Chapter 5

PLAYING SOLDIERS 

[I sometimes think this is the best of my writings here.]


Our house when I was a little boy was ideal for being a little boy. We shared a driveway (to use a good old American phrase) with the family next door. The driveway was gravel. We had bought our house first, then six months or a year later our neighbors bought theirs. As it happened, just before we came to Washington (to use another good old American phrase) we had lived for some time in Lake Geneva, Wisconsin. As it turned out, our new neighbors who moved in next door also came from Wisconsin.

They had a little boy, Joey, a year younger than me. To use another good old American phrase, Joey and I became best friends. In the earliest 1960s, the time of the story events in my life related here, Joey was in Kindergarten or First Grade and I was in Second Grade.

As everyone knows, it’s funny how things happen in Washington, D.C.

By happenstance we had bought our house in 1955 from what was then termed a junior Congressman, that is a Member of the United States House of Representatives, named Melvin Laird. (As I was just three years old, I do not recall these details from that time myself, but heard them occasionally in family discussions as I grew older. Some recollections may not be 100% factually accurate.)

What had happened to bring us our new neighbors is like what the author of the best book I’ve seen on the 12 Disciples of Jesus Christ wrote about Andrew. The book is a wonderful collaboration between the Author and a Professional Photographer; it is titled The Chosen Twelve Plus One. 
Andrew, you may recall, is rumored to have made his way to Scotland following the dispersion of the followers of Jesus in the years after the crucifixion. The flag of Scotland, still today, portrays the X-shaped cross upon which it is said Andrew chose to be crucified rather than an upright cross. 
It is an enduring bit of Christian history that Peter asked not to be crucified in the same manner as his Lord and so was crucified upside down at his own insistence. Peter cited as his reason for this strange request, which would make his crucifixion even more terrible than it had to be, that he was not worthy to die the same way as his Lord and Master. 
Perhaps the best description of this strange incident I have read is in a marvelous book by the Swedish author Par Lagerkvist, titled Barabbas published by the Vintage House Book Division of Random House, which (almost uniquely among books I have read) contains a letter from Andre Gidè, has an Introduction by Lucien Maury, and was translated by Alan Blair. 
Andrew was the natural brother of Peter, who became a lead Disciple. Andrew may be expected to have been at the center of the events in the Disciples circles during the three years of Jesus’s ministry in Galilee. 
As many may not realize, it is almost only the final week of the mainly three years of Jesus’s adult life in Galilee recorded in the Gospels that took place in or around Jerusalem. It is during that week that at The Last Supper the sacrament of Communion is introduced. Communion has been practiced since then by hundreds of millions of people in virtually all parts of the world. 
That was also the week of the Passover and the Resurrection, the week I have heard referred to by some Christian writers as the high ground of the New Testament Gospels. That eventful week was when the destinies of the Jewish and the Gentile peoples of the world were inextricably woven into one unbreakable melded thread of shared history. 
That week is examined in closer detail in the spirit-oriented Gospel of John than in the other three somewhat longer-term historical formats used in the three Synoptic Gospels. There, again, in that crucible week Andrew was present. 
With such an intimate role at the heart of the inner circle of the inner circle one would expect to hear quite a lot reported about Andrew in the New Testament. For remember that Jesus’s Disciples did not number merely The Twelve. It is recorded in the New Testament that there were Seventy which he sent out two by two. This figure of seventy is given curious importance sometimes even in our modern world. 

