inherited the symptoms of their disease of silent 
despairing loneliness, heartbreak, confusion, and guilt. 
And tragically, because the children do not understand



Alaska Native Vietnam Veterans 18

why they feel this way, they blame themselves for this 
legacy from their grandparents, the survivors of the 
Great Death who suffered from what we now call 
posttraumatic stress disorder.

7. War - Ain11 No Party
In the early 60s, another generation of Native Americans 

was called to experience yet more trauma and disorder. Even 
as President Johnson declared war on poverty and racism in 
America, he began the massive escalation of the war10 in 
Vietnam.

Participants in the Matsunaga Project (1977) reported 
that many of them encountered racial prejudice and 
discrimination, often for the first time. Forty-one percent 
of the Readjustment Counseling Service (RCS) group (Barse, 
1992) reported being subjected to some form of racial 
discrimination during their military service. Holm (1992) 
found that nearly all had been called "chief" or referred to 
as "blanket asses" or "redskins." Only slightly more subtle 
was the common reference to enemy territory in Vietnam as 
"Indian Country," a term commonly used by Native Americans to 
refer to tribal lands and reservations that they called home. 
American minority soldiers became increasingly conflicted 
about fighting for a country less integrated than the 
military units in which they served (Penk & Allen, 1991).
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Indigenous Americans had to try and set aside their own 
trauma in order to traumatize the indigenous people of 
Vietnam. They found themselves, as Duran & Duran (1995) 
point out, "fighting in a war for the benefit of their 
colonizer, the same colonizer who had continuously treated 
Native Americans with disdain and ongoing genocide and 
ethnocide." Holm (1992 & 1996) cites examples of Native 
American soldiers who struggle with memories of Vietnamese 
peasants pointing out their physical similarities. The 
conscious and unconscious emotional identification of 
minority soldiers with the devalued, maligned, abused and 
helpless aspects of the Vietnamese people would come to be 
known as the "Gook identification syndrome" (Parsons in 
Matsakis, 1988) and many minorities experienced a sense of 
shame and considerable confusion about the purpose and 
morality of the war. For those soldiers, the oppressed had 
become the oppressor, and they were it.

8. Why Fight?
Why Indians enter military service is a complicated 

issue. Unlike most members of non-Native minority groups in 
the U.S. who entered military service for financial reasons 
or because they wanted to "better themselves" in the larger 
society (Holm, 1994), the majority (61%) of Native American 
respondents in the RCS survey (Barse, 1992) reported that
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respect gained from the non-Indian majority was not an 
important consideration for them.

The theory of dependence (Holm, 1996) posits that:
Indians have joined the military in an effort to 
legitimize themselves first as American allies and then 
as American citizens. In other words, they have 
internalized colonization, lost their autonomy, and been 
deprived of political experience and are presently 
seeking entrance into the larger American polity. Today, 
Indians join the military to escape the grinding poverty 
of the reservation and inner-city enclaves to raise their 
social standing and gain a certain amount of economic 
independence. From the viewpoint of dependency analysis, 
American political and military elites have accepted 
Indians as being politically reliable because they have 
supposedly adopted the same basic value system as whites 
in order to gain greater benefits from the state - either 
in terms of limited economic opportunity or a degree of 
social, cultural, and/or political autonomy.

Holm (1996) labels this theory as being "too simplistic," 
pointing out that few, if any, American Indians say that they 
entered the armed forces to gain acceptance in the White 
world or to better their socioeconomic status in the larger 
American class structure. He posits that they instead have
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given military service meaning within the context of their 
own tribal social structures, beliefs, and customs. The 
majority of American Indian Vietnam veterans said that the 
most important reasons they volunteered or submitted to 
conscription were duty, honor, and family and tribal 
traditions (Holm, 1996; Barse, 1992). There may be other 
reasons, as well.

Numerous authors (e.g. Duran & Duran, 1995; Frankl,
1959; Freire, 1970; Holm, 1996) have written about the 
effects of colonization and oppression on indigenous peoples. 
Duran & Duran (1995) posit that as a result of genocidal 
assault, people predictably react by internalizing what to 
them appears to be genuine power — the power of their 
oppressor. Accordingly, Palestinian children have been 
observed to immediately identify with Israeli soldiers after 
witnessing the helplessness of their fathers (el-Sarraj,
1997). The powerlessness and helplessness experienced by 
Alaska Natives, especially as related to colonization and the 
Great Death, could well be factors of their military 
participation.

Hammerschlag (1982) characterizes American Indians as 
"disenfranchised; deprived of the rights of citizenship." 
Duran & Duran (1995) point out that many tribes have no 
warriors to initiate young men into the mysteries and 
responsibilities of the warrior tradition (Duran & Duran,
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1995). Add to this the destruction of men's role in the 
traditional economy and you have men in search of meaningful 
cultural roles.

The argument is also made that for many, military service 
provides initiation - a rite of passage into elevated social 
and personal status. Ehrenreich (1997) presents the case for 
warfare being a forge that transforms boys to men, and men 
from prey to predator, the attraction of the latter being 
universal to anyone who has experienced vulnerability. 
Military service/war may also satisfy the desperate human 
need for community (Gray, 1959):

In most of us there is a genuine longing for community 
with our human species, and at the same time an 
awkwardness and helplessness about finding the way to 
achieve it. Some extreme experience - mortal danger or 
the threat of destruction - is necessary to bring us 
fully together with our comrades or with nature. The 
sense of power and liberation that comes over men at such 
moments stems from a source beyond the union of men.
...It is nothing less than the assurance of immortality 
that makes self-sacrifice at these moments so relatively 
easy.

Another explanation is that in war "man finds adventure, 
camaraderie, searing extremes of emotion, proof of manhood,
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possibly new territory and loot, and always the chance of a 
'glorious death,' meaning not death at all but everlasting 
fame" (Ehrenreich, 1997). Moore & Gillette (1990) put it more 
simply; "conscription into the military is a cultural pseudo
ritual expected to 'make a man of you.'"

9. The Price of Manhood?
Whatever their reasons were for serving, Native Americans 

paid a heavy price for wearing the uniform. Penk & Allen 
(1991) found that minorities in general achieved 
significantly lower employment status, more trouble in 
marriage, more time in jail, more violent acts, more alcohol 
and drug problems, and more physical health problems than 
their non-minority counterparts. The RCS survey (Barse, 1992) 
found that 81.1% said that they experienced problems with 
alcohol; 31.7% with drugs; 80% with depression; 76.4% with 
sleep intrusions; 63.5% with flashbacks; and 71.1 % 
experienced episodes of rage.

Indian veterans are either wary of or apathetic toward 
federal programs, government institutions, and state and 
local politics and rarely will come in for counseling 
according to the results of the RCS study (Barse, 1992). 
Sixty-seven percent of the respondents were aware that 
services were available to them at or through the Veterans 
Administration, but only 36% of that number sought help
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there. Several authors (Barse, 1994; Duran, 1995; Holm, 1996; 
Penk, 1991) have detailed the VA's poor and often resistant 
response to the needs of Vietnam veterans in general and to 
American Indian veterans in particular. The record is 
deplorable and adds considerably to veterans' feelings of 
betrayal, although not all of those feelings originate with 
the Veterans Administration. Matsakis (1988) wrote:

Until recently, the Vietnam veteran was shunned by 
society. Since he represented a painful episode in our 
history, he was often rejected. During the war he 
received bad press and after the war, he was victimized 
not only by a negative public attitude, but also by job 
discrimination and fewer government benefits. Many mental 
health professionals, historians, and social commentators 
view what happened to the Vietnam veteran the first five 
years after the war as a "national tragedy.
...the Vietnam veteran has borne the burden of our 

national shame, guilt and confusion regarding the Vietnam 
war.

Relative to Native American veterans of the Vietnam War, 
Holm (1996) wrote, "They had been engaged in a genuine, 
human-created disaster and felt not only survivor's guilt but 
a strong sense of betrayal."
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Shay (1994) points out that there is no English word that 
"takes in the whole sweep of a culture's definition of right 
and wrong." He cites the ancient Greek word Themis as 
encompassing terms we might use today such as "moral order, 
convention, normative expectations, ethics, and commonly 
understood social values." I would add that Themis also 
carries the power of the creation myth and the promise for 
the future. "A word of this scope," Shay says, "is needed for 
the betrayals experienced by Vietnam combat veterans."

That sense of betrayal surely contributed to the 
sanctuary trauma they experienced, exacerbating the 
readjustment problems of returning combatants. Kulka et al 
(1990), using measures of subjective well-being and adult 
problem behaviors explained "readjustment problems" as 
follows:

Men exposed to high levels of war stress reported lower 
levels of life satisfaction and happiness, were more 
socially isolated, had more often been homeless or 
vagrant, expressed higher levels of hostility, had 
committed more violent acts, and more often had been 
arrested or jailed and convicted of a felony than those 
exposed to lower levels of stress in Vietnam.

One can only speculate about this association between 
anti-social acts, alienation and high levels of trauma as it



might relate to Native American veterans. It is important, 
never the less, for the reader to note the criteria used to 
measure or define "readjustment." Also noteworthy is the 
contrast between that term and other terms frequently found 
in Native American references to similar ideas, such as 
"Healing."

Some Native American tribes and communities were able to 
separate the war from the warrior and provide reintegration 
into tribal society with honoring and reentry ceremonies 
(Matsakis, 1988; Holm, 1996). The vast majority of the 
members of the RCS group (Barse, 1994) linked participation 
in such ceremonies with their resolution of war—related 
problems. Ritual and ceremony have been judged to be highly 
effective components of treatment by others as well (Johnson, 
Feldman, Lubin & Southwick, 1995). Barse (1992) and Holm 
(1996) describe cleansing rituals used to rid the veterans of 
the stigma of death and disharmony caused by war. Ceremonial 
clssnsing, acceptance and re—union with the community appear 
often as factors in healing. It is difficult to precisely 
define what this "stigma" is or how it separates the veteran 
from the community, but James Jones (1986) came close:

They had crossed a strange line; they had become wounded 
men and everybody realized, including themselves, dimly, 
that they were now different. . . They had been initiated
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into a strange, insane, twilight fraternity where 
explanation would be forever impossible. . .

Perhaps, as Jones says, explanation is impossible. The 
guns of the Vietnam War are now silent, yet they echo in the 
hearts and minds of the warriors - and in their words.
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II. METHOD

This study completes an analysis of videotaped interviews 
with 11 Alaska Native veterans, in which they discussed their 
experiences during and after the Vietnam War. The data set 
was developed from archival interviews conducted in 1995 for 
the documentary film, "Soldier's Heart: The Warriors' Journey 
in Alaska" (Priess, 1995).

The research began with two questions: 1. How and why did 
Alaska Natives experience military service during and after 
the Vietnam war, and 2. How did they heal-if they healed-from 
problems originating in or in response to the war in Vietnam? 
The two-fold purpose of the research is to develop theories 
for what the Vietnam experience was like for these Alaska 
Natives and to provide a base of both understanding and 
questioning upon which future studies might be built.

