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Qui Dong, South Vietnam 
15 February 1970 

 
Dear Mom and Dad:  
If you’re reading this letter, you know 
that I won’t be coming home. I can’t 
imagine what it must be like to get 
that worst of all possible notifications. 
But as I sit here trying to write this dif-
ficult letter, I am filled with love and 
gratitude, and I hope my words will 
somehow ease your pain. 
 
Things have been pretty crazy around 
here the last several weeks, and I did-
n’t write because I didn’t want to 
worry or upset you. But lately things 
have gotten a lot worse, and I believe 
there is a real possibility I won’t make 
it back. In that event, I have had this 
letter inserted into my personnel file 
with instructions that it be sent to you. 
So this may be the last chance to tell 
you some things I should have told 
you years ago. 
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 ▲ JOHN H. BROWN ▲ 
   EXCERPT From the Book

The Vietnam War was quite a divisive 
episode in American history. For Italian 
Americans like John H. Brown, whose fa-
ther’s Irish background seems to have had 
less impact on his son than his mother’s 
Italian side of the family, there was no 
question that he would march in his fa-
ther’s footsteps into the war of his genera-
tion. 

Brown recounts all this dramatically 
though a novel that often drifts into mem-
oir-like writing as the author shifts from 
first- to third-person nar-
ration. “Augie’s War” is a 
telling account of one 
man’s experience both in 
the old neighborhood, 
where he finds love and 
peace, and in a foreign 
country, where he learns 
that this is not the war 
his father and grandfa-
thers fought. 

Born in the working-
class town of Jeweltown, 
West Virginia, on the day 
the first atomic bomb 
was dropped to end 
World War II, Augustino 
Lee Cumpton is the first 
of his family to make it through college. 
Afterward, he gets drafted into the Army 
and soon finds himself in Vietnam. 

It’s in the Army that Augie confronts 
many of the issues that never made it into 
his small-town upbringing. “I was shocked 
and totally unprepared for the abject ha-
tred directed toward me and other white 
troopers by many of the black soldiers in 
my basic training company. It was incom-
prehensible to me that total strangers 
would hate me for no other reason than the 
color of my skin.” Racism is just one of the 
obstacles Augie faces as he moves away 
from home and into the world of 1960s 
America. 

At his farewell party, Augie gets some 
advice from his uncle, a World War II vet 
wounded in the Battle of the Bulge: “‘Lis-

Torn by war 
by Fred Gardaphe

ten to me, Augie,’” my uncle continued. 
“‘You may not have any wounds 

people can see, but war will leave its 
mark on you. Believe me. It’s good that 
you can’t understand this now. If you 
did, you might not go. Just keep your 
head down over there and watch out for 
yourself and the guys around you. And 
don’t worry about winning the war for 
your country. You win if you come back 
in one piece. That’s it.’”  

Alternating chapters take us from 
Augie’s childhood in 
West Virginia to his 
tour of duty in Viet-
nam. The juxtaposi-
tion of the peaceful 
home front and the 
wild battlegrounds 
creates a tension that 
carries through the 
entire novel. Because 
of his English degree 
and experience on the 
university’s newspa-
per, Augie gets a desk 
job as an Awards and 
Decorations writer. 

At first, much of 
what he recounts 

comes through stories of those soldiers 
who spend each day “in country” 
where the action is, from which many 
never return alive. As Augie learns 
about the realities of poor leadership 
and corruption in the command, he 
comes to question blind loyalty to the 
service. This leads him to break some 
rules that get him sent out into the 
“killing fields” from which he barely 
survives. When he does, it’s not until 
he returns to his family that he begins 
to heal. 

While not the most accomplished 
novel of the experience, “Augie’s War” 
is an important testament of one man’s 
attempts to make sense of the war he 
fought, and the family that helped him 
survive it all. 


