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We Are Pleased To AnNnounce

The Guest Sneaker

For The 2007 Reunion

James R. (Jim) Reckner was born in Philadelphia in
August 1940. He entered the US Navy directly from
high school in 1958, and gradually rose through the
enlisted ranks to Signalman, First Class, [E-6] in
1962. He served in the Mediterranean in 1959, and
took part in the Extended International Geophysical
Year in Antarctica in 1959-60. During 1960 and

1961 he participated in hydrographic operations on
the east coast of Greenland and islands north of
Iceland. From the end of 1961 until August 1964 he

served on ships operating in the Western Pacific,
home ported in Subic Bay, the Philippines. Reckner
first encountered Vietnam in 1963, when he was
part of the Navy’s reaction to the military coup that
resulted in the assassination of South Vietnamese
Prime Minister Ngo Dinh Diem in November of that
year.

In August 1964 he was ordered to Officer
Candidate School and in December he was com-
missioned an ensign. On board USS Leary (DD-
879), Reckner participated in the OAS intervention
in the Dominican Republic in 1965. A second Medi-
terranean tour followed. As a lieutenant he returned
to Vietnam in 1968 to serve as senior advisor for a
Vietnamese Navy river assault group operating in
the southwestern Mekong Delta, along the Cambo-
dian border. With only ten months at home after
that tour, he was again ordered to Vietnam, where
he served as senior advisor to a Viethamese Navy
river patrol group [fiber-glass jet boats] in the “lron
Triangle” area north of Saigon.

From 1972 to 1978 Reckner served as a mili-
tary and political intelligence analyst for the NATO
commander-in-chief of Southern Europe, stationed
at Naples, Italy.

Reckner retired from the Navy in 1978, emi-
grated to New Zealand, and became a freshman at
the University of Auckland, where he eventually
earned his BA, MA and Ph.D. He returned to the
United States in 1987 after nearly twenty years
overseas and began teaching military history at
Texas Tech University in 1988. He founded The
Vietnam Center in 1989, and continues to direct it.
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30 Years After the Fall of Saigon






The black granite slabs of the Vietnam Wall stand seem-
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James Reclmer Collection
TOP: Combat Action Ribbon, Navy Unit Commendation; Navy Meritorious Unit Citation with Star in lieu of 2nd Award
BOTTOM: Meritonoms Uinit Commendation; Vietnam Galtantry Cross Unit Citation; Vietnam Cwal Actions Unil Citation
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THE VIETNAM PLOJECT FOLUSES

ON E
LUT ALSO IN 50

bases where 1 had served. I saw everything, came to grips with it and wrote
an essay that examined my feelings about that experience. I was searching
for something. After a while, I concluded that what I really was looking for
was not the Vietnam I remembered - you cannot go back there, it is gone
forever - but rather that I was searching for my youth. That time in my
life was dangerous but also exciting as hell, with the adrenaline pumping
at the most bizarre times and with people actually trying to kill you. Then
I realized what it was all about, this thing of aging and nostalgia. In the
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come to grips with because they never really

AMBASSADEE understood the war in the first place, or at
least the whole context of the war. For many

STATES RFTER NIE veterans, it is almost impossible to explain
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BNMENT BY BERTE their role in a war they did not understand.

m“w"::m Going back, I suspect, for any reflective vet-

eran, becomes a trip of self-discovery.”

One of the many tragic outcomes of the fall of Saigon in 1975
was that hundreds of thousands of South Vietnamese fled the
country, many in unseaworthy boats. Many died on this danger-
ous passage to freedom and others endured remarkable hardships
to gain the precious benefit of freedom. “The legacy for us is the
presence of more than 1 million Vietnamese Americans who have
greatly enriched our society. However, those who fled Vietnam
paid a high price: the loss of their country, their culture and
all their personal possessions in Vietnam. But they have moved
forward and have achieved considerable success in their adopted
land,” Reckner reflects.

One of those South Vietnamese who now makes his home in
the United States is Nguyen Xuan Phong, a senior research
associate with the Vietnam Center. Phong was a cabinet minister
in the Saigon government without interruption from 1965 to
1975, working with U.S. Presidents John F. Kennedy, Lyndon B.
Johnson and Richard Nixon. Phong also participated in the Paris
Peace Talks in his capacity of deputy and acting head of the
Saigon government delegation. Phong returned to Saigon five
days before the South Vietnamese capital fell on April 30, 1975.
He was at that time assuming the official
duties of Minister of State in charge of
negotiations and Head of the South Viet-

