Chapter 7 Continued

As I recall from 1970, 36 years ago when I was 18 years old, my draft number was I think 176. Draft numbers were assigned by a random process called a draft lottery.

This thing had to be explained to the American People - actually, it was televised, I think it was ping-pong balls with numbers on them bobbled into the air and so on, oh, great show, great show - because at that time there was still a strong moral (remember those?) against gambling in the country as it was thought it would be used a lot by poor people who would rarely win and would thereby just become poorer. There were few or no State Lotteries. Gambling in general was illegal and thought of as a mob racket.

The Draft Lottery was a drawing run I think by the U. S. Selective Service. It is a freestanding agency I think, not directly a Department of Defense organization.

The Draft Lottery was a drawing of the birth dates of eighteen-year-old boys in America and each birth date was assigned a number 1 through 365. One for each day of the year as it was drawn you see.

It was always called The Draft Lottery and later dubbed The Death Lottery.

176 was just two or three numbers beyond the quota The Military had needed to fill which had been fulfilled at Number 174. Maybe I have the numbers off, maybe my number was 174 and they fulfilled the quota at 172. At any rate, they stopped short of drafting me by just a few numbers.

Some travesties such as this dated tawdry little tragedy involving five fine young fellows whose families’ hearts must have just been torn wide open and likely were never told the truth and never knew the true story but were given some pap like “ . . . there was an accident, a mix-up in the medicines, a bad batch of vaccine . . . “ or some such pap to slough them over it are “covered up”.

It is interesting how things play out though over time and a true picture, a more completed historical picture comes into view. 

1972 for example, oddly enough, is the thing that set me off on writing down this little narrative of life and death. In the news just this past week it was announced that some papers about 1972 had been made public.

According to that news report I saw on the television news this past week, the last week of May 2006, those documents, declassified or turned up by a lawsuit or a historian somehow, were said by the television newsman to be “startling revelations”.

The documents were reported to clearly show that Dr. Henry Kissinger, then National Security Advisor to President Nixon, in 1972 – yes, that 1972, the same 1972 I almost went into the Marines to go fight in Vietnam - during the lead-up to normalizing Diplomatic Relations with China, that is, what is now usually just called “opening” China, agreed in secret meetings in Beijing with the Premier of the People’s Republic of China something to the effect that “the U. S. would have no objection to a Communist takeover of Vietnam provided it occurred after all U. S. troops were out of the country.” 

Well, we know how that after all U. S . troops were out thing worked out. Every few months some Vietnamese officials bring some clear plastic bags filled with muddy Americans' remains. Now. 30 years later.

This is quite interesting to me now.

Now, after 34 years, after all these years since 1972 when at the last moment a word of knowledge spoken in season by a person in a position to really know the truth gave me pause. I pulled back from the deep intentions of my heart and mind to – as I thought - serve my country by signing up to go fight in the war in Vietnam.

There were many times I questioned myself, whether I had done right to withdraw. Sometimes I told myself I should have gone in to the Marines and gone to Vietnam to fight. Saying no I am not going to go, after all, did not seem courageous. It did not seem manly. At times I had doubts of various kinds.

When some travesty occurs in The Military, there are suddenly many, many critics who pounce on every misdeed and just tear at it like a cat with a rat. Things like incorrect intelligence, twisting or using false intelligence, slam dunk intelligence, Abu Ghraib, soldiers killed by Improvised Explosive Devices now well known as IEDs.

Can we, as civilians who never have to bear the burdens of war as our professional soldiers must day in and day out, even imagine the annoyance an Army General must feel when he has to answer a reporter’s questions with words something like “No, we don’t want our soldiers killed by IEDs because they don’t have enough up armor”? 

There is a fine film about this on video or DVD titled Gardens of Stone which I think every American shoulde buy and consider.

Improper treatment of POWs, detainment without arraignment of enemy combatants, not enough up armor on Humvees, not enough body armor on troops, that pesky lefty lady whose son was killed and she became the poster child for mothers against the war and bought land next to the President’s house so she could set up a three ring circus there and hound the daylights out of him and Laura after they escape rhat snake pit they’re in in Washington, the list is endless.

Yes, there are plenty of bad things.

The reason I wrote this, however, is to give credit to The Military for a good thing, the Conscientious Objector status program when it is properly used. As in Uncle Tommy’s case, where it bore good fruit for many years, even down the generations is still bearing good fruit, as you will learn.

The U. S. Army did not condemn or rebuke Tommy about this. To its great credit, the U. S. Army is completely familiar with and accepting of this, it happens with so many recruits. 