A. Context and Orientation for the Study
I began this study curiously and cautiously. I was 

curious about what I would find, yet I realized that I had to 
be careful looking through the lens of my own history. As a 
Vietnam veteran, I have my own answers to those questions we 
posed. Having spent two years in Vietnam, my own reasons for 
serving, my experiences during and after the war, and my 
reflections on those experiences give me a certain
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sensitivity to the subject: a sensitivity, I realized, that 
could work for as well as against my goals.

Strauss and Corbin (1990), refer to theoretical 
sensitivity as "...a personal quality of the researcher,"
" —  an awareness of the subtleties of meaning of data." The 
authors offer personal experience as one source of 
theoretical insight. Place names, technical terms and jargon, 
and descriptions of many events were familiar to me and 
facilitated transcription and translation of the recordings. 
Thus, my veteran status was beneficial, but I also had to 
take care to ensure my objectivity.

My experiences tempted me to interpret the data from my 
own perspective. Locke, Spirduso & Silverman (1993) instruct 
that, "...the focus of attention is on the perceptions and 
experiences of the participants." I had to struggle with the 
distortion that the lens of my own experience tended to give 
to the words of the participants. Gross (1995) cautions that 
we must remain "clear-headed and focused with respect to our 
own belief systems and not those we might presume to belong 
to others." with these things in mind, I tried to keep an 
open ear, on guard against the echoes of my own past, careful 
to ensure that I was present with the speakers as they told 
their stories, and ever skeptical of my ability to maintain 
objectivity. Skepticism was a consideration in other ways, 
too.
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During every phase of this study, I stayed vigilant to 
any effect that talking to 'outsiders' might have on the 
speaker. Champagne (1996) posits that meaningful 
interpretation across cultures is not dependent upon being a 
member of that culture. On the other hand, America's 
indigenous people have well documented reasons to be 
skeptical of non-Natives who want to 'study them' 
(LaFromboise, Trimble et al 1990; Lockhart, 1995; Peacock, 
1986). As part of the interview team, I was sensitive to the 
fact that my culturally different background and the historic 
distrust of Whites by American Indians and Alaska Natives 
might have a limiting influence on the outcome. However, I 
believe that the qualifications of the interviewers served to 
allay any skepticism that existed for the participants and 
that membership in a culture of a different kind may have 
served to overcome these and other obstacles.

Most of the interviews were conducted by Ms. Tima Priess 
and myself. At the time of the interviews, Ms. Priess had 
been working as a counselor of Vietnam veterans and their 
families for six years on a grant from the Agent Orange Class 
Assistance Program. In that capacity, through her Other 
Forgotten Warriors Project, she had become a confidant for 
many of the participants in this study. Her years of working 
throughout Alaska had earned for her their respect and 
confidence. In every case, she quickly established herself as
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someone who came in friendship and as one who could be 
trusted.

My status as a two-tour veteran carried with it that 
common bond that exists between most combat veterans. It is 
these qualifications that gave us a cultural membership in 
common with the veterans we interviewed.

Braithwaite (1997) documented the ritual of legitimacy 
that occurs when Vietnam veterans establish who is "one-of- 
us." This ritual serves to "...create and affirm a sense of 
communal identity as Vietnam veterans." As membership in that 
community is established, the style of cultural communication 
shifts away from a personal cultural style, and a public, 
shared identity as a Vietnam veteran comes to the fore 
(Braithwaite, 1997). The culture shifts to 'veteran,' and the 
language of that culture becomes, in this case, 'vet-Nam- 
ese.' It was this language that allowed us to overcome any 
culturally-based differences in language. It also served, I 
believe, to facilitate a high level of openness, honesty and 
legitimacy in the interviews. In spite of any other 
limitations that may have existed, the participants all spoke 
the language of veteran clearly and eloquently.

B . Procedures
The interviews were conducted under a grant from the 

Alaska Humanities Forum. Tima Priess, MA, LMFT was the
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producer of the documentary and interviews were conducted by 
her as well as me and others in the production crew. Members 
of the Alaska Native Veterans Association, many of whom were 
also interviewed, guided the production process from the 
beginning to its end. This group of Native veterans was asked 
to review and give input and interpretation of the film 
footage. Gerald Mohatt, EdD, Professor of Psychology, 
provided direction and guidance for the project.

Interviews were conducted with a camera operator and 
sound recordist present. The interviews were unstructured, 
although a set of questions (see Appendix 2) was used to 
guide the interviews. Through the use of open-ended questions 
and an "open ear", interviewees were allowed to move the 
direction of the interviews, as they were motivated to do so. 
The questions were written for the purpose of making the 
film, not to gather research material and not all of the 
questions were asked during each interview. In one case the 
veteran (Ike) asked if he could "just say what was on [his] 
mind." This resulted in none of the questions being asked - 
although many were answered.

All of the participants were given copies of the consent 
form (See Appendix 3) and the policies and procedures set 
forth therein were explained to them prior to all interviews. 
For the purposes of this analysis, participants have been 
referred to by a fictitious first name only.
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The interviews were filmed either in their homes or in 
some other location of convenience found suitable by or at 
the direction of the participant. Some were conducted in the 
forest, some by a stream, and one was conducted on the 
speaker's fishing boat.

The original video and audio-tapes from which the data 
were transcribed are held in the archives of the University 
of Alaska Fairbanks.

C. Protection of Human Subjects
Although the interview protocol was approved by the 

University's IRB and each individual provided informed 
consent, the nature of the material had the potential of 
creating an adverse experience for the participant. How we 
dealt deal with this is worthy of note.

Before we began the interviews, we discussed the 
possibility that some of the veterans might be troubled by 
their recollections. One veteran described his reluctance to 
"bring out those things that hurt me...that bother me." 
Referring to the state of arousal he had experienced in the 
past, he said, "there's been times when I took it out on <my 
wife>." Before any of the interviews took place, all of the 
participants were advised of the availability of counseling 
services. Ms. Priess was present during most of the 
interviews and was available afterward, in person or by
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telephone, for veterans and their families. Although there 
were many tears with their telling, no problems were 
encountered during any of the interviews, and two men 
maintained contact for follow-up counseling.

D. The Data Set
The data set is composed of transcripts selected from 

approximately 16 hours of videotaped interviews with a 
convenience sample of 32 Alaska Native veterans and their 
family members from four geographic regions of the state.
From Sitka and Ketchikan in Southeast to Nome and Unalakleet 
in the far North, and from the Western Coastal village of 
Wales to Minto in the Interior, the sample consists of 
interviews with people from Athabascan, Tlingit, Haida, 
Inupiat, and Yup'ik cultures. Veterans from World War II, 
Korea, Vietnam and the post-Vietnam era were interviewed, as 
well as wives, sons, and daughters of veterans.

The documentary footage consists of interviews with 
Alaska Natives who were chosen primarily for their 
willingness to talk about their military experience. The 
participants were selected by nomination and snowball 
sampling: each participant was asked to nominate others who 
they believed would be interested in sharing their own 
stories. The sampling process was purposive in that subjects 
were selected with the intention of finding representation of
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as many tribal or cultural affiliations as possible, time and 
budget permitting.

Eleven interviews were selected for the final data set. 
The sole criterion for inclusion in this study was military 
service in Vietnam between 1961 and 197211. Analysis and a 
greater understanding of the balance of the interviews would 
certainly be a worthwhile venture, however the focus of the 
research was on only those who actually served in the Vietnam 
theater. Table 1 shows a coded reference to each man's 
name12, tribal affiliation, if he volunteered for duty in 
Vietnam (Vol), whether he was drafted (D), or enlisted (E), 
his branch of service, and age at time of service in Vietnam 
(if available).
Table 1 
Name

The Speakers 
Tribe Vol Draft Army Navy Ag<

Al Inupiat D X
Bob Haida E SF*
Charles Inupiat D X 24
Doug Tlingit D X
Ed Tlingit D X 20
Frank Tlingit D X
George Inupiat D X 21
Hank Tlingit E X 21
Ike Tlingit X E X 23
Jim Inupiat X D X 23
Ken Inupiat D X 21

SF*- Army, Special Forces



Alaska Native Vietnam Veterans 36

Ten of the men served in the Army and Bob was a career 
soldier having served in Korea prior to Vietnam. Three of 
them enlisted; the rest were drafted. Ike re-enlisted after 
his first discharge in order to keep his younger brother from 
going to Vietnam. All of them are combat veterans. Al 
mentioned being wounded and Jim had both legs amputated above 
the knees after triggering a land mine. Hank, the only 
"sailor" in the group, enlisted and saw action on river 
patrol boats in the Mekong Delta. The mean reported age at 
the time the men served in Vietnam was 22 years. Five claimed 
Tlingit membership, five Inupiat, and one Haida.

The reader will note that Athabascan and Yup1ik people 
are conspicuously absent from the data. Unfortunately, 
although a number of Athabascans were interviewed for the 
film - and a fair number of those were veterans - none 
actually served in Vietnam. There were no Yup'ik interviewed 
for the film.

Kathy Turco, sound recordist for "Soldier's Heart," 
transcribed the interviews from the raw footage. Her 
handwritten transcripts were then entered into the computer. 
Tima Priess then assisted extensively in a word by word 
comparison between the transcripts and the actual videotaped 
interviews. Corrections and additions were made as necessary 
to the transcripts prior to their admission into the final 
analysis set.
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The final set of transcripts was analyzed using QSR- 
NUD.IST (Non-numerical Unstructured Data Indexing Searching 
and Theorizing) version 3.05, by QSR Ltd., Melbourne, 
Australia. The grounded theory method of content analysis 
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Strauss & 
Corbin, 1990) was employed to develop theories about the 
experience of being an Alaska Native Vietnam veteran.

E . Grounded Theory
We communicate the quality of our experiences 

subjectively - in terms of feelings, thoughts and values. 
Qualitative analysis allows us to deal with those 
unquantifiable values of perception: how we make meanings of 
our past; how we experience our presence in the present; and 
how we develop expectations for the future. Relative to this 
thesis, the desire for understanding calls for a systematic 
search for the meaning of the speakers1 words.

The interviews were analyzed using a grounded theory 
approach to qualitative data analysis. The basic tenet of 
this approach is that a theory must emerge from - or be 
grounded in - the data (Berg, 1989; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; 
Strauss & Corbin, 1990; Strauss, 1987). I chose the 
qualitative method because the data demanded it.

The study required managing, describing, and exploring 
complex unstructured data in order to identify or illuminate
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issues critical to Alaska Native veterans while also creating 
new ideas and theories for future qualitative and 
quantitative research. Chamberlain (1995) framed the 
intention of grounded theory as a process to:

Develop an account of a phenomenon that identifies the 
major constructs, or categories in grounded theory 
terms, their relationships, and the context and process, 
thus providing a theory of the phenomenon that is much 
more than a descriptive account.