Phong was imprisoned for five years in
North Vietnam because of his high-rank-
ing positions in the Saigon government.
Released in 1980, Phong remained in Vietnam under communist
rule during the next 20 years before accepting an invitation to
visit the United States in 2000. “Something quite amazing is
that even through the prison term, the war never hurt me as
much as I had thought it would, not really, because I never felt
any kind of hatred for my brother enemies, especially among the
numerous close relatives of my family who were on both sides of
the fighting,” he says.
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i ‘ and the United States apart. "We don't
seem to realize the magnitude of the

calamity we went through. The Vietnam War is not only
the longest war, but also the most confusing conflict in
America’s history. One of the bloodiest episodes in Viet-
namese history, we fought communist rule for 30 years
from 1945 to 1975, with the death estimates between
3 to 5 million in 2 country of about 25 million people
at that time, and at least 2 million of those deaths were
civilians. Roughly half the size of Texas in land area,
Vietnam was the target of twice the tonnage of muni-
tions, bombs, explosives and rockets that were used in
total during World War II. It is not that the Americans
did not try very hard, but it was a very confusing war
for the American people during five successive Ameri
can presidents. The Vietnam War was not a civil war
between north and south; it was a conflict between two
glabal opposing forces, the communist block and the
free world, The conflict was intemnationalized as early as
Harry Truman, who believed in American democracy and
wanted to see a free Vietnam, free of French colonial
rule and free of communist rule. With President Dwight
Eisenhower and his Secretary of State John Foster Dulles,
South Vietnam was viewed as an ‘Outpost of the Free
World® and the conflict became a bigger
war within the context of the Cold War.
Vietnam was not a war for the Ameri-
cans to win, nor was it a war to lose in
the strict sense of conventional warfare.
The Americans fought in Yietnam for the
ideals of freedom and democracy - con-
cepts that were then too abstract for the
Vietnamese people to comprehend. Most
of them were simply motivated by a tre-
mendous upsurge of ‘nationalism’ after
the end of WWII and they longed to be
free from foreign rule and presence after
more than 100 years of French colomial
occupation. Eventually, the Americans
lost the battle for freedom and democ-
racy in Vietnam, not on the battlefields
but on Capitol Hill. However, in the end,
America won the big war, the Cold War.”

January 31, 1968: Residents dig out and rebuild atter Viet Cong
attack on Saigon. Their homes destroyed by the Viet Cong at-
lack on Saigen, Vietnamese citizens szarch through the rubble
for salvageable material with 1o rebuild, The rebuilding began
a5 500n as the area was cleared of the Viet Cong attackers.

19405, Ho Chi Minh resorted to terrorism in a widespread and systematic manner
to physically eliminate tens of thousands of individuals, groups or parties that did
not accept his Marxist-Leninist leadership. Ho Chi Minh's concept of warfare was
mistakenly viewed as ‘guerrilla warfare’ or ‘subversive warfare; but it was, in fact,
a form of ‘total warfare, which also commonly is labeled ‘people’s warfare’ with
terrorism as its main form of armed struggle. Total warfare completely refuted
any conventional demarcation between civilian and military populations. “For 30
years, I said nothing about the war or its aftermath. Giving an oral history to the
Vietnam Archive was my second Hime to speak of it.” he says. “This is my third.”

Within the Vietnam Project, Phong is involved with the Lessons of Vietnam proj-
ect with high school students in various states, who send him questions about the
war that he and American veterans answer. “The young students are very concerned,
and it's a very good thing. It would be very sad if we could not help them to not
go through what we had to go through, which was a very painful, chaotic episode
in mstory.”

With this same concem for teaching future generations, Reckner takes great per-
sonal pleasure in the aspects of the Vietnam Project that focus on education and
outreach, not only in the United States, but also in Southeast Asia. He personally
presents college scholarship monies raised through the Vietnam Project to many
of the poorest students with the most promise in Vietnam and Cambodia, making
the difference as to whether those individuals are able to attend college. “The
innocent people of Vietnam, the children, do not understand America’s fixation on

what happened many years ago. They do not understand why we are so tortured
when they have moved on. The young people in Vietnam and Cambodia today find
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IMAGE COUNTSEY OF CONDRAT DESIGN GROUP INC.

The remembrance of the Vietnam War has expanded at a fast pace at Texas Tech, and the Vietnram Project is rapidly outgrowing
its current spaces and in need of a greatly enlarged new facility. The Texas Tech System Board of Regents has allocated 12 acres of
land on the existing lexas Tech campus for this new building, which will enable the gathering of all aspects of the Vietnam Project
under one roof. As well, the creation of a world-class, 75,000-square-feet museum of the Vietnam War will portray the young men and
women who served in Vietnam in an honorable and objective way. At the same time, the museum will critically examine all aspects
of American policy in Vietnam.

The facility must provide adequate storage and office space for a rapidly expanding archive, oral history project, Virtual Vietnam
Archive and Vietnam Center staff. Also important, the building will provide meeting facilities for Vietnam veteran groups to hold
reupion meetings, facilitating Vietnam project staff in displaying veteran group-specific artifacts that might net at that time be
on display for the general public. Vietnam veterans will have an opportunity to critique the Texas Tech Vietnam War Museum, and
provide memories and other insights that will help the project staff to gather correct versions of individual stories. The new facility
will attract even greater donations of artifacts and documents, making the planning of future space essential.

The new Vietnam building will house an enlarged program of military and diplomatic history that will enable future Texas Tech
students to study the causes, conduct and consequences of American wars in a systematic way.

The facility, overall, will have about 191,000 square feet of floor space and adequate outdoor spaces for static display of major
military artifacts, such as aircraft and military equipment. Those interested in participat-

ing by providing contributions toward the $50 million funding costs of the new facility are s !!ie‘l’nam Ceni‘er
| e ———

encouraged to contact Vietnam Center Director Dr. James Reckner at (B06) 742-3742. —