One might only guess at and contrast this enlightened policy approach with what may happen to a soldier who can’t kill another human being in the armies of certain other countries. Oh, say . . . Russia or North Korea for example.

The U. S. Army assigned Tommy a status, I understand, formally designated CO – Conscientious Objector.

In their counseling with him about this he said he did not want out of the Army.

He had joined up to serve his country. Was there any other function he could perform?

The U. S. Army, to its everlasting credit, put Uncle Tommy in training as a Military Hospital Administrator.

Uncle Tommy became a great humanitarian organizer, arranging the enormous logistics for whole armies of casualty injured and dying.

He emerged from World War II as U. S. Army Colonel Thomas C. Robinson.

Colonel is the first level of military rank that is entrusted with the responsibility of a Command and is entitled to such remarkable things as a military funeral with Honors.

Such Honors include, for example, the Riderless Horse made famous at the time America lost Commander In Chief John Fitzgerald Kennedy.

Somehow, he was placed in international medical efforts of our nation after World War II, all that Marshall Plan era stuff caring for millions of Displaced Persons in Europe and so on.

I knew Uncle Tommy best in 1969, I think it was, when I was 16 and 17 years old and in the eleventh grade, a Junior at B-CC Sr. High School.

This is as I try best to recall looking back these 38 years now it must be. At that time, Tommy was the Deputy Director of a United Nations agency named The World Health Organization, always just called W H O, heading up programs in the Food and Agriculture Office then generally called F A O, Headquarters in Rome, Italy. They lived about halfway from Rome to The Mediterranean Sea.

The Romans were atrocious. They had servants but since they stole so much Aunt Doris cut out the bottoms of their pants pockets with a pair of scissors.

Once, sitting in the front seat of a city bus, she was groped by a Roman man. She protested to the bus driver, seeking his intervention to help her.

Her humiliation was complete when the man rose to his feet, turned and starting out with something like “Friends, Romans and Countrymen”, addressed his fellow Romans with a speech.

His speech was along the lines that Roman men had been grabbing and groping juicy women for millennia, but that in a country presently boasting such beauties as Sophia Loren it was an insult to the pride of every Roman man to even consider approaching an American woman such as this one: horsefaced, toothy, wearing bifocals and in summum ugly as a mud fence. 

Aunt Doris, a stubborn Iowan woman suddenly cast into the grit and grime of post-fascist southern Italy, which remember had declared war upon the United States not too many years before, was not to be permanently outdone by grubby gropesters. She equipped her daughters with something that used to be called a hatpin.

These hatpins had a kind of tear-shaped pearly handle on one end and a sharp point on the other end of its five-inch length. Now in their late teens and early twenties and stunning, the girls used the hatpins to good advantage in the defense of their physical integrity on Roman bus rides.

Such were their stories of faraway splendors. 

I did learn one valuable thing from Uncle Tommy then that stayed with me in my own adventures in service of God and my country. 

Once, he came out brightly at the summer afternoon iced drinks table chat, with the un-Iowan news that they tried to force whores on him at all of those big meetings overseas by putting one in the back seat of the taxi as he set off home from such meetings and how he handled the situation.

Here Aunt Doris gave him a wary look. Ah, wary, yes, that means the next thing to angry but without full enough information to base you know the real wifey anger upon - and allowed as how she “didn’t know they had whores at those things”, to which he replied quickly, crisply and clearly “of course there are always whores, Mommy”. 

He dealt with the situation by just getting out of the taxi at his home, giving the taxi driver enough lira to pay the taxi fare for him to drive the woman back to Rome and putting her back in the taxi and sending her home.

This I once did on a certain occasion in The People’s Republic of China.

I have never forgotten the loveliness of the woman, her voice like a silver bell speaking a few English words and that she was from a certain city of which you have heard of its rape by the Japanese Army in World War II.

She was probably in the situation she was through no fault of her own but as a pawn in an ugly game sometimes portrayed in a song on the KTV – Karaoke Television Clubs – sing-along large screen projection TV sets to the words of the tune I’m A Big Big Girl In A Big Big World.

I put her back in the car at 4:30 a.m. under the glittering obsidian eyes of the fully armed, high-shined green helmeted People’s Liberation Army soldier standing guard at the hotel doorway. 

The soldier watched over his rifle to see how an American International Lawyer put her courteously and gently into the front seat where he had been sitting and insisted to the driver that she could not come to my room with me, where, I was repeatedly urged, she would do everything I wanted.

When I went to my cold, silent, empty, hotel room, with the infrared camera signal blinking in the ceiling each second and the two Las Vegas casino style cameras mounted above my room’s hallway door documenting my and every other many entries and exits on film, and found the bed turned back showing the sheets, I felt so terribly alone.