Qualitative data, with their emphasis on people's 'lived 
experience', are "fundamentally well-suited for locating the 
meanings people place on the events, processes, and 
structures of their lives: their perceptions, assumptions, 
prejudgments, presuppositions" (van Manen, 1977), and for 
connecting these meanings to the social world around them 
(Miles & Huberman, 1994). The task became one of producing 
theories about those connections by searching for common 
properties and dimensions in the data.

The analysis involved three processes: open coding, 
breaking open the data to identify relevant categories; axial 
coding, refining, developing and relating those categories 
along a common axis; and selective coding, tying together 
core categories into unifying theories or propositions13. 
Strauss and Corbin (1990) describe the procedure as beginning
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with the "breaking down and conceptualizing... taking apart an 
observation, a sentence, a paragraph, and giving each 
discrete incident, idea, or event, a name, something that 
stands for or represents a phenomenon."

The NUD.IST program facilitated manipulation of the data. 
The transcripts were first loaded into NUD.IST as text files 
and then coded with "key words" that referred to specific 
words and phrases found within the text, to concepts as they 
emerged, or to the basic theme(s) being presented. In the 
first reading, I identified what seemed like significant 
ideas within the text and labeled each with some word or 
phrase that seemed to capture the concept being presented by 
the speaker. Single phrases, sentences, paragraphs and even 
entire pages were "coded" in that way and then I used NUD.IST 
to sort the text by concept, or "key word."

Tima Priess assisted throughout the process by 
independently coding the transcripts, reviewing my coding 
results, and working with me to consensus on definitions for 
the concepts. The purpose of this procedure was to increase 
the reliability of the coding process and of the concepts and 
categories that evolved from it. The final list of concepts 
and their definitions evolved over many readings of the 
transcripts.

Strauss and Corbin (1990) refer to the process of 
relating subcategories (concepts) to a category as "axial
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coding." In this phase of analysis, each category, or 
phenomenon, is developed in terms of the:

causal conditions that give rise to it, the specific 
dimensional location of this phenomenon in terms of its 
properties, the context, the action/interactional 
strategies used to handle, manage, respond to this 
phenomenon in light of that context, and the 
consequences of any action/inter-action that is taken. 
Furthermore, in axial coding we continue to look for 
additional properties of each category, and to note the 
dimensional location of each incident, happening, or 
event.

Selective coding resulted in the identification of core 
categories and the development of the analytic storyline.
The main theme, or core category, according to Strauss and 
Corbin (1990), "must be the sun, standing in orderly 
systematic relationships to its planets." It is here that the 
descriptive narrative or story line was conceptualized. This 
process provided the inductive derivation of theories - or 
proposals — that are grounded in the context of the data.

As the stages of coding progressed, a definite order 
emerged from the text (see Figure 1). The respondents had 
described ways in which childhood events and conditions 
shaped their beliefs, and subsequently how these beliefs
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became the foundation for their intentions and expectations 
as they prepared themselves for military service. Major 
themes developed describing the men's experiences while they 
were in Vietnam and they then described consequences of those 
events.
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III. RESULTS
Continuing with Strauss's "sun...in orderly systematic 

relationship to its planets" analogy, what developed is the 
sun in five seasons. Figure 1 shows how the categories 
related to each other in time, each with its concepts in 
planetary orbit.

A. Concepts and Categories
The following list of categories and concepts emerged 

from the transcripts. They are presented here in roughly the 
order that they appear in Figure 1. The numbers that appear 
with concept labels in Figure 1 indicate the number of 
participants who commented on that concept. (Not all of the 
veterans were asked the same questions: a problem of archival 
data and one that limits the reliability of any conclusions 
that might be made on the basis of the data. On the other 
hand, our intention is not to make conclusions but to provide 
hypotheses for future study. The numbers are interesting, 
never the less.)

Examples of text taken from the transcripts are also 
presented to illustrate how the concepts evolved and how the 
men provided the definitions of them. The concepts are 
presented along a continuum based on their occurrence across 
time. This continuum is based on the notion that there are
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stages in the development of any situation, and that 
understanding the situation is facilitated by understanding 
how it came to be.

Figure 1 shows the evolution of the situation. The men 
talked about the Expectations that they had before they went 
into the service - Expectations that were based on Beliefs 
formed earlier in life. Based on those Beliefs and 
Expectations, they all took certain actions that placed them 
in the military. The Action they took - either enlisting or 
submitting to the draft - led to their Experiences in Vietnam 
and resulted in Consequences. In Figure 1 Consequences is 
divided into sub-categories of Facilitating and Constraining 
as each relates to the process of Healing. The evolutionary 
process of the relationship between categories should become 
apparent.

In the following section I will present excerpts from the 
narratives. I've taken a few liberties with stylistic 
convention in order to more closely approximate "speakers 
voice." I hope that my marks of pause and conjunction clarify 
somewhat the context of their presentation and thereby better 
convey the intended meaning.
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1. Beliefs
The origin of intention and expectation, many beliefs are 

formed early in life, with some being passed down from 
earlier generations.

Traditions of War - refers specifically to beliefs about 
wars and the men who fight in them. Beliefs about these 
traditions are rooted in the stories they were told —their 
creation or 'warrior' myths and form the basis of both why 
they went to war and what they expected to happen during and 
after. For some of the men, there was an active quality to 
their reasons to fight.

Hank, "First of all, in my people the Tlingit Nation, 
we're a war-like people."

Doug (also Tlingit), "We always fight like warriors for 
our rights to do things."

Jim's response was more passive, "When I got drafted - 
you get this letter - you go down to this place to be sworn 
in after your physical, and - it's just something you do."

Others cited theological and nationalistic devotion, 
defense and obligation as their motivations.

Al, "I went over there thinking, for God and country.."
Ed, "...a lot of us went over with the idea of stopping 

Communism. If you wanted your freedom you had to protect it.
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Our fathers were in the first WW. We wanted to do our share 
for our country."

Adversity's Child - evolved as a concept when it became 
apparent that several of the men were describing ways that 
they believed adversity in their childhood years had 
strengthened their resistance to the stresses of military 
service, or to war itself. Doug put it most simply when he 
said, "Growing up in my family - I am going to make it over 
there. I had a rough life growing up."

Cultural Trauma - refers to the effects of growing up in 
a traumatized culture. Several sources of trauma are included 
in this category.

Ken referred to the time of the Great Death, "Being a 
Native vet I think had an added bonus to it. That is, in the 
first place, you've got another set of problems that you
begin with .What I was alluding to before was the culture-
related trauma." He also referred to the ongoing trauma of 
rapid change, "I think there's a built-in trauma growing up 
out here in the rural areas of Alaska because of the fact 
that we have to make adjustments to an always changing 
society. We are the ones... continually having to make the 
damned adjustments."

Perhaps Jim's reference reflects the confusing quality of
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growing up in a traumatized culture best, "Hard to deal with 
the trauma... due to some type of accident or tragedy or 
something, a lot of Natives can tend to understand without 
verbally speaking because they know that this person that 
they lost, what they have gone through in their life and, ah, 
for some Natives you don't really have to say a lot to 
understand the feelings that people go through because their 
lifestyle years ago. A lot of people understood what others 
were doing themselves without having to speak a half hour or 
so about what's going on because our lifestyle was... set in 
such ways. You knew what you had to do and you just did 
everything according to the way you were taught - and to be 
able to accept a hardship. Like somebody like a friend of 
yours drowning or getting killed was very hard because you 
didn't know what your grandpa or grandma did when they had to 
face something like that."

Ken described the loss of traditional healing in his 
village, "That's one of the tragic things about nowadays.
Many of our elders are reluctant to talk about these things 
for fear that people will either ridicule them or minimize 
them, minimize their import."

Traditional Values - Eight of the men said that they 
found themselves later conflicted by values they learned as
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children. It is included here as a place-holder and will be 
detailed in the section on experiences.

2. Expectations
The category of Expectations relates to why a man either 

enlisted or submitted to conscription, what he expected his 
service to mean and what he expected to gain from serving.

Themis - Expectation to fight for high ideals.
Al, "You know, I went over to Vietnam... figuring we were 

serving our country and fighting for our people... I went over 
there thinking for God and country."

Bob, "The government told us we needed to do this, to 
protect our families. We wanted to do our share for our 
country."

Ed, "A lot of us went over with the idea of stopping 
communism."

Initiation - represents the belief that their 
participation in warfare would provide an elevation of status 
- a transformation.

Doug, "I think everyone of us younger guys felt someday 
we would be an American soldier. You know how some people 
always wanted to be a policeman. It really got to me. I was
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going to serve my time. We always fight like warriors for our 
rights to do things."

Ike, "It really was something to see my cousins and 
uncles to come home in uniform. I was very, very proud of 
them, the way they carried themselves. They had that 
thousand-yard stare... It was expected... when I was older I'd 
understand, I'd look that way. So, when it came time for 
Vietnam, I volunteered. I come from a family of soldiers, 
sailors and Marines. I remember marching with a little stick. 
I always wanted to be a Marine."

3. Actions
The category of Actions is divided into Volunteer and 

Drafted and shows that four of the men volunteered for duty 
in Vietnam and seven of them were drafted.

Jim, "I'd been the only one in my family to go into the
service until my younger brother enlisted... growing up he' s 
always had bad feet... that' s one of the things that made me
re-enlist several days after I got the letter from home that
my younger brother had went into the Army. I quit my job and 
went down and re-enlisted and made the specific request to be 
sent back to Vietnam again. I requested a combat unit."

Charles, "I was drafted to California and after a few 
training sessions there in some bases I was shipped overseas 
to Nam. I was a chopper gunner for 14 months, and infantry
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for three months."

4. Experiences - is the category of concepts relating to 
events that took place during the time that the men were on 
active duty.

Stayin' Alive - refers to the reality that they were 
fighting for survival instead of any "higher" ideals.

Al, "It didn't take long over there to understand that it 
wasn't for God or country - it was for my own survival and 
all I wanted to do was get back home."

Doug, "We weren’t fighting for our country or their 
country either. I was fighting for my life - to stay alive 
and come back."

Emotional Numbing - All of the men, in one way or 
another, described being emotionally numb in Vietnam.

George, "After a while you're just trying to tell 
yourself, 'It don't mean nothing,' as you say. You keep on 
talking to yourself that way so you don't allow anybody to 
get close to yourself."

Charles, "Went out everyday. Fly every day, didn't think 
nothing of it. Don't think nothing of it. People get hurt; 
people get killed - don't think nothing of it. It's just like



Alaska Native Vietnam Veterans 51

you lost your feelings for everything. No more feelings, so 
to speak."

T.Values Conflict - Some of the men found that their 
traditional values conflicted with what they had to do during 
the war.

Ike, "I went to Sunday school as a child - I went to 
church very regular. I remember the Ten Commandments well, 
and everything that pertains to the Ten Commandments was the 
opposite in the time of war."

Jim, "I remember when my mom used to say, years ago, when 
they were young, her and her brother, when the Indians came 
from the Interior that everybody hopped in the skin boats and 
floated down to the main village . . . She said that she 
couldn't understand why the Indians wanted to fight with them 
even though their lifestyle was different maybe. And the only 
thing they wanted was maybe some of the things the Natives 
had. When they got tired enough and found what they wanted 
they went back home and the people went back about their 
lifestyle."