In The City of Brotherly Love, Philadelphia, Pa., for instance, where The Junto, a secret group started by Benjamin Franklin over 200 years ago to influence events there has left a fine legacy, there is a civic group styling itself The Committee of Seventy which exercises great care for the welfare of the area. 
And, Andrew was Peter’s brother, so he was really close to all that happened.
Actually, Andrew is mentioned extremely rarely in the New Testament. Even the thief on the cross who was crucified next to Jesus may speak more words in the Gospels than does Andrew. Strange! 
One might wonder why? 
Yet Andrew is said by the author of the book I am referencing to be like yon pebble on the top of yonder high mountain where as single drops of rain or dew fall on it and each drop is turned to one side and not the other, and so combines with another drop, the two touch and adhere and start a barely noticeable trickle which rolls downhill and picks up strengthening trickles to form a stream and then a mighty river of great power surging unstoppable over every terrain down to the great sea. 
What was it this nearly anonymous Andrew did that was like that pebble? He told Peter, “We have found the Christ” and when Peter was bluntly skeptical of Andrew’s presumptuous sounding assertion he simply said “Come and see.” With those three simple words Andrew became the first in a line, nearly stretching away into infinity it is so long, of Christian evangelists and workers who simply tell others “Come and see”. 
So if you ask what did this Andrew do, after all?

Andrew brought Peter.

Like that was the effect on my life of the fact that Mel Laird was in the Congressional delegation from Wisconsin.
For an entrenched Member of Congress from Wisconsin had unexpectedly passed away in mid-term. His home district constituency - at a loss for how to replace him - decided that for the time being they would just send the church organ player from the heavily Polish local Catholic Church. They thought they could get a real politician in there at the next election.
So here came Clem, the seventh grade social studies teacher who played the organ on Sunday in Milwaukee, to Washington as the Freshman Congressman from Wisconsin. He became The Honorable Clement J. Zablocki, M.C. (D-Wis.) Guess what? He liked it. He stayed until he died during the middle of Ronald Reagan’s tenure. He was then Chairman of the 56 member House Committee On Foreign Affairs. As The Chairman of that Committee Clem had the responsibility for giving the official Social Reception to every Head of State or Government visiting Washington. More importantly, as the Constitution mandates all Bills must first Pass and all Money Bills must originate in The House of Representatives, he also controlled the creation of all implementing legislation for all aspects of America’s international relations. Yes, including funding. 
Sometimes it was a sort of, well, wonderful. Once he told me he had deleted Nerve Gas, only, from a bill authorizing the arms The United States of America would manufacture, stockpile and use in war because he received a newsletter deriding the use of nerve gas from a small group of nuns in Iowa who just called themselves Network. I wonder if that particular gentling touch has survived his death in American military lawmaking. But that is getting far ahead of the story.

Now, I may have some of these facts transposed from personality to personality, after all I was only three, but I understand that it was at the meeting of the Wisconsin Congressional Delegation to introduce the new Member around that Republican Mel Laird mentioned to Democrat Clem Zablocki in passing that he had just sold his house and seemed to recall that the next door neighbors were selling theirs.

So began a fascinating lifelong friendship, association and an interest in international relations which has controlled most of my adult professional life.

Whoa! All of this is interesting but as the Judges like to say to the lawyers “Will you connect all this up, Counsel?”

There was a small fall-off of ground, a couple of feet deep along one edge of our front yard. I still have a photograph, a glossy black and white snapshot, bearing the developing date of Jul (19)64 in the white margin photos used to have, of me hiking an American football to Joey which shows this fall-off feature in the background behind us. As the “Combat” TV program starring Vic Morrow was at the height of its popularity just then, it was not long before Joey and I were making good use of this geological shelving feature: it became our foxhole! We would run around the yard, sling ourselves into the foxhole for protection from the enemy’s bombarding, lay our rifles over the lip and shoot at an invisible enemy. We were playing soldiers.

The most fun we had playing soldiers was in the early 1960s.

Congressman Zablocki had played a decisive role in getting Hubert Humphrey out of the 1960 Democratic Presidential Primary race by stumping for what John Fitzgerald Kennedy, in a tide-turning speech to the (Protestant) Houston Ministerial Association, which is preserved on an LP record I listened to repeatedly during my college years, termed his Catholic “coreligionist”. 

Coreligionist is an elegant word.

No one in 1959 America had ever heard of it.

John Fitzgerald Kennedy found the soaring political talent to employ that elegant word as a device for breaking through and breaking down the them-us stereotyping which has plagued Catholic-Protestant relations all over the world. Smart, that Harvard guy. Smarter, say, than ohh . . . England and Ireland. 