How silent it was.

Ten thousand kilometers from home.

Alone.

My room, my bed and myself felt just one good thing. 

Clean.

On that occasion, it was a night I was displayed to and apparently investigated by the Chief of the Military Police, the Commanding Army General in charge of the entire city, the Secret Police Chief, the Police Officer in charge of all cases involving the U. S . Consulate General, a Lieutenant if I understood correctly, although he was definitely in plainclothes that night in long sweat shorts and big tee shirt, an Oddjob kind of huge oak of a guy who seemed to think friends like us would put their big ol’ arms over the shoulder of the guy next to him for a long while jollying things up with a few drinks. I was displayed to these figures for checking out by the Snakehead host for the night.

He passed the word to me through a subaltern, a cutout to protect himself from any involvement in the communication of this death threat, that if anything, one word, I had told them when I took action which ended up to have the effect of canceling their dozens of visa applications – each probably worth thousand of dollars to them - turned out to be untrue they would cut my throat that night.

That night I saw myself living out what I had learned about honoring my country at the knee of one of my great Uncles, Thomas C. Robinson, Col. U.S. Army (Ret.)

I also had an intention to try to be different in China, like Jabez in the Bible, which has good reason to resent the way foreign men have taken advantage of women in China in past sad seasons of their national life.

I wanted to show respect for China by showing respect for women in China - even though I was far from home and lonely, and I can be as coarse in my behavior with a woman as nearly any man, and the women were beautiful and willing - instead of merely using women in China.

So I showed my respect for China and her people.

Uncle Tommy had a tremendous career. 

He "Finished Well".

As he and Aunt Doris, Jingle and my other cousins had been stationed overseas for so many years and the house on Military Road had been let go some time back, when they came home to retire they stayed with us a couple months.

Uncle Tommy and I would take long walks along the country roads in front of neighbors’ houses early in the morning.

We walked along the C & O Canal, which is the Chesapeake & Ohio Canal originally surveyed and or laid out by George Washington and or Thomas Jefferson if I remember aright, which runs just next to the Potomac River some 60 miles above Washington, D.C. there. We walked near the Antietam Battlefield.

It was at Antietam Battlefield, where as a young hotshot I once had a wild ride as a Temporary Employee of The National Park Service Ranger Division – my only service in a U. S. Armed Force. I was a mere Water Quality Technician racing around checking park pump your own water wells in a hot little vehicle called a Jeep Commando, which at the end of my $3.25 per hour 700 hour appointment if I remember right ended up with only a cracked windshield during a little skidding incident involving a 90 degree turn just over a knoll and a fencepost (which survived).
I was not armed.

It was there, I think, that more Americans died - at Antietam Battlefield in the war to end slavery - in one place than anywhere else in any other war until perhaps Okinawa.

Tommy was very vigorous, liked to trudge at quick pace up the hills, walked me nearly to death. 2, 3, 4, 5 miles was nothing to him. We talked a bit as we walked but the hills took some of our breath.

It was a chance to see a really great American man for just exactly what he was.

It was that kind of experience called formative.

No one knew or thought that this college kid with the temp job with the National Park Service Rangers was learning anything from this. 

It happened silently, invisibly. I gained just by being with him without any barriers up. If I asked him about anything he told me straight out. 

Things about America's place and role in the world. Why the State Department was called Foggy Bottom - originally it was low swampy land. And so on. 

Washington leaders' talk.

But it was not so much the talking. It was just the direct osmosis of things that one can't quite define down to a nitpick but are just there and so important.

Character. Strength of purpose. Integrity in a soiled world. Somehow, perhaps imperfectly, these things flowed from his make up and training and worldwide experiences to me. I internalized them.

It is a character type one rarely sees or hears anymore. It was a clear look at the greatness of our American heritage.

A magnificent really distinctive greatness one just senses when the names roll down the years like Marshall, Eisenhower, Patton. 

In our own time the greatness of their legacy is slowly being overshadowed and undone to a significant extent by diminished figures who gain and hold their prominent roles in our society by a mixture of cheap political tricks and the betrayal of their country's best. People in a position to know, such as Robert Baer, a former CIA Officer in the Middle East have in recent years written books with titles like Sleeping With The Devil - How Washington Sold Our Soul For Saudi Crude.

Books stating clearly that our political leadership class - not that mere rank and file of federal officeholders that David Baldacci refers to in his fine book Saving Faith as The True Believers who struggle every day to keep things clean and right - over the past 30 years have, often enough for money payments of different sorts but more truly for the sake of Saudi crude oil, have collectively turned our beloved America into "a whore".

