
The Draft Notice - ( On the Rainy River -  part 1 )

In June of 1968, a month after graduating from Macalester College, I was drafted to fight a 
war I hated. I was twenty-one years old. Young, yes, and politically naive, but even so the 
American war in Vietnam seemed to me wrong. Certain blood was being shed for uncertain 
reasons. I saw no unity of purpose, no consensus on matters of philosophy or history or law. 
The very facts were shrouded in uncertainty: Was it a civil war? A war of national liberation or 
simple aggression? Who started it, and when, and why? What really happened to the USS 
Maddox on that dark night in the Gulf of Tonkin? Was Ho Chi Minh a Communist stooge, or a 
nationalist savior, or both, or neither? What about the Geneva Accords? What about SEATO 
and the Cold War? What about dominoes? America was divided on these. (...) The only 
certainty that summer was moral confusion. It was my view then, and still is, that you don't 
make war without knowing why. Knowledge, of course, is always imperfect, but it seemed to 
me that when a nation goes to war it must have reasonable confidence in the justice and 
imperative of its cause. You can't fix your mistakes. Once people are dead, you can't make 
them undead. 

In any case those were my convictions, and back in college I had taken a modest stand
against the war. Nothing radical, no hothead stuff, just ringing a few doorbells for Gene 
McCarthy, composing a few tedious, uninspired editorials for the campus newspaper (…) . I 
brought some energy to it, of course, but it was the energy that accompanies almost any 
abstract endeavor; I felt no personal danger; I felt no sense of an impending crisis in my life. 
(...)

The draft notice arrived on June 17, 1968. It was a humid afternoon, I remember, 
cloudy and very quiet, and I'd just come in from a round of golf. My mother and father were 
having lunch out in the kitchen. I remember opening up the letter, scanning the first few lines, 
feeling the blood go thick behind my eyes. I remember a sound in my head. It wasn't thinking, 
just a silent howl. A million things all at once—I was too good for this war. Too smart, too 
compassionate, too everything. It couldn't happen. I was above it. (…) I was no soldier. I 
hated Boy Scouts. I hated camping out. I hated dirt and tents and mosquitoes. The sight of 
blood made me queasy, and I couldn't tolerate authority, and I didn't know a rifle from a 
slingshot. (...)

 I remember the rage in my stomach. Later it burned down to a smoldering self-pity, 
then to numbness. At dinner that night my father asked what my plans were.
 "Nothing," I said. "Wait."
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