
Shadow Soldier 

Editor's Note: - I  met Donald Clay cm a visit to prism. As a writer 
a d  teacher oj m'ting, I accompanied a pyschoingist, bber t  
Mac-n, to encourage the p r i s m  he met with to wri te  their 
stories. What f o l ~ s  are excerptshin Donald Chy 's work. 

En July 1970, Lance Chrpnl Tbm was mortally w o m M  I was 
not a member of that pa id .  'hra had been my mentor; tmin~lg 
me in the nuances of the lead position as pint- In my 
experience, pointmen are either foolhardy and reckless or 
extremely coum@ms. It can be said that the life of a team is in h e  
hands of this individd. %m epitomized the qualities and skills 
necessary for the psition. T b d  ~ 0 1 1 s  were feats 
themselves. He had only a rudimentary @asp d English, but 
seldom, if evq did a k h  hunk of grinder meat receive the full 
breadth of exact inshuaions such as I received From T o m  In the 
bush, as well as in the compound, he would admonish and implore 
me to use my eyes, ears, and sense of me11 be detect the v n c e  of 
enemy booby-tmps and mqx. More irYlpcmd5: he was 
imtmmentdl in my learning to acknuwl* and act on my intuition . . 
as a means of re- potentid dangers, thereby minimizing 
the thr& to men and mision 

When I lmk at a cherished photugraph, I am reminded of just 
how young and full of motism we we. Death, dyin$ or 
permznent W i t y  were no mnoem; this sort of thing was what 
happened to other people. We did not know, or choose to accept, 
that we were d other people. 

In time, I was &yen the honor of leading my own tma of six 
"Grim Reaper" was our m m i k  WallnryS, thm& the compund 
onenight to roundup my team tn prepare forapatrol, I heard the 
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reveIry of marine6 taking a break from the s m s  of war. I 
approached the noisy hooch only to overhw a "Wt wait 
till T get back m the world. Whq: back home, we'd get dmnk atld go 
ni- busting for red fun.'' 

I entered the hooch The miry was replaced ky a deafening 
silence. Aa I m e d  the h w h  I saw that two of my guys were part 
of the crowd H ~ I T  1 am a black team leader in a battalion with no 
black officers and but one 'black staff NCO. What was it that Inrrt so 
h t e d y ?  I hew Although daily risking my life for American 
principles and South Vietnamese W o r n ,  I was to b reminded 
that despite m y  risk or patriotic conviction on rrry part, I would 
always be a m@er md lbnq an exceptiertal marhe, now dead, 
w d  atways be a spic. The incident would affect me in ways I 
wouldn't begin to fathom until years later: 

In addition to all else I ever felt in Vietnam, I also felt Iikc a 
selfco&ous 12-year-old with a loaded weapon Nonetheless, as 
Grim Reaper's leader; I had a respnsibility to protea and insure the 
safety of the team: Dietrick, Miller; Knuth, Hooker; Doc, and I Iughes. 
Grim R e a p  was a mflecti~n d personalities which 1eamed to 
function as st sifiBTerninded unit I am most p u d  of one 
achievement in Vietnam a b e  d others: Grim Reaper lost not one 
man 

I was reared in MhsMppi until a& 15. Our mnalE tawn was a 
sequetmd enciave, unde~eloped,  and racially genymandered 
Jonestown was a totally segrega#d seaion of Hollandale, 
bkksippi. The boundaries were r@d-pMcalls: soda& and 
psychologically Resides the railmad tracks, wr community was 
bordered by intaminable fields of m n  and soybean. I worked in 
the cotton fields at an early age. k i d =  the stifling heat and work, 
there were the ubiquitous s n k  Rattlesmh, copperheads, and 
water moccasins sure helped me develop t u m i d  instincts early 
Sometimes the fields would be so parched thgr hardened like 
cement. Each s~rng of the hoe sent reverberations thmu& my 
M y  like vibmiom thrmgh a lhming fork C o m 1 ~  whenever it 
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rained, the mud wodd l i d y  suck the bmts or worn 
sham From my feet I earned $3.00 for a 10-12 hour day 
My formative years in MMsippi were spent gem$ schd,  

phytng and learning abwt the dos and dodts in a se-ated 
society Schml was fm and my cxmiculurn work exemplary My 
parents stressed the imprtance of obtarning a quality e d d o n ;  
they were not disappointed I was a caurteous and attentive stdent, 
and actively involved in stdent government. 

When we were 10 or 12, my friends and 1 were playing a rowdy 
game of football on our major league field of c b m s .  Three white 
kdsappearedandjoinedinthe fun,Towadstheendofthegame,as 
we were reveling in the experience, our celebmion was interrupted 
by the rumbling sounds of a dilapidated. Ford pickup approaching 
Screechi@ to a dusty halt with its bmkes l d d ,  the vehicle 
disgorged its cargo. Befm the truck had come to a complete stop, 
the first man out yelled at the scrawrriest of our new playma.  

what ya'lE ddin pla'in wit d m  dar I@@,?* 
We's jest playing footbatl, mist@ the child m e r e d .  

The child was clearly shaken 
"Well ya'il ain't a pla'in no mo. Com'ma and we's &m 

see yo folks %out dis. Hef', he con-ed, now dh=ectiM 
his vehement d i d  at us, "Ya'lI nigga kys a bettin 
not never play wit t h a  har bcrys a'@-yay har me!" 

We diddt say a word I wonder why? Fear? Whatever; I have never 
forgotten the vile epithets and -on of that moment. Why do 
I believe that isolated incident beloq$ here? h a @  the marry 
influences in my life, that one llemains a poiwant reminder of a 
d 1-n I had to be -to, 
My parents dim& about the time of the footban m e .  Mom 

m d  to Michi* and we-my two Wrs and I-joined her nine 
months l a i e ~  Upon awival in Michigan, I experienced a sevete mse 
d culture shock Change is always difficult, especiaUy with the I- 
of childhood fiends Still, I w d t  p p a d  for the cha!le@e of 
attenhng a high school with a black enrollment of less than 10 
percent. Up to this time, I had spent my nine fruitful school years in 
the m t y  of a tatally black student M y .  
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Dow@c Union High Schml was an exceptional school, 
howeve? and I e n  excelled in my school work, gmdtlating with 
honors in 1968. Moreover; I was skillful enough in spurts to gamer 
the ateention of rimy Mid-American Conference colleges and 
universities. {One of my classmates, Chris Taylor; went on to e m  an 
Olympic b r o w  medal as a