According to Mr. Baer’s book, it goes all the way back to President Nixon. When an Arab left his briefcase, filled with a million dollars cash, so the story goes, in Nixon’s San Clemente home after a party, and Nixon fails to return it but just keeps it, then the Arabs learned: America is for sale.

You know . . . a whore.

The exact means and methods of how the bribings were accomplished were with more or less skill and artifice hidden from the public by ( perhaps not all, but apparently by plenty of ) those who came to power in Washington in the many years since Nixon.

All while pulling the wool over the eyes of most people. 

Like the Karaoke Television Clubs song says about the ill-fated women like the one I had to put back in the car in China and send back where she came from, they have made America a Big Big Whore in the Big Big World.

They should not be either forgiven or rewarded for that.

And we should clean up America.

Yes, it is as much our fault as theirs. I saw that dapper fellow Bandar Bush as the President’s mother calls him answering all the tirades pf reporters’ questions. Finally he said, “Yes, we are corrupt. But corruption did not just start with Saudi Arabia.”

And so we should clean up America.

Who knows, maybe the Saudis are sick and tired of backhanded Americans always begging for bribes. Maybe if we clean up, they’ll give a sigh of relief and clean up too.

Incidentally, the fact of these Lilliputians, Brobdingnangers and Yahoos - I'll leave it to you to put such faces with the names as you will likely find easily done if you will first take the time to view the fine film starring Ted Danson titled The Travels of Gulliver based on the Jonathon Swift book - have acted in such a way as to cause the world to be reading books stating they have turned America into " a whore" is the rage reason why I seek the Office of President.

This anger is like that you see in the film Meet Joe Black where Bill Parrish kicks a table in his office.

There is a parallel scene in the film Jesus Christ Superstar when Jesus overturns the tables of commerce in the Temple. These two film scenes represent the same anger. 

Reformist anger.

It is the same kind of anger propelling me to seek the Presidency to work to, among other things, clean up some of this filth from our country's character.

A separate thing happened then, from which I learned something deep and real but may have never been able to articulate. I'll try here.

Tommy had been a colossus astride the world at the height of U. S. post World War II power. Yet his retirement plans, which were completely thought out and very definite surprised me. They seemed diminutive for a great figure like him.

His plan was to build a small house or cottage on a nice little lake in Iowa and have a chicken farm there.

Somehow or other the money to be made was to be from the eggs the chickens laid rather than from the chickens themselves.

It seemed to me like such a comedown for him. 

Don’t get me wrong: there is certainly nothing small or unworthy about being a chicken egg farmer. I don’t mean this that way. It is a great occupation and contributes greatly to American life by providing good food products.

Yet, I thought, for a guy like Tommy, where was the greatness in being a chicken egg farmer? He had been such a great man in so many ways.

The reason I say I learned something profound from this is not that it involved chicken farming. No. That’s not it. 

There's nothing wrong with chicken farming and I start every day eating eggs although these days I take the yolks out as often as not, and if that was what he wanted to do well it is honorable enough, good for the economy and a man can choose to do what he has a vision to do.

He built the nice little cottage. He and Aunt Doris moved in there. Their children all came for a visit. It was nice.

What struck me so profoundly was that suddenly, this great, vigorous man just up and died.

I think it was within a year's time of resigning his Foreign Service Officer position. 

What a thing. I mean, look at it.

He served humanity in a big way. In many small ways too, as an individual. I once heard he had donated 106 pints of blood to the Red Cross Blood Bank - another good thing that has been done away with for reasons of mediocrity - during his lifetime. 

Tens of thousands of war wounded and dying found themselves in good clean well-supplied hospitals because of him.

Colonel is Command Rank. Entitled to Military Honors under U.S. Army Regulations. Military Honors include The Riderless Horse which became famous during the funeral of Commander In Chief John F. Kennedy.

Tommy gave all those years of his life serving humanity, peace and our country, defending every good thing against every kind of whore.

Then what? What did he get? After not too many months: dead. Well, my God, where is the justice in that? I mean, there's something wrong with this picture. So I learned that thing.

We can not count on anything. All we do, all we are, all we achieve and accomplish, all, all, all can simply end, vanish, evaporate in the blink of an eye. Oooh. How big a lesson is that? Damn.

Yet there is a meaning, a worth, a value to it.

It is this. All you really have is you, yourself and the time you have right now. So live out your dream in action now, right now, while you can. Right now.

Goodbye Tommy. If there is a time no one anywhere else remembers you, I remember you here, forever, in my written words.

I remember you in these written words of The Story of My Life in which whether you knew it or not you played a great part. You were such a worthy man who lived a life that was important.