George (referring to the practice of 'body count'), "To 
me, that's like keeping trophies on the wall. To me, forget 
that, you can't put numbers on people that you killed over 
there. Because that was life and we were taught to revere
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life. The people we were shooting we didn't even know. And 
still we see their faces."

"We revered the value of life and we got over there. . . 
and when we got back, we just didn't care anymore. But it's a 
real deep conflict within me anyways. I think when I came 
back I never give that much to it. But what's the use? I 
think traditionally, we were taught to value life higher than 
anything else. And that's what hurts the most, I guess - just 
not caring anymore. Gotta keep from thinking about it too 
much. Brings all the hurts back."

Racism Denied - All of the interviewees were asked if 
they experienced racism in Vietnam. Without exception they 
denied having done so.

Bob, ". . .in Vietnam, like I said, I was with highly 
trained people in SF (Special Forces). There was no, was no 
color line. You worked together, that was it. You didn't 
think about anything else."

Hank, "It was nothing when I went overseas. I mean you 
watch my back, I'll watch your back. That was it. I didn't 
care if you were red, white, or yellow. That's the way we all 
did it."

Subsistence Skills - refers to specific skills learned in 
childhood such as hunting, trapping and tracking that the
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veterans believed were advantageous during their time in 
Vietnam.

Doug, "I think what helped me most is that I knew my 
rifles. I've done a lot of stuff in the woods here. I don't 
think any training they gave us over in the stateside here 
prepared us for that war over there. I think growing up in 
Alaska over the terrain and all helped me over there. I used 
to hunt bear. I know how to sneak around without making 
noise."

Ed, "Native people were able to go throughout the Bush 
without being heard. We were outdoors people - subsistence 
was the way of life. We never wasted bullets on nothing."

Ike, "...learning how to trap that winter saved my buns and 
a lot of people's lives in Vietnam. They marked their booby 
traps the same way we marked our traps."

5. Conseguences
a. Constraining - This subcategory of consequences is at 

the core of a group of concepts that the men talked about 
occurring after military service. These concepts are 
associated with postwar "readjustment problems" - or, as I 
prefer, continued alienation14.
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Betrayal - where an established expectation is not met
and is experienced by the veteran as betrayal by the
community, culture or government.

Doug, "Even now, I have physical problems real bad. I go
to Vet Center. 'Nope, it didn't happen over there,' they
said, 'it didn't happen to you in the Service.' I have 30% 
disability on one knee. VA would not help me."

George, "...whenever I met new people, as soon as they 
find out that I ’d just gotten back from Nam, they stay away 
from me. Weird to come back to something like that after 
being told you were fighting for freedom or whatever."

Charles, referring to the Veterans Administration, "Yeah, 
saying that we were too far (from the regional VA center in 
Anchorage) to be helped. What did we say when they drafted 
us? Did we say, too far to go to war? So is my skin the 
wrong color or what?"

Ed, "We couldn't even get any jobs. For a whole year I 
couldn't get a job because they were against us who went to 
Vietnam. A lot of time I felt like lying but I was too proud. 
I couldn't understand the words of the songs."

Sanctuary Trauma - It is difficult to separate betrayal 
from sanctuary trauma: both are much more than disappointment 
- and both are violations of what was expected - and right.
As it is used here, Sanctuary Trauma refers to the reports of
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open hostility that the veterans experienced when they came 
home because of their veteran status.

Hank, "When I got back in San Francisco I saw all those 
people running in the airport with signs, I thought they were 
welcoming me home and they were demonstrating against me. I 
ran to the bathroom and took my uniform off..."

George, regarding protestors he encountered when he 
returned to the states, "Didn't know how to deal with that. 
Seemed like I don't know what would help. Gone too far, maybe 
it's too late. I don't know, I still get nightmares too about 
all that."

Ed, "Nobody wanted to talk about it. That's when we 
realized there was no true feeling of patriotism. It seemed 
like they were ashamed of us so we never talked about it."

Silent Suffering - refers to the difficulty that the men 
had in finding anyone with whom to talk about the war.

Ed, "Things that are hard to explain. Just talking about 
it now gets me kinda... I can feel my mouth starting to 
shake. But, it's one of those things that we live with."

George illuminates silent suffering's place in the past 
as well, "When you come back from over there you find nobody 
to talk to. I think, the way I was taught - it's real hard to 
explain - more or less you try to keep stuff like that to 
yourself or you try to keep it in the family. And also you
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want to keep it from your family, too... because I didn't know 
what to, ah... I know a couple of times I tried talking to my 
brother about it but all he did was stare at me. So it... 
never mind."

Ken, "That's another cultural thing... we call it 'kenasio' 
(sic). We search the face - we read the face, from a very 
early age we are capable of doing it. It's a cultural thing, 
looking to the face to read what's on there. It's so easy to 
read their uneasiness with you, how they protect (from) you."

Perpetrator - Many of the men recognized that they had 
become perpetrators of insult and injury to family or 
community. The rage and the addictions that resulted from 
their attempts to suppress their emotions had injured loved 
ones and often landed them in jail.

Hank, "I'd be in prison with a lot of my brothers that 
I've served with, meaning my alcohol got out of hand, my 
attitude wasn't good."

Ken, "I made everybody miserable around me, was in and 
out of jail. ...and there’s been times when I took it out on 
(my wife)."

Ike, "My wife suffers today from my actions then, the 
anger outbursts through the 13 years of marriage - I don't 
know how she took it. I ended up in incarceration because of 
my addiction - alcoholism."
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George, "...afraid to hurt, take it out on the people 
around you who are closest to you. A lot of times I had to 
hold myself like that (he wrapped his arms in a straight 
jacket position), argue with my sisters, my brothers-just 
hold myself like that. . . and just walk out the door."

Guilt - Feeling of guilt for participation in or specific 
acts committed during the war, including surviving it.

Al, "A lot of things I've done which I am not very proud 
of... that guilt and the anger that was within me - what I had 
to do to the enemy and what the enemy had done to us."

Hank, "How I survived in Vietnam. . . killing became a 
'had to be.' It was - I don't know - I don't know to explain 
that. I get this fear that I'm going to get into trouble if I 
talk about it."

PTSD Symptoms - All of the men presented either symptoms 
or history of treatment for PostTraumatic Stress Disorder 
(based on clinical observation, not clinical assessment).

Bob, "I guess some of the people here had hard times but 
it didn't really bother me. I think a year ago, I was staying 
at the house alone and I woke up - I could see a VC patrol 
walking down the trail. I woke up looking out my window, had 
my rifle. Ha - it was just a bad dream. That’s all it was.
It hasn’t happened, anything like that, for a long time. It



made me think. I took all the ammo from my weapons and locked 
them up so I couldn't get at them. It's been pretty good 
lately."

Ed, "I still have bad nightmares every once in awhile. I 
see the dead get up that I killed at times. A lot of times 
when I'm tired I get in-between the sleep and the being 
awake. I concentrate on my big toe."

Ike, "The nights were sleepless. Every night I went to 
sleep there was a firefight, every time I went to sleep there 
was mortar rounds coming. Some part of the pieces of war 
would always be waiting. How many jugs of whiskey I used to 
drink, trying to go to sleep."

Jim, "...because it could always bring hallucinations back 
and those types of things bring other, ah, things you don't 
want to see anymore. . . but it's hard to get away from 
them."

Charles, "Those noises that are loud affect the way I am 
but I try not to think about it. When those times come 
around, I more or less torture myself physically with 
something. I would jog or hike the mountain. Seems to help a 
little but it don't help it all. And thoughts come of killing 
somebody or knifing someone or doing hurt to someone. . . 
come to my mind. I try to tell myself, 'get out of that 
thought. Don’t follow through. Let it loose.' It’s not a very 
good feeling."
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Ken, "...when they were building the high school down here, 
I got on almost right away and I lasted only a week. It was 
because I was. . . seems like the boss just kept on me and I 
couldn't take it. I should've."

Ken, "It all becomes overwhelming at times; it's a 
mixture of emotions and trying to sort the damn things out. 
You can feel like crying and laughing and being angry and 
happy all at the same time."

Charles, "I go up on the mountain or go out hunting and 
on my way back I'm thinking, 'no contact, no contact today. 
What am I going to tell them?' And after a while, after I 
walk a couple hundred feet, I think, 'what am I thinking? 
Jeez, there’s not supposed to be contact, there's just no 
game out there.' (laughs) Oh, don't think like that. You 
just can't help it. Packing, carrying a rifle - then all of 
a sudden those other thoughts come to mind and you're seeing 
it, too. Those don't help a lot either. To me it's not the 
past - it's out there. You've got these thoughts, spirits in 
the mind, lingering even when you don't even think about it. 
It's embedded - in our mind. "

George, "Yeah, it's good that it's over but for us 
veterans it's not quite over yet. I don't think it'll ever 
be."
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Substance Abuse - All of the men told stories of 
excessive or pathological drinking or drugging after the war.

George, "Drunk, alcohol blanking out certain feelings... 
what the heck was that war about anyway? Where the alcoholism 
comes in is you had to shut it out somehow."

Ken, " I don't know...I just stayed drunk for a couple of 
years after I got back."

innocence Lost - I placed this concept between the 
subcategories of constraining and facilitating consequences 
(on Figure 1) because as the concept was presented by the 
men, it seems to still carry some shock value for them, and 
because for many it seemed to be a piece of unfinished 
business. I placed it next to initiation because of my 
suspicion that the two are more related than we know from the 
data. Although none of the men connected the idea of lost 
innocence with initiation, several men spoke of knowing that 
they had been made somehow very different by their 
experiences.

Al, "I found myself drawing back in further and further 
and pretty soon I was there by the wall kinda by myself just 
drinking and I kept looking at my friends and trying to 
figure out what was bothering me. And finally it dawned on 
me, I looked at them and it dawned on me! - I realized that 
they were still innocent."
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Doug, "The bullets were real - everything was real. You 
thought you knew everything but the whole thing was 
different. It was different!"

Ike, "So I went to that reunion. I felt distant. All my 
classmates since we were kids - I wasn't part of them 
anymore.
I felt like I was in a bottle looking out."

b. Alienation - Ongoing readjustment problems were centered 
on themes of alienation and continuing substance abuse. The 
word alienation is used because of the prevailing sense of 
the speaker being or having been "turned away in feeling," or 
"estranged" from human fellowship. I have separated this 
constraint concept from the others because all of the men 
reported either being or having been being stuck in this 
seemingly static condition.

Charles, " . . .  like you don't have nothin' to do with 
nobody. You want to be alone - for me anyways, that’s how I 
feel."

Ken, "I couldn't find anyone to talk to me one to one, 
you know? You try to talk to somebody and they turn you off. 
Nobody wanted to listen. And the people I was closest to, 
when they turned away from me, that hurt especially. I 
couldn't talk to my folks - God, they couldn't understand 
where I was coming from, and . . .  it was like I was in a
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different world. About the only people I could really relate 
to was a fellow Nam Vet and then only with the help of booze 
- and whatnot."