Well, Clem Zablocki stumped the State of Wisconsin in Polish for JFK. He was eating Polish Sausage Sandwiches, drinking good Milwaukee beers and speaking in Polish at all kinds of Wisconsin Polish places, mostly Catholic churches. 

United States Senator Hubert Humphrey (D-Minn.) the other 1960 Democratic Presidential Primary Candidate then attended - but I don’t think was a Member of - my church, the Chevy Chase Methodist Church.

In those days it was not the “United” Methodist church and, in my humble opinion, still stood for something significant. The Methodist Church then served as a constructive thoughtful, intellectual spiritual home for, among others, great reformist leaders like Hubert Humphrey. 

When I was a child America still had a fair number of such men and women, like JFK and HHH. They’ve been beaten down pretty good the past few decades so there’s damn few left.

I recall sitting in a pew right behind Senator Humphrey. He was there alone. Millie’s mince pie recipe cards which he handed out at campaign bus stops notwithstanding, Hubert went to church alone that Sunday. While he sat so quietly with his head seemingly bowed in thought, I was silently swinging my legs and thinking about how his head looked from the back. Bald in the center. Well, as we all know JFK had great hair and the rest is history!

There is a story which I believe may appear in one of Theodore H. White’s great series of books, funded by the Carnegie or Ford Foundation, titled the Making of the President but which I could swear took place in our driveway after I spoke to Senator Humphrey at church. I said how nice it was to see a Senator. He was kindly to me about it. Yes, I said, a Senator is different from a Congressman who lives next door. At first he laughed sort of as if I was cute but not telling the truth. So I told him our house was next door to Congressman Zablocki’s house and his son Joey was my best friend, but they weren’t with us in church because they were Catholic and went to the Blessed Sacrament Roman Catholic Church down Connecticut Avenue a few minutes from our church.

I seem to remember after that that the Senator serioused-up and said he might just walk along with me to my house and talk to the Congressman a bit.

The conversation between the Senator and the Congressman which I seem to remember hearing then take place in our driveway also seems to have been repeated so many times as to make it unforgettable. The plaintive question was so well and earnestly put to Clem by Hubert. It was so Hubert, something like “Clem, how could you do this to me after we’ve worked together on so much neighboring states legislation which benefited both of our states?”

By the time Clem finished Polish speechifying the next door state to Minnesota, Hubert had lost the 1960 Wisconsin Democratic Presidential Primary Election to Clem’s coreligionist JFK. Hubert Humphrey threw in the towel.

Thus the 1960 Democratic Presidential Nomination was John F. Kennedy’s for the asking. After Senator Kennedy became President Kennedy Congressman Clement J. Zablocki, the church organ playing social studies teacher from Milwaukee, who I really don’t think needed to learn the word coreligionist to know that John Fitzgerald Kennedy was Catholic just like him, was always a figure of considerable power in Washington, D.C. 

In the earliest years of the 1960s as Camelot was finding its world all a stage, for instance, Clem headed up something they used to call “Factfinding” trips in Washington. Well, my mom just called them “junkets”. Clem headed up such a trip to Southeast Asia.

Being a guy who could always deliver the goods, votes or other kinds, Clem brought back some actual samples of the kinds of nefarious things the Russians and Chinese were supplying the regional commies over there. In those days they were all just called - by us - “commies”. He would lay these items on the table in Congressional Committee Hearings as proof of what the commies were really doing and people could see for themselves.

When he did not have Congressional commie Hearings scheduled, however, he usually just leaned some of those things up against the rear wall of his detached single car garage at home, where we shared the driveway.

It was on those marvelous summery days in Washington, when the Cherry Blossoms are all in bloom and blowing through the air like soft pink and white snowflurries. Then. Clem slipped the big black Chrysler four door sedan he had moved up to from the little white Dodge Dart to which he had graduated from the rusty old grey bullet-nosed Studebaker in which he had come to Washington from Milwaukee down onto the green of Rock Creek Parkway.