I remember you here forever.

I know I originally titled this Two Great Uncles. Actually, there is one more, that is three in all. 

My Uncle Rodney was the Historian for the U. S. Joint Chiefs of Staff during World War II.

I did not know Uncle Rodney well.

I am guessing Rodney was my mother's younger brother because he lived 10 or 20 years after Mom had passed away, into the 21st century I think.

I scarcely knew him.

Although I state clearly first of all that Iowans have a very wonderful character and are in fact fine friendly people, there is a streak of extreme judgmentalism there

The fact that I scarcely know Uncle Rod likely has to do a bit with the extremely harsh judgmentalism peculiarly a part of the culture of Iowans.

Remember, my mom eloped with my father. There was a major log in the eye of her family about that for as long as, well, still today 70 years later when the principals involved, actually, are all dead. That is a pretty stiff judgmentalism.

Two eminent films take the trouble to carefully make it a definite part of their movies set in Iowa. 

The Music Man which adds a spoonful of sugar to make the sour medicine go down in that it has some lyrics that add something like "but they would give you the shirt off their back to help you", and, The Bridges of Madison County, where, well, you'll never have quite the same warm feeling about a small town diner after you see this.

I also experienced this ugly aspect personally, directly, when at a family reunion there my Aunt Doris found it necessary to be uncouthly ungracious to Linda the Hon, grinding salt into perhaps not fully healed wounds by assuming ugly things without checking the facts and even upon clear and open explanation of the things she harpied about would not accept the truth.

I never attended another "family" "reunion" in Iowa. Actually, since Uncle Tommy was already dead - clearly a case where it could be truly said he was in a better place - there was nothing great at the one I did attend.

Uncle Rodney seemed to me to have the face shape of my mother's father unlike my mother who seems to have had more of her mother’s face shape. Mom always called him Rod. I thought of him as Uncle Rod.

One thing makes Uncle Rod peculiarly remarkable.

During World War II, when U. S. Army General George C. Marshall was Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, who would go on to be U. S. Secretary of State and is credited with The Marshall Plan to reconstruct Europe after the war, Uncle Rod was the official Historian of the Joint Chiefs of Staff for the U. S. Army.

In that job he had access to nearly every sort of official U. S. Government and other governmental and non-governmental type of authoritative record about Americans.

Uncle Rod had an interest in our family tree, which his position enabled him to learn about in unusual depth.

From Rod we learned such family figures from the American panoply include Bert Lahr, who played The Cowardly Lion in the film of L. Frank Baum's fine book The Wizard of Oz and the present day newsman Jim Lehrer who hosts and anchors The Newshour With Jim Lehrer on the Public Broadcasting Service television network. 

It seems Uncle Rodney explored with a Historian's professional expertise more than 600 members of my mother's family on various trunks, forks, limbs, branches, twigs and leaves of the family tree. There are family names like Young, Faulkner, Lee, Davidson, Black, Evans, Hemphill and getting down to my branches Stevenson. 

Robert Louis Stevenson, the great author, is among interesting far-flung relations in the Stevenson Family of Scotland.

Although rooted in Scotland (hence the spelling with a v instead of ph which is sometimes said to indicate a difference between the Scottish and the English family names) before coming to America as my father’s father did in 1900 from Glasgow with its great traditions of Education, Industry and Pluralistic Tolerance of Freedom of Thought, Religion and Conscience, not to mention that heavenly beverage old Single Malt Scotch, the Stevenson Family was not and is not what is known as a Clan in Scotland but are generally referred to as an independent Family. We do have a Stevenson tartan, which features a fair amount of green.

Robert Louis Stevenson’s book Kidnapped, although perhaps less famous than Treasure Island, is a work which I appreciate very much as a part of my cultural patrimony of an abiding interest in Liberty and Freedom as it shows an early recognition of the problem of Slavery crossing the Atlantic to what are referred to as The Carolinas.

Unusually enough, in Kidnapped Robert Louis Stevenson seems to refer to the enslavement of a white child rather than a slave from the African Slave Trade. 

Another interesting Stevenson antecedent is a woman whose son (not surnamed Stevenson as he had the surname of his father not his mother) started a security service a part of which later became The U. S. Secret Service. The U. S. Secret Service provides security protection for the President of the United States and I think also visiting Heads of Government and Heads of State and certain Diplomatic personages at least while they are on American soil for meetings with the President. 

My favorite is Bert Lahr due to the everlasting greatness he embodied as The Cowardly Lion in The Wizard of Oz and that is preserved forever through the magic of film.

J.C., T.C., and Rod.

Two great Uncles, plus one more.
Family Matters.
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