George, "You hear a loud voice, some kind, in the house. 
Somebody shut the door or drop something, you get wide-awake, 
and after awhile you notice. I know I noticed. I started to 
bother the people around me. And so I had to move away from 
my mother's house and I bought a small house so I could move 
there and it was a lot better for a while. They make you feel 
like they don't want you."

"You lose a lot of friends in that short period of time 
(in Vietnam). Then pretty soon you never allow anybody to get 
that close to you anymore. And I guess, realizing when you 
come back, you carry that feeling with you. Never let anybody 
that close to you anymore, or when they're starting to get 
too close to you, you push them away."
"A lot of people ask me how come I want to be alone most of 
the time. It's hard to explain - because you're probably 
hurting somebody - that's why you have to be alone - away 
from. I guess w e ’re almost like outcasts, I guess - within 
our own society - or whatever you want to call it."
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c. Facilitating Consequences - this sub-category contains 
those concepts that seem to be associated with healing, 
reconciliation or "readjustment."

Brotherhood of Veterans - Many of the men mentioned the 
importance of being able to talk to other veterans: a 
connection that was pivotal for some of them.

Al, "I was fortunate enough to find a sponsor in the AA 
program who was another Vietnam veteran. It made it a lot 
easier and I found that that's who I could identify with and 
trust, was another combat vet who has been through a lot of 
similar things. The guy is really hard to explain, you know. 
When we first came back we felt comfortable with other 
veterans. We felt accepted, and he accepted me. He was 
willing to be there to help me - very comfortable."

Ed, "I discovered five years ago if I talk to other vets 
about the experiences it seemed to lessen the stress of the 
nightmares."

Ceremony - Some of the men reported participation in 
ceremonial celebration of their veteran status with the 
involvement of both other veterans and members of the 
community.

Al, "We've had healing of the veteran's communities 
during one-day gatherings. It's to honor the veterans and the
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families, and normally when we start that day off, we start 
with a drum group and we honor those veterans. "

Hank, "...when we went and did that pipe ceremony in the 
tipi and we came outside, and when we were all holding hands 
there was an eagle screaming in the trees there, right when 
the ceremony was ending. That was a real spiritual touching 
for me because in my people, in the Tlingit Nation, we 
identify the eagle as a spiritual being - you know, around, 
letting us know."

Community - Reconnecting with or support from community 
was reported to be important by most of the men.

Jim, "I was asked to run for a position at the school, 
for advisory education committee... So, after that my 
responsibilities became more, because you have to work with 
people and ah, you go to work with people that, you know, and 
if you've got a hangover and something like that you’re just 
going against the people that elected you to serve on this 
committee - and ah, having kids in school, I couldn't see how 
I could live that life style. Working at the school has led 
to a bunch of other things."

Al, "So, you know, we wake up the warrior spirit. I said 
that he will become a very powerful true spiritual warrior 
and that way he'll enable himself to heal within himself, but 
he'11 also start trying to undo the damage within the
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community and family and start becoming a positive member of 
the community."

Ed, "I got over my nightmares by helping people get jobs. 
I didn't get any benefits besides seeing people smile.
That's where I thought I could put back into the community."

d. Healing - refers to being in the process of healing, 
reconciliation, readjustment or otherwise ameliorating 
alienation: being connected to family or community, of being 
involved in the process of community. References to sobriety 
and being able to talk to others abound. This concept is 
separated from the others because of its presentation as the 
antithesis of alienation.

Hank, "...when I was drinking and figured that there's 
nothing left in life for me anymore... being an alcoholic, you 
know I started sharing my story with people. So through that 
healing process I decided to do something different with my 
life than to drink - through that recovery, my spiritual 
journey and helping a lot of other of my friends, not only 
vets, other people."

Ken, "...the term healing was something I just recently 
discovered. When I came back, and for a long time, I knew I 
was screwed up. I'd get work to a certain extent, and then be 
happy with that. Several weeks of sobriety, several weeks of
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working. That would suffice for me; that was what I 
considered normal."

Al, "And to me, a true warrior spirit within is one that 
becomes true and strong for himself, and true and strong for 
his family, and to be true and strong for his community. And 
being strong for these things, he is true and strong for his 
Creator. And that's another reason why a lot of us work so 
hard, is to wake up the warrior spirit in our Native 
veterans."

Bob, "I think they had a ceremony a while back. He got up 
and he told people how much he hated them and everything 
else, that's a healing process - getting to talk, to tell the 
people. He told 'em he hated everyone - that's why he's in 
trouble all the time with booze. And he's been sober for 
quite a while now."
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IV. DISCUSSION
A. In Words of The Warriors

He was the child of those heroic men and women who 
stopped Hitler's insanity in Europe and Japanese aggression 
in the Pacific. His was a generation born of warriors and 
raised to be warriors. With tiny hands he had saluted proudly 
as uncles returned from Korea and joined fathers to march as 
heroes in holiday parades. As a boy, he played games of war - 
training for the time when his heroic deeds would initiate 
him into that proud society of men. The stories of his elders 
were his Iliad and his Odyssey. Without question - at least 
early on - he prepared himself for war, certain of his 
courage and purpose - and certain that winning would make him 
a man. And he was certain that it was God's work to be done.

Military service was noblesse oblige. If Vietnam were 
lost, the rest of the Pacific would fall - like dominoes, he 
was told. Only America could stop the Godless Communist 
colonization of the Pacific and only he could conquer this 
evil. It was unthinkable - unimaginable - that he could not 
win in a country barely the size of California, and he knew 
that after winning, he would be the man saluted as he marched 
in parades of victory and valor.

By the time he got to Vietnam, emotional numbness and 
isolation had already become a way of life. Hope for
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belonging, for the comradery of soldiering, went missing in 
the military's DEROS policy. In Vietnam he learned the mantra 
"It don't mean nothin," and he learned that survival was the 
only realistic goal for his time there. "Numbing out" was 
made easier by the availability of drugs and alcohol.

He found that he was fighting a war for a government
without the will to win against an enemy who was rarely seen.
Snipers, mines, and booby-traps of truly ancient design were
often his only contact with his unseen adversary. Or if he 
did see him, the enemy was the child who sold him iced Cokes 
by day and mined the trails by night. In time, winning came 
to be defined in terms of killing and he became not a winner, 
but a killer.

Elephant grass, with its six-foot serrated edges, would 
leave trousers tattered and flesh filleted. Leeches and 
mosquitoes drank his blood and left him with parasites to 
ponder. The weather, either steaming or torrential, was in 
constant conflict with his existence. A dozen different 
snakes were categorized by how many steps a man, after being 
bitten, might take before he died - and there were no 
antidotes. Ten-inch centipedes could kill him, and tigers, 
themselves shell-shocked by the war could eat him. The people 
who he was told to "win the hearts and minds" of had already 
made up their minds and their hearts were set against him.



Eventually, in the face of so many enemies he had to face the 
reality that he, himself, was the enemy.

He fought for generals who could not stand to be among 
the first to loose an American war - and he came home to a 
President who was impeachable. He did what he thought was 
right in a world that knew that it was wrong, and he would 
bear the burden. He came home having lost not only the war in 
Vietnam, but also the life-long promised right of passage 
into manhood.

He came home not to parades, but to a country at war with 
itself over what he had done. He came home and there was no 
valor: his flag was burning and the banners that welcomed him 
were not those he'd dreamed of. In shame and fear, he hid his 
veteran status as quickly and quietly as he could. He came 
home to parents who didn't want to hear, to communities that 
wanted to forget and to a country that just wanted to get it 
over with. The now-old soldiers in funny hats he'd saluted as 
a boy couldn't - or wouldn't - understand him...nor did he 
understand himself.

The reasons he went were lost in ambiguity and lies, and 
without reason, he could not grieve for the ghosts of dead 
comrades or for those he had killed. Nor could he grieve for 
himself and what he had done. The system of beliefs by which 
he defined his relationship to the universe had been shredded
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and there was no one there to help put it right. The 
sanctuary promised him by tradition was an illusion.

He returned to the United States alone, without comrades, 
to communities that were themselves under great stresses and 
with whom his connections were shattered. He returned from 
one hellish insanity to another. Infected by the madness of 
war, without any redemption granted by a grateful nation, he 
was castigated and relegated to the periphery of society. His 
feelings of alienation were confirmed by the silence of no 
one listening.

He knew that he had done terrible things: he had broken 
the commandments of his culture. He drank and drugged himself 
into stuporous states to kill the pain, or suffered alone and 
in silence as he tried to find meaning for his existence. 
Finding none, he drank to release the rage and then he drank 
so he could sleep. In spite of multiple trips through 
treatment programs, he drank to forget what he had done and 
he drank to forget what he had become. In his anger, he raged 
against his family and his community, and he raged against 
himself.

He had lost his innocence in ways known only to those who 
had been there with him and it was in that brotherhood of 
veterans that he found an early ear. With those brothers, or 
with the sponsorship of elder veterans, he participated in 
ceremonies that celebrated his passage and reintroduced him
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to his community. In that introduction, he was named a 
warrior before the members of his community. Only with that 
acceptance, could he accept the cleansing that would allow 
him to walk the path of healing and reconciliation. Somewhere 
along that long and painful line of time between his then and 
his now, somehow the medicine found him. As if touched by a 
feather, he became aware of new - or were they very old - 
sensations. Whether it came in the icy cry of an Eagle or the 
loving eyes of an elder, the small warm hand of a child or a 
shaman's breath, he was changed forever by the open arms of a 
community. I propose that it is in and by the completion of 
this transformation and re-connection with community that the 
warrior's journey finds the path to peace.

Two of the members of this group have apparently not made 
that connection and they remain in the shadows of alienation. 
For one, the alienation was too great to bear.

Like most of his peers, he had been through the 
treatment programs: some several times. Even though they were 
far from his family and village in remote Alaska, he had gone 
to inpatient treatment programs for substance abuse and PTSD. 
After six years of sobriety and countless hours of study, he 
had qualified himself to become a teacher because he felt he 
had something of value to teach the children: a gift for the 
future. The community that sent him to war, the community 
that neither welcomed him back nor cleansed his wounds, the
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same community that told him to rehabilitate himself, was a 
community that did not believe in rehabilitation. It was a 
community that said his sobriety was meaningless and his 
education worthless. It was a community that said that in his 
lifetime, everything he had done for the right reasons was 
wrong, and it was a community that could not acknowledge its 
complicity when he took his own life - the final alienation 
in a final rage.

B. The Author's Interpretation
The results of this study provide a way to systematically 

examine a situation from the perspective of the participants. 
The results also demonstrate that the situation is the result 
of a systematic developmental process. It is a process with 
complex social mechanisms that drive the problem, resist 
changing the problem, but also facilitate change - or 
adaptation to change. It is a system in evolution. Figure 1 
provides an historical perspective of the dynamic process by 
which the present came to be for these men.

