
	

A WAR ON THE OUTSIDE AND A 
WAR WITHIN 

A Soldier’s Story of Vietnam 

9,087,000 American soldiers fought in 
the Vietnam War (1955-1975), with a 
striking 25% of these total forces “in 
country” being draftees. In other words, 
men who did not ask to fight. 

58,000 of those American soldiers died 
during this war compared to what we 
believe to be 2 million civilians from 
both North and South Vietnam. 1.1 
million were North Vietnamese/ Viet 
Cong and 200,000 to 250,000 were 
South Vietnamese soldiers.  

Mike Somers, retired soldier of the 
army, was an impressionable young man 
at the time. He had dropped out of Cal 
Berkley in 1963, when, as he puts it, 
“Vietnam was just heating up.” As 
someone who was ‘at loose ends’ with 
little to no plan for his future, he enlisted 
one year ahead of the draft. Today, in 
2018, it’s hard to imagine a person 
willingly joining the fight for a war that 
was so publicly rejected. 

What came next? He spent his “…first 
year in the army going to school.”  
They trained him in physical and 
military skills, preparing him for the 
combat that lay ahead. The rest of his 
time there, he learned how to repair the 
electronics in his army aviation – what 
would ultimately be his role during his 
two-year “camping trip” in Vietnam. 

Mike Somers is now in his late 80s, 
living in Tucson, AZ, but the memories  

 

 

 

 

of Vietnam are still poignant. He can 
remember exactly what happened after 
he finished his education. 

At the time his schooling was complete 
and he was ready to begin his 
assignment, the airlines were on strike, 
so he had to take the train from Cedar 
Rapids, IA to San Francisco, CA. 
Imagine a young man travelling by train 
across such a vast country, a country he 
was about ready to leave. He said when 
he had arrived to where he was to report, 
“everyone was there nicely dressed in 
khaki uniforms,” verifying something 
we now associate with a genre of its 
own: The Vietnam Film. 

Mike arrived ‘in country’ August 1966  
and left for good in July 1969.  

As with any understanding of war, we 
often align our knowledge with what 
we’ve seen in films. Mike, knowing this, 
made connections between his arrival to 
the country and the film “We Were 
Soldiers.” Starring Mel Gibson, it 
dramatises the Battle of la Drang. When 
Mike and his unit arrived, they landed in 
that same place where the battle had 
occurred only five months earlier. As 
soon as he arrived, he was taken back to 
base camp and immediately put to work. He 
and his men had to repair 20 helicopters, 
which they did over four days. “We worked 
our butts off,” he said, and after that? To 
Mike, the answer seems obvious: they had a 
party. With 120 soldiers having just arrived 
with him, he said it was, “just the right size 
for a good party”. 

And yet…“We were attacked that night.” 
According to Mike, a mortar shell “really 
messed up a helicopter and a human.” 
Fortunately for him, whilst he was so 
inebriated, he found it hard to find the 
bunker in order to get out of the way of 
others. Perhaps it’s this that saved his life 
that night, after which he’d go off to 



	

complete his two years as an army engineer 
fixing helicopters and radios. 

“I saw, and interacted with a great deal 
that was appalling. From situations 
where the ‘fortunate’ refugees lived in 
shelters made of thrown away cartons, to 
young men willing to shoot themselves 
and other decent young men who lost 
their humanity trying to accomplish 
what they were told to do”. 

His first year in Vietnam was an 
“adrenaline-rushed” adventure. He said 
he stayed by the men “looking for 
trouble,” but managed to stay away from 
it himself. What he remembers to be 
most uncomfortable about his time there 
was, “…the chafing of armpits due to 
lack of showering for the pure reason 
that you just couldn't; there were none.”  

When we moved beyond the specifics of 
his own experience, and I asked 
questions related more to combat and to 
battle, Mike found himself often feeling 
that he wasn’t a soldier, that the war he 
fought in was almost irrelevant. He told 
me that if I wanted to know about a true 
soldier who fought in a “real” war, I 
should speak to his nephew, who fought 
in the war in Afghanistan. For us now, 
over 50 years after the Vietnam conflict, 
it’s hard to imagine anyone thinking 
current conflicts are any more real than 
the conflicts of the past. What does he 
mean by real? And what makes his 
experiences of war any less real than his 
nephew’s?  

Mike sometimes expressed feelings of 
shame at things that would seem so 
trivial to average civilians, like he didn’t 
believe his combat skills were strong 
enough to enable him to fight. It’s really 
no surprise, then, that Mike would serve 
his term in this war as an engineer.  

Mike’s experiences were atypical from 
the usual Vietnam stories we hear. To 
us, he may have seemed to have had an 
‘easy’ time during his service. And yet 
there is much that he probably hasn’t 
said. He focused on humorous stories, 
rather than those of fear.  

He seemed to struggle confronting these 
questions – even after 50 years. He 
seems unsure how to answer them, how 
to return to that soldier’s life briefly in 
order to explore the life he endured in 
Vietnam. His subconscious seems to 
have pushed his recollections so far 
down that they are no longer his own, 
but those which he abandoned in 
Vietnam. 

 


