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FAMILY FALLOUT
War wounds will haunt us for years

By JIM SHIELDS

TOOLS 

FOUR years ago the cheerleaders for war with Iraq were egging us on with the claim that the Iraqis would shower us with chocolates and flowers when we marched into Baghdad. The "Whitman Sampler" result never materialized.

The claim was then made that we have to fight them in the streets of Baghdad, or we will fight them in the streets of America. In a grotesque twist of irony, this prediction is coming true because we are fighting in the streets of Baghdad.

I don't mean to say that we will see armies of Iraqi soldiers invading Galveston from landing craft in the Gulf of Mexico. What I am saying is that this war has terrorized and damaged our people and our national soul in ways never dreamed of by Osama bin Laden.

The recent stories about Walter Reed Army Hospital, and the Bob Woodruff expose of soldiers with traumatic brain injuries, make public the galling truth that our troops are not given adequate care after they are maimed and injured.

On top of that, there are the tragic stories of military families falling apart with one or both spouses on repeated, extended tours of duty in Iraq and extended tours of duty in Iraq and Afghanistan.

All of these products of war are creating a very predictable long-term problem. This problem will soon disappear from national attention, but the damage has been done and the long-term effects are likely to worsen.

Let me explain.

When I was a young captain in Vietnam, the Army was drafting a group of young men we called "McNamara's 100,000." In those days, all eligible males were either granted a deferment or were already in the service, so Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara had to lower Army standards to meet personnel requirements. That meant drafting people who could not read or write and had questionable records. Vietnam-era vets — read McNamara's 100,000 — now comprise a large segment of homeless vets.

In the war in Iraq, we are now recruiting convicted felons. Giving a weapon to a morally questionable soldier and sending him to a vicious combat zone has Abu Ghraib (or My Lai, for those of us who remember that atrocity) written all over it.

When these soldiers come home, we should not expect them to be mentally healthy individuals who will blend in with the work force.

Experts in the issue of child abuse will tell you that the experiences of these soldiers are very strong precursors of domestic violence and child abuse. Bob Woodruff has already revealed the Army's lies about the number of walking wounded, and I am certain the Army will never tell us about the carnage being inflicted on families, spouses and children.

I work in the world of child abuse, and I am just as certain that we will see an inordinate number of cases of abuse and domestic violence from our soldiers as I am sure that our government will continue to provide less than adequate services for these troops and their families it so shamelessly says it supports.

On Sept. 16, 2001, an op-ed I wrote about the events of 9/11 was published in Outlook. I was concerned that the anger and fear which we all felt would lead us down a path of violence:

"For sure, all perpetrators and accomplices must be brought to justice — but this justice must be measured wherever possible, must be nonviolent and consistent with the rules of law — not war. When we resort to revenge and succumb to the notion of 'equal violence' we are diminished. We have to reject the idea that somehow the victims of violence will feel better with a violent retribution. Healing can never occur via violence."

In March 2003 we went to war in Iraq and on April 6, 2003, I wrote another op-ed. I quoted a friend and Vietnam combat vet who said:

"War invites the demonic into a man in ways nearly impossible and certainly painful to describe. The evils of war are indeed legion. As a result, one loses many things — friends, moral sensibility, sleep, and freedom for intimacy, dignity and sanity. One learns war is not glorious, but wholly evil. Combat is horrible, noisy, confusing bloody carnage with a stench that stays in the nose and wounds that sear the soul for the rest of one's life."

I then wrote:

"The galling tragedy is that the men and women in uniform we are now encouraged to support will be dumped like three-day-old trash when they return home and encounter problems like homelessness or mental despair or become involved in the criminal justice system. Our leaders will continue to spend our money on more effective weapons to kill other human beings and when the people who use those weapons become damaged, they will be discarded like the used military hardware they operated."
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