Rock Creek Parkway is so contrived as to wend, with very few stops along the way, through lush forested parkland from the Maryland suburbs of Chevy Chase, Bethesda and Silver Spring, where the Congressional Corps live, down to Capitol Hill, where they work. 

The parkway curls along the creek banks below the National Zoo, the number to which my girlfriend in later high school years would give other boys who wanted to call her for you know what! 

The parkway lounges magnificently under the so high graceful arches of the Military Road Bridge, near my uncle’s house, and drifts past the old mill at Broad Branch Road and under the Carter-Baron Amphitheater at Beach Drive where as a child I was to see the great entertainer Danny Kaye perform.

Danny Kaye actually conducted the enormous sprawling summer crowd, dividing it up into three sections, each of which made a funny sound following his armwaving commands. How did that go?
“Whoosh-whoosh, zoom-zoom, bang-bang, whoosh-whoosh, zoom-zoom, bang-bang, whoosh-whoosh, zoom-zoom, bang-bang.” So funny, so fun. Yes, Joe Dimaggio was great Simon and Garfunkle, but some part of us will always miss you too, Danny Kaye.

There too at The Carter-Baron I would watch the young, blind, whirling, dancing Stevie Wonder front act for Dionne Warwick at her peak when his Ma Cherie Amour was Number One and hear her incomparable husky voiced singing of those lilting light numbers like Walk On By.

That Parkway, the charmed Rock Creek Parkway I loved so to glide along on my Honda motorbike as a teen, in later decades would even pass alongside buildings with then unimaginable, unimaginably saddening and famous names. 

• Watergate, a condominium complex whatever that was of all things, owned by The Vatican (!!?!) in the heart of Washington, D.C. if you please. There political plumbers (and who thought up that name, for Pete’s sweet sake?) destroyed the Presidency of the totally untelegenic and unpopular Richard Nixon.
• Nixon, who as a great pragmatic pacifist would end the Vietnam War and as a visionary would open China. 
• The Richard Nixon Presidential Library and Scholar’s Research Facility now sits here in Yorba Linda, California.

It is interesting to recall that it was at his funeral where it was Henry Kissinger who said a word of admonition to those who had delighted in Nixon’s downfall. HK also quoted Scripture from King David, “Know you not that a great Prince has fallen. Taking him all in all for the man he was, I shall never meet his like again.” And, incredibly, even “Henry” had to wipe away a tear or two.

• The John Fitzgerald Kennedy Center For The Performing Arts, known to our nation and the world simply as the Kennedy Center. The death we so hate and never forget to remember.

Rock Creek Parkway rolls on and on with very few stops along the way - unless one counts Camelot and grace and beauty and history stops - until one arrives at The Capitol. Where Clem smoked his cigar.

Yes, it would be during those glorious days of innocence, surely, when all was right with
America that Joey and I would swing the old wooden garage doors open and take out the Russian or Chinese made Vietcong rifles that The Honorable Clement J. Zablocki, M.C. had brought back from Southeast Asia.

John F. Kennedy had appointed Robert McNamara, the President of the Ford Motor Company as his Secretary of Defense. Boy, McNamara really had the American know-how to get that war going over in Vietnam. Yet before his assassination, President Kennedy had decided to pull out of Vietnam while our losses were slight. Not long before he was killed he had even issued the initial orders to reduce our troop size commitments there. 

Secretary McNamara was said to be what Kennedy wanted in his Cabinet: “the best and the brightest”. I think David Halberstam has even written a book about the Kennedy years so titled.

I recall reading somewhere that President Kennedy was particularly pleased that Mr. McNamara would essentially serve without pay, as a public service. But they - the best and the brightest and the coreligionists - could not stop the Vietnam War.