They told us about their journey and they gave us a way 
to understand the difficulty of that journey. They told us 
how their social values were instilled in them by their 
culture and how those values dictated their expectations and 
affected their actions. They also told us how society 
responded to their needs. They told us why they hurt and they
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told us how they heal. Splitting the grouping of 
consequential concepts into facilitating and constraining 
sub-groups revealed another very important piece of 
information: Figure 1 illustrates how the health of these men 
is bound to their embeddedness in social groups. As Mohatt, 
McDiarmid & Montoya (1988) point out, "Societies and cultures 
link an individual's needs to social values, provide a 
continuity and transmission across generations, and provide 
ordered and organized ways to adapt to change."

The link to their social group was compromised for most 
of the men. Their experiences isolated them and kept them 
from entering into that social contract which provides 
"ordered" and functional methods of adaptation and 
resolution.

The system of beliefs upon which they had been raised was 
made incoherent by their experiences in Vietnam - perhaps in 
the same ways that occur for all men in war, but there was 
one very important difference. Men of previous wars had 
returned to a relatively intact system of beliefs - unchanged 
from what they had left. It was a system that had built into 
it ways of coping with the warriors’ experience, and ways of 
returning the warrior to the social fold. But the social 
system had no contingency for the problems faced by this 
generation any more than the ancient cultures were equipped 
to cope with the Great Death. In similar fashion to what was
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experienced by his grandparents during the Great Death, the 
experience of the individual Alaska Native Vietnam veteran is 
paralleled by the experience of his culture.

The link between the individual and his community is 
created through the development and maintenance of a shared 
sense of coherence among the members of the community (Mohatt 
et al, 1988). The link between the Vietnam veteran and his 
community was being torn apart by two different processes.
The social belief system of American culture was suffering a 
traumatic rupture at the same time that the soldiers' 
personal belief system was being ripped apart by the 
realities of war in Vietnam.

The political and philosophical turmoil of the time 
precipitated a sudden traumatic rupture of the fragile 
connective tissue between the individual and his culture. The 
culture upon which he had depended for his definition of 
himself had been so disrupted by the cultural revolution of 
the 60s that neither recognized the other - neither could 
trust the other - neither could cope with the other.

In Native Alaska, social support systems, already 
stressed by generations of traumatic systems failures and 
external agents of change, were unable, or perhaps could not 
even recognize the need to respond to the veterans' problems. 
There were no ordered or organized ways to adapt. The moulds 
in which expectations were cast had been broken by the
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realities of the social upheaval within America and ground to 
powder by the cultural stresses within the Alaska Native 
community.

The veteran ended up with a confused social identity in 
much the same way that a child who is subjected to sexual 
abuse by its parent may dis-integrate its personality. There 
wasn't any method built into the system to accommodate that 
kind of incoherence. Frank, one of the participants in this 
study, slowly and painfully explained this idea, and how 
similar it felt for him to be a survivor of both childhood 
sexual abuse and Vietnam. The sense of betrayal, 
disempowerment and disconnection that Frank talked about have 
also been described in the literature.

Herman (1992) describes the core experiences of 
psychological trauma as disempowerment and disconnection from 
others. She (Herman, 1992) continues:

Recovery, therefor, is based upon the empowerment of the 
survivor and the creation of new connections. Recovery 
can take place only within the context of relationships; 
it cannot occur in isolation.

Healing or more accurately, becoming involved in the 
process of healing took a long time for most of the men. 
Neither the individuals nor the communities were equipped to
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deal with events more proximal to the war and both needed 
time to develop ways of doing so.

Herman (1992) relates three stages that occur in the 
unfolding of recovery. The central task of each of these 
stages is: the establishment of safety; remembrance and 
mourning; and reconnection with ordinary life. She points out 
that these stages are not necessarily linear although this 
study confirms that management of symptoms and control of 
self-destructive behavior are vital to the first stage - 
establishing safety.

Amelioration of both the symptoms of PTSD and alienation 
began with sobriety for most of the men. Even if it was only 
periodic at first, sobriety brought an increased ability to 
feel emotions, which are vital to change. Jim, "It was easy 
for me to use my disability (bilateral amputee) as an excuse 
to drink. I didn't think at the time that I was wasting my 
life because my life was already...already. . . hard to 
accept the fact that I was disabled." Then he found himself 
motivated to stop drinking and become more involved in the 
mechanics of community, "I did get married, and started 
having kids, then the parties and everything got further 
apart and when I was asked to run for a position at the 
school... I accepted that not knowing I would be elected to it, 
because I didn't know a lot of people then. My 
responsibilities became more because you have to work with



people and ah, you go to work with people that, you know, and 
if you’ve got a hangover and something like that you're just 
going against the people that elected you. Having kids in 
school, I couldn't see how I could live that lifestyle. The 
hardships (I) went through (I) didn't want to see (my) kids 
fail...ah, today it's, ah. . . working at the school has led 
to a bunch of other things, too..." None of the men related 
the process of healing to formal treatment for either 
substance abuse or PTSD. They placed a great deal of emphasis 
on the importance of becoming involved in life, both their 
own and those around them, perhaps to balance out their 
previous involvement in death and destruction.

Some of the men gave subtle indications of a belief that 
the war had left both the warrior and the community damaged 
and needing repair. One noted that a veteran might "...enable 
himself to heal within himself, but he'll also start trying 
to undo the damage within the community and family and start 
becoming a positive member of the community." I have the 
impression that he is alluding to more than just the damage 
done to or within the community by the veteran since his 
return. I think "damage within the community" may allude to 
the rift that develops when communities distance themselves 
from the abhorrent acts of war, both the warrior himself and 
the communities' own complicity in war. If true, this points
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out the communities' need to heal in much the same way as the 
warrior.

Ed talked, as did many of the men, about needing to "put 
something back" into the community and the importance of 
finding a way to do that, "I got over my nightmares by 
helping people get jobs. I got involved in politics. That's 
where I thought I could put back into the community."

The reciprocal idea to being a contributing member also 
emerged from the data as being vital to the process of 
healing and reconciliation. Hank spoken of the power of 
receiving from the community, "The traditional ceremonies,
the people's way, is very effective modern-day ways to try
to heal the hardships that the individual goes through, they 
can never reach them, but through traditional ways. . . I" 
The idea of a reciprocal healing emerged from others, as 
well.

Hank described a talking circle and pipe ceremony and 
others in the study talked about the value of talking with 
other veterans about their experiences in Vietnam. This 
telling of the trauma story allows the survivor to plunge 
into the process of grief - an essential part of Herman's
(1992) second stage of recovery. It was in this context that 
they were able to remember and mourn. As Ed said, "...if I 
talked to other vets about the experiences, it seemed to 
lessen the stress of the nightmares."
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In Herman's (1992) final stage of recovery the veteran 
reconnects with himself and with others. Al, describing a 
bilateral healing process that occurred when an entire 
village surrounded, danced with and "welcomed-home" its 
veterans said, "Veterans are allowed to go out and dance 
around the drum and after they've made the first complete 
circle, everyone (villagers) goes out (and dances with them) 
and it's amazing how powerful and healing that is, not only 
for the veteran, but for the families as well."

It is in this circle of intensely emotional mutual 
involvement in Life - this celebration of recognition, 
reconciliation and repatriation - that healing truly begins. 
It is here that the sense of coherence is rebuilt. And, it is 
here that both warrior and community step through that 
fragile veil that separates the paths of alienation and 
healing.

This study reveals the importance of understanding the 
dynamic historical context of a problem. I think most of us 
tend to look for simple solutions to complex problems when in 
fact there are many points of pressure that cause any given 
situation to be what it is. By understanding what forces are 
at work to both drive the problem and resist change, we 
identify a broad range of areas where we can put pressure in 
our attempts to direct outcome. As it applies to the work of
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social science and psychology, it provides us with a way to 
analyze, predict and influence situations that may otherwise 
seem out of control. Perhaps, one day, we will learn to do 
these things before we go to war.

In the words of Judith Lewis-Herman (1992),
Traumatic events destroy the sustaining bonds between 
individual and community. Those who have survived learn 
that their sense of self, of worth, or humanity, depends 
upon a feeling of connection to others. The solidarity of 
a group provides the strongest protection against terror 
and despair, and the strongest antidote to traumatic 
experience. Trauma isolates; the group re-creates a sense 
of belonging. Trauma shames and stigmatizes; the group 
bears witness and affirms. Trauma degrades the victim; 
the group exalts her. Trauma dehumanizes the victim; the 
group restores her humanity. The restoration of social 
bonds begins with the discovery that one is not alone. 
Nowhere is this experience more immediate, powerful, or 
convincing than in a group.
Commonality with other people carries with it all the 
meanings of the word common. It means belonging to a 
society, having a public role, being part of that which 
is universal.
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C . Recommendations
During the course of this study, I was struck by how much 

of the available research has been focused upon what's wrong 
with people and how little mention is made of how they heal 
or are protected from what harms them. As the veterans in 
this study described the path connecting their past to the 
present, they described factors that both facilitated and 
constrained healing. Future research should focus on both of 
those paths as well as the factors of protection that may 
exist in the environment.

Any additional research be should certainly be conducted 
with a more representative sample of Alaska Native Vietnam 
Veterans. I will outline several ways that this work could be 
continued or expanded.

The first option would be to design another qualitative 
study of a sample of Alaska Native Vietnam veterans to 
develop theories grounded in the data. The research should be 
carefully controlled and based upon a much more in-depth and 
well-designed set of questions. Interviewers should be 
trained to ask all of the participants the same set of both 
open-ended and closed-ended questions. Emphasis should be 
placed upon establishing operational definitions of concepts 
as they are explored or as they occur spontaneously.
Provision for follow-up interviews should be made to ask
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additional questions, explore additional concepts or to 
clarify ideas as they develop during the early analysis.

The research should search for the meaning that the 
veteran puts on a concept, where that concept originated in 
time, how the concept affected expectations and actions, and 
the meaning - again to him/her - of the consequences of those 
actions. Equally important are the linkages between concepts.

The resulting data should be analyzed first by a team of 
at least two people trained to code transcripts of the 
interviews and who are familiar with the concepts presented 
in this paper. Independent of those two coders and without 
any exposure to my original study, another set of raters 
would code the transcripts. Then the results produced by 
those two teams would be compared to see how closely concepts 
and definitions evolved. The analysis of data would continue 
developing categories of concepts, refining to increasingly 
dense conceptualization of core categories and ultimately to 
the development of hypotheses for future study.

The second option for future research would test a set of 
hypotheses based on the model presented here. For example, a 
cross-section of Alaska Native Vietnam veterans could be 
asked a set of questions designed to test how they define and 
associate specific beliefs, expectations, actions, 
experiences and consequences. One hypothesis I would like to 
see tested is that there are significant differences between



what we have called cultural or transgenerational PTSD and 
war-related PTSD. In other words, is there a better 
diagnostic formulation for post-traumatic distress in the 
Alaska Native setting?

The third option for consideration would be a meta
analysis of all studies conducted to date that include data 
specific to Alaska Native and Native American Vietnam 
veterans. For example, such a study could test whether or not 
variables related to pathology and healing emerge from the 
data in ways similar to those proposed in this paper.

A fourth proposal springs from my curiosity about the 
fact that all of these men said that they did not experience 
racism while they were in the military. First, a cross- 
sectional sample of Alaska Native veterans of the Vietnam era 
would be surveyed to determine the degree to which they 
experienced racism. Then a comparison of those results would 
be made with research done with "Lower 48 Indian" veterans to 
see if indeed there is a significant difference. The 
hypothesis that Alaska Native service men and women 
experienced less racial prejudice than "Lower 48 Indians" 
would be tested and appropriate hypotheses developed to 
account for those differences should they occur.

Alaska Native Vietnam Veterans 83



Alaska Native Vietnam Veterans 84

V. LIMITATIONS
The intention of this study was to develop theories about 

the meaning of 11 men's experience. The results are presented 
with that caveat. There are some other limitations, as well.

This study is limited by the nature of the data which was 
generated for an oral history film and not as a primary 
research - and because it was interpreted by the author.

The first limitation of the data relates to 
representation and survey questions. There were no interviews 
with Aleut, Athabascan or Yup'ik Vietnam veterans, nor were 
there representative numbers of the indigenous groups that 
were included in the study. In this type of convenience 
sample, as Singleton, Straits & Straits (1993) point out, 
"There is no way of determining to whom, other than the 
sample itself, the results apply." The data used in this 
study are not comprehensive and cannot in any formal way be 
assumed to be representative of Alaska Native Vietnam 
veterans.

The other significantly limiting factor is that not all 
of the men were asked the same questions. Any quantitative 
analysis of the data, however interesting it is, would 
clearly lack any external validity.

I hope that I have established that the study does fairly 
represent those 11 men who provided narratives. The accuracy 
of that process is dependant to a large part on the author's
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ability to remain objective - I am not; I have not been; I 
don't think I can be. But, I've kept that in mind and taken 
the steps detailed earlier to increase the internal validity 
of the project.

I am aware and concerned that I have attempted to 
interpret the words of members of cultures different from my 
own. I've explained some of the steps taken to compensate, 
and I hope that I have done a fair job of it. I expected to 
have difficulty with objectivity and was not disappointed. My 
roll as primary interpreter and reporter of their narratives 
has been influenced by my own history. The meanings that I 
placed upon their words and the words I chose to convey those 
meanings do affect the accuracy and authenticity of the 
presentation. Regardless of my best intentions, I do not 
think it possible for me to tell their story without some 
degree of bias or participant observer contamination.

The processes involved in this study were designed to 
minimize these factors. Most notable of those efforts is the 
collaboration that occurred in the development of definitions 
of concepts and during the coding process. Internal validity 
was enhanced by having more than one person assign codes to 
sections of text, and then working to consensus on the 
results of that process. The simplest way to improve on the 
internal validity would have been to take the proposed
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results of the study to the people who provided the 
narratives and ask them what they think. This was not done.

Grounded theory analysis gives a reasonable expectation 
of understanding the ideas presented by these individuals at 
the particular point in time at which the recordings were 
made. Conclusions of accuracy and meaning thus extrapolated 
cannot be compared to any other group without further 
research. The intention of this thesis is that it only be 
used to develop research questions and stimulate additional 
research into the warriors' journey in Alaska.

I do not believe that it is possible to produce a truly 
representative sample of Alaska Native Vietnam veterans 
without qualifying it as a sample of the survivors. Eight men 
went to Vietnam from one of the villages represented in this 
study - a village of less than 180 people - and only two of 
the 8 are left. Future studies of this population should 
include some accounting for the men who have died since they 
returned. Their names should not be forgotten.
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VII. APPENDIX
1. Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder

From The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders - DSM-IV

309.81 Posttraumatic Stress Disorder 
-Diagnostic Features-
The essential feature of Posttraumatic Stress Disorder is the 
development of characteristic symptoms following exposure to 
an extreme traumatic stressor involving direct personal 
experience of an event that involves actual or threatened 
death or serious injury, or other threat to one's physical 
integrity; or witnessing an event that involves death, injury 
or a threat to the physical integrity of another person; or 
learning about unexpected or violent death, serious harm, or 
threat of death or injury experienced by a family member or 
other close associate (Criterion Al). The person's response 
to the event must involve intense fear, helplessness, or 
horror (or in children, the response must involve 
disorganized or agitated behavior) (Criterion A2). The 
characteristic symptoms resulting from the exposure to the 
extreme trauma include persistent reexperiencing of the 
traumatic event (Criterion B), persistent avoidance of 
stimuli associated with the trauma and numbing of general 
responsiveness (Criterion C), and persistent symptoms of 
increased arousal (Criterion D). The full symptom picture 
must be present for more than 1 month (Criterion E), and the 
disturbance must cause clinically significant distress or 
impairment in social, occupational, or other important areas 
of functioning (Criterion F).

Traumatic events that are experienced directly include, 
but are not limited to, military combat, violent personal 
assault (sexual assault, physical attack, robbery, mugging) 
being kidnapped, being taken hostage, terrorist attack, 
torture, incarceration as a prisoner of war or in a 
concentration camp, natural or manmade disasters, severe 
automobile accidents, or being diagnosed with a life- 
threatening illness. For children, sexual traumatic events 
may include developmentally inappropriate sexual experiences 
without threatened or actual violence or injury. Witnessed 
events include, but are not limited, observing the serious 
injury or unnatural death of another person due to violent 
assault, accident, war, or disaster or unexpectedly 
witnessing a dead body or body parts. Events experienced by 
others that are learned about include, but are not limited 
to, violent personal assault, serious accident, or serious
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injury experienced by a family member or a close friend; 
learning about the sudden, unexpected death of a family 
member or a close friend; or learning that one's child has a 
life-threatening disease. The disorder may be especially 
severe or long lasting when the stressor is of human design 
(e.g., torture, rape). The likelihood of developing this 
disorder may increase as the intensity of and physical 
proximity to the stressor increase.

The traumatic event can be reexperienced in various 
ways. Commonly the person has recurrent and intrusive 
recollections of the event (Criterion Bl) or recurrent 
distressing dreams during which the event is replayed 
(Criterion B2). In rare instances the person experiences 
dissociative states that last from a few seconds to several 
hours or even days, during which components of the event are 
relived and the person behaves as though experiencing the 
event at that moment (Criterion B3). Intense psychological 
distress (Criterion B4) or physiological reactivity 
(Criterion B5) often occurs when person is exposed to 
triggering events that resemble or symbolize an aspect 
traumatic event (e.g., on aniversaries of the traumatic 
event; cold, snowy weather or uniformed guards for survivors 
of death camps in cold climates; hot, humid weather for 
combat veterans of the South Pacific; entering any elevator 
for a woman who was raped in an elevator).

Stimuli associated with the trauma are persistently 
avoided. The person commonly makes deliberate efforts to 
avoid thoughts, feelings, or conversations about the 
traumatic event (Criterion Cl) and to avoid activities, 
situations, or people who arouse recollections of it 
(Criterion C2). This avoidance of reminders may include 
amnesia for an important aspect of the traumatic event 
(Criterion C3). Diminished responsiveness to the external 
world, referred to as "psychic numbing" or "emotional 
anesthesia," usually begins soon after the traumatic event. 
The individual may complain of having markedly diminished 
interest or participation in previously enjoyed activities 
(Criterion C4), of feeling detached or estranged from other 
people (Criterion C5), or of having markedly reduced ability 
to feel emotions, (especially those associated with intimacy, 
tenderness, and sexuality). The individual may have a sense 
of a foreshortened future (e.g., not expecting to have a 
career, marriage, children, or a normal life span) (Criterion 
C7).

The individual has persistent symptoms of anxiety or 
increased arousal that were not present before the trauma. 
These symptoms may include difficulty falling or staying 
asleep that may be due to recurrent nightmares during which 
the traumatic event is relived (Criterion Dl), hypervigilance
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(Criterion D4), and exaggerated startle response (Criterion 
D5). Some individuals report irritability or outbursts of 
anger (Criterion D2) or difficulty concentrating or 
completing tasks (Criterion D3).
-Associated Features and Disorders-
Associated descriptive features and mental disorders. 
Individuals with Posttraumatic Stress Disorder may describe 
painful guilt feelings about surviving when others did not 
survive or about the things they had to do to survive. Phobic 
avoidance of situations or activities that resemble or 
symbolize the original trauma may interfere with 
interpersonal relationships and lead to marital conflict, 
divorce, or loss of job. The following associated 
constellation of symptoms may occur and are more commonly 
seen in association with an interpersonal stressor (e.g., 
childhood sexual or physical abuse, being taken hostage, 
incarceration as a prisoner of war or in a concentration 
camp, torture): impaired affect modulation; self-destructive 
and impulsive behavior; dissociative symptoms; somatic 
complaints; feelings of ineffectiveness, shame, despair, 
hopelessness; feeling permanently damaged; a loss of 
previously sustained beliefs: hostility; social withdrawal; 
feeling constantly threatened; impaired relationships with 
others; or a change from the individual's previous 
personality characteristics.

There may be increased risk of Panic Disorder, 
Agoraphobia, Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder, Social Phobia, 
Specific Phobia, Major Depressive Disorder, Somatization 
Disorder, Substance-Related Disorders. It is not known to 
what extent these disorders precede or follow the onset of 
Posttraumatic Stress Disorder.
-Diagnostic criteria for 309.81 Posttraumatic Stress 
Disorder-
A. The person has been exposed to a traumatic event in which 
both of the following were present:
(1) the person experienced, witnessed, or was confronted 

with an event or events that involved actual or threatened 
death or serious injury, or a threat to thye physical 
integrity of self or others
(2) the person's response involved intense fear, 
helplessness, or horror. Note: In children, this may be 
expressed instead by disorganized or agitated behavior by 
disorganized
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B. The traumatic event is persistently reexperienced in one 
(or more) of the following ways;
(1) recurrent and intrusive distressing recollections of the 
event, including images, thoughts, or perceptions. Note; In 
young children, repetitive play may occur in which themes or 
aspects of the trauma are expressed.
(2) recurrent distressing dreams of the event. Note; In 
children, there may be frightening dreams without 
recognizable content.
(3) acting or feeling as if the traumatic event were 
recurring (includes a sense of reliving the experience, 
illusions, hallucinations, and dissociative flashback 
episodes, including those that occur on awakening or when 
intoxicated). Note: In young children, trauma-specific 
reenactment may occur.
(4) intense psychological distress at exposure to internal 
or external cues that symbolize or resemble an aspect of the 
traumatic event physiological reactivity on exposure to 
internal or external cues that symbolize or resemble an 
aspect of the traumatic event
C. Persistent avoidance of stimuli associated with the 
trauma and numbing of general responsiveness (not present 
before the trauma), as indicated by three (or more) of the 
following:
(1) efforts to avoid thoughts, feelings, or conversations 
associated with the trauma
(2) efforts to avoid activities, places, or people that 
arouse recollections of the trauma
(3) inability to recall an important aspect of the trauma
(4) markedly diminished interest or participation in 
significant activities
(5) feeling of detachment or estrangement from others
(6) restricted range of affect (e.g., unable to have loving 
feelings)
(7) sense of a foreshortened future (e.g., does not expect to 
have a career, marriage, children, or a normal life span)
D. Persistent symptoms of increased arousal (not present 
before the trauma), as indicated by two (or more) of the 
following:
(1) difficulty falling or staying asleep
(2) irritability or outbursts of anger
(3) difficulty concentrating
(4) hypervigilance
(5) exaggerated startle response
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E. Duration of the disturbance (symptoms in Criteria B, C, 
and D) is more than 1 month.
F. The disturbance causes clinically significant distress or 
impairment in social, occupational, or other important areas 
of functioning.