In his non-political Christian book Fight Like A Man, (1995 Tyndale House Publishers, Inc.) author Gordon Dalbey quotes McNamara’s 1995 book titled In Retrospect: The Tragedy and Lessons of Vietnam “We could have and should have withdrawn in late 1963” at which time only seventy-eight Americans had died in Vietnam. Dalbey goes on to note that McNamara in his book blamed himself and President Johnson for a “series of blunders that led to tragedy.”

Mel Laird was a 180-degree different kind of man than McNamara. To me he appeared as the quintessential opposite of the East Coast Liberal Establishment. More a small businessman style as opposed to McNamara’s big business style.

It is ironic to me now, given this personal childhood knowledge of those real weapons, how it was that junior Congressman, from Wisconsin, on the Republican side (to use another good old American phrase created in Washington, D.C.), from whom my mom bought the house in which I spent my childhood, whom President Nixon called just “Mel Laird” who, when I was draft age and my and all American 18 year old boy-men’s birthdates were in a “draft lottery” where the winners whose birthdates were drawn would have a chance to kill and or die far from home, would run the Vietnam War.

That Mel Laird would be considering the meaning of commie guns brought back from Southeast Asia. Mel Laird, who I mainly remembered from my childhood as having “left us lots of free water in the pipes” of our new house would be considering Hearings Evidence about Vietnam and something called body counts and Daniel Ellsberg and all the rest of it. 

Mel Laird would preside over America’s warmaking might as Secretary of Defense under President Richard Nixon, the political arch-enemy of President John Fitzgerald Kennedy. 

It is so ironic that it was Nixon, powered on by his deeply pacifist upbringing as not a Catholic nor traditional Protestant but as a “Quaker”, a member of The Society of Friends and the coreligionist of no one anybody knew about, other than my uncle, and his early perceptive insight into the simple truth that China must be opened, who went on to end the Vietnam War JFK had so wanted and attempted to terminate but in the end could not. 

There has been a special issue of U.S. Postal Stamps this past year called Celebrate the Century as it was the last year of the 1900s. The collection contains a fine stamp showing a U.S Soldier with his head bowed and his right hand pressed up against the Vietnam War Veterans Memorial Wall, now always simply referred to as The Wall.

The U. S. Postal Service states the Wall is the design of Maya Lin , a young woman of Chinese surname, was dedicated November 13, 1982 and “displays the names of the more than 58,000 Americans who died in the Vietnam War or are listed as missing.” Following that information is the slogan of this official special postal stamp issue, Celebrate the Century.

America had weapons too. That used to make me feel good, that we could kill them before they killed something we thought they were going to kill.

Clever killing weapons with curious names like cluster-bombs. Chemical agents named after different colors of all things.

And what did they call that sticky jelly they put in some bombs that caught fire and burned, burned human flesh right off the bodies of human beings, like that famous photo of the running. crying little naked girl, in the Life or Look Magazine was it? That sticky incendiary, another clever word we did not hear much about anymore.

Not until a lonely little place in the desert of Texas outside a town with the comical name of Waco became the crematorium for almost a hundred men, women and children. Those people weren’t commies; at least we’re pretty sure the children were not. Their religion just seemed wacky

So the government - you remember, junior Congressmen helping each other find new homes in Washington, Millie’s mince pie recipe cards and JFK and LBJ and McNamara and all that - figured the best thing to do was to just shoot off some incendiary cartridges close to the old wooden house the people were inside. It was manufactured from by-products of oil I think it was. So there could be some moneymaking in it you know. Specially manufactured to be sticky so the human being - sorry, I mean the target, couldn’t shake it off and stop themselves from being burned alive. American know-how. In fact, our weapons may have been so good they may well have killed more Vietnamese people - mmm, let’s just say commies just for now - than the number of names displayed on The Wall. 

Governments playing soldiers, run by elites and junior Congressmen used those weapons, used all of those weapons on real human beings just like you and me and our loved ones.

On those wonderful summery days Joey’s father was down at The Capitol all day working. So when Joey and I were in the foxhole and we needed rifles we just used Clem’s. Bang Bang. Bang Bang. Bang Bang.

Playing soldiers.
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