RASMUSON IIBRARY
UNIVERSITY OF ALASKA FAIRBAN*|
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2. VETERAN'S INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

The following list of questions was used to stimulate 
dialog with the veterans during the interviews. In most 
cases, not all of the questions were asked; in some, few were 
asked.
1. What were your dates of service? Branch? Duty Station? MOS 
(Job)?
2. What is your tribal affiliation? Where were you born?
3. How would you describe your experience in the service?
4. What are some of the experiences that have stayed with you 
over the years?
5. Do you think being an Alaska Native made a difference in 
what you encountered during your service? If you were 'in
country', was your experience there different?
6. What in your background and culture prepared you for going 
into the service?
7. What did other vets in your family and village tell you 
about their experiences?
8. Have you talked with other vets ? What did you talk about?
9. Were you ever in situations in which your life or the life 
of others around you was in danger?
10. What was your homecoming like?
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11. How did your family/village respond to you when you came 
home? 12. How do they respond to you now as a vet?
13. Have you been able to get help or information on 
benefits from the VA? Why?
14. Do you feel your service time has affected your life, and 
if so, how?
15. Are you married? Do you have kids? Have you ever been 
asked about or talked about what happened in the service with 
your family?
16. Have you ever felt like you might want to talk to someone 
about your experiences in the service?
17. What would you like this film to tell people who see it?
18. What does the word 'warrior' mean to you? To your 
people?
19. Are there traditions in your culture that prepare 
warriors for war? For dealing with loss and grieving? Are 
there traditions for returning warriors? If not, or you don't 
know, how would you create them if you could? How would you 
like your community to be involved?
20. What do you want young people to know about war and its 
effects?
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3. CONSENT FORM

Film : Soldier's Heart: The Warrior's Journey in Alaska

Produced by The Other Forgotten Warrior Project of the 
Agent Orange Class Assistance Program and the Department of 
Behavioral Sciences and Human Service of the University of 
Alaska Fairbanks in partnership with the Fairbanks Vet 
Center.

Dear participant:

We have come to your community to interview and film 
Alaska Native veterans and family members. We are interested 
in your experience with war and how it has affected you and 
your family. We are especially interested in traditional 
warrior healing ceremonies and their role in Alaska Native 
culture. We are looking at what it means to be an Alaska 
Native veteran today.

We will be recording interviews between now and the 
beginning of 1995.

These interviews will be video taped and used in a 5-10- 
minute documentary. The documentary will look at the issues



of war and ceremony in the lives of people affected by the 
traumas of war. It will lay down the foundation for work on a 
longer 40-minute documentary film. Your participation is 
important. The story we want to tell is a true one told by 
the veterans themselves.

Please read the following guidelines which meet the 
standards* of the University of Alaska and the American 
Psychology Association for the conduct of research, 
interviews and film making which involve individuals and 
groups. If you agree with them and are willing to be a part 
of this film, please sign below.
1. I understand the intention of the interview and the 
purpose of the film.
2. I understand you will not videotape without my permission 
and that you will erase any recorded material that I am not 
comfortable with.
3. My participation in this work is voluntary. I understand 
that I can stop the interview at anytime.
4. Since these experiences are very personal, may be 
difficult to talk about, or may bring back painful memories 
during or subsequent to the interview, I understand that a 
counselor will be available to talk with me. The following 
resources are available
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in Fairbanks: Tima Priess, Fairbanks Vet Center, 529 Fifth 
Ave., Suitel02, Fairbanks, AK, Ph#452-8438, or other 
counselors at the Fairbanks Vet Center, Ph# 456-4238.
(Please see the attached list of counseling resources for 
your local area.)
5. I waive all rights to the use of the material for this 
film or for later uses of the material. Alternatively, I 
establish the following conditions for the use of the 
material:
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6. I understand you will answer any questions I have about 
the project and that you can be reached at the address or 
phone number listed below.

♦ethical mandate of IRB, title 45 CFR 46.
•k -k -k ic'k -k 'k -k ic-k 'k -k 'k 'k 'k 'k 'k ic'k 'k 'k 'k ic'k 'k 'k 'k -k 'k 'k 'k 'k 'k 'k 'k 'k 'k 'k 'k 'k 'k 'k ic'k ic'k 'k ie-k 'k -k ic-k 'k -k 'k ic'k 'k 'k 'k

* * * * *

If you are willing to be interviewed by us and have the 
taped information used as we have explained in this paper, 
please sign your name. If you are under 18 years old, please 
ask for the Assent Form.
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Your Signature

Your printed name

Mailing address

Village/Town State Zip
Please indicate consent by initialing each statement below.
I agree to participate in our work by:

Being interviewed____________
Being tape recorded___________
Being photographed___________

I would like myself identified by name in the 
doc ume nt ary________
I would not like to be identified by name in the
documentary______

THANK YOU for your help and understanding.

I agree to fulfill our promises as outlined in this paper.

Gerry Mohatt, Project Director or Tima Priess, 
Date
Program Coordinator

Date
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Contact address and phone #
or

Tima Priess 
Fairbanks Vet Center 
Board
529 5th Ave, Ste 102 
Fairbanks, AK 99701 
phone # 452-8438

Dr. Charles Geist 
Institution Review

University of Alaska 
Fairbanks, AK 99775 
phone # 474-7792
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VIII. ENDNOTES

1 "Scouts" were sent out ahead of larger troop movements to explore 
suspected enemy territory and search for evidence of enemy presence. 
Similar to "walking point," but with no one behind them for support, 
these men were extremely vulnerable.
2 "Point man" refers to the way patrols were organized in Vietnam. The 
"point man" led the rest of the patrol members, who followed in single 
file. The point man was the man first and most likely to encounter 
mines, booby traps and enemy bullets.
3 The National Vietnam Veterans Readjustment Study (NVVRS, 1990) limited 
the term "minority" to Blacks and Hispanics, omitting American Indians, 
Asian-Americans, Vietnamese and Polynesian combat veterans (Penk &
Allen, 1991). (See related footnote below).
4 The N W R  (1990) study divided the sample group into "White/Other,
Black and Hispanic." It is unclear whether "Other" included Native 
Americans, Alaska Natives, and Asian Americans, if so the results of the 
Matsunaga study indicate that that inclusion would tend to minimize the 
difference between whites and other minorities. Penk & Allen's 
reference to "NWRS's omission" makes the issue even more ambiguous.
5 The late Senator from Hawaii, Spark Matsunaga, initiated a major 
project to assess the readjustment experience of American Indian, 
Japanese American, and Native Hawaiian veterans of the Vietnam war. This 
resulted in Public Law 101—507, which directed the VA's National Center 
for PTSD to conduct what became known as the Matsunaga Vietnam Veterans 
Project.
6 Agent Orange was a defoliant used extensively in Vietnam. A law suit 
begun in 1978 alleged that exposure to impurities in Agent Orange caused 
injuries and death to veterans as well as miscarriages for their spouses 
and congenital disorders among their children. Ultimately a class 
action, the suit was settled out of court on the day the trial was to 
have begun. The chemical companies agreed to settle for $180 million 
and the Agent Orange Class Assistance Program (AOCAP) was established as 
an independent foundation by the supervising judge Jack B. Weinstein.
The most unusual component of the distribution plan was the creation of 
a foundation independent of the Veterans Administration that would 
provide services to veterans and their families through grants to human 
services organizations.
7 This author highly recommends the entire article, Penk and Allen 
(1991) for a better understanding of the "tripartite adaptational 
dilemma"-where the minority Vietnam combat veteran must resolve the 
triple effects of a bicultural identity, racism and the residual stress 
from trauma.
8 The war raging in the streets of America was also about 
institutionalized racial prejudice and oppression. For those "Blacks, 
Hispanics and Others" who fought for that same institution in Vietnam,
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this public conflict must have surely and significantly added to their 
internal conflict.
9 The lack of a "Hero's welcome home" was confounded by several factors. 
First, the system of rotation under which troops were sent into and 
brought out of Vietnam created rather than solved problems. The system 
of DEROS (date of expected return from overseas) was supposed to give 
soldiers a way out of the war without becoming a physical or 
psychological casualties. Troops rotated on a twelve month schedule 
(thirteen for Marines). Each person's war began when he arrived and 
would end 365 days later — if he could stay alive. New troops were 
often literally dropped into fighting units and lacking experience, were 
viewed as a liability by the other more experienced troops. As their 
DEROS approached, many men adopted a "give-a-shit" attitude about the 
war and others in their units. "Espirit de corps" was to a very large 
extent replaced by isolationism and individual survival(Dean, 1988 ).

Dean (1988) also points out, "We had built our lives around 
something that we thought was infallible, all-protecting and unbeatable: 
the 'Indestructibility' of the United States military. We found out 
that it was fallible, poorly managed, inferior even to a Third-World 
army such as the Viet Cong." Losers aren't heros and there were few 
welcome homes.
10 Although it is refered to as the "Vietnam War" by most, the United 
States never declared war on North Vietnam.
11 1961 - President Kennedy sent Green Berets and military advisors to 
train South Vietnamese troops. 1972 - Last American ground troops left 
Vietnam, (O'Nan, 1998).
12Coded references to the individuals' names have been used throughout 
this paper in order to protect the privacy of the participants.
13 Glaser and Strauss (1967) originally identified the three elements of 
grounded theory as 'concepts, categories, and hypotheses.1
'Proposition' seems a more appropriate term since, "as Whetton (1989) 

correctly points out, propositions involve conceptual relationships 
whereas hypotheses require measured relationships. Since the grounded 
theory approach produces conceptual and not measured relationships, the 
former term is preferred (Pandit, 1996)."
14 I have a problem with "readjustment problems" (pun intended). The 
term seems to have the tone of a critical parent! I hear, "Boy, if you 
can't adjust, you just get yourself right back out there and REadjust!" 
It has the ring of blaming the victim and I prefer "alienation:" 
everyone knows what an alien looks like - They are very different from 
the rest of "us" with their skinny little gray bodies and big black 
eyes. And, I chose to use the term "alienation" because it just seems to 
carry more of the feel of the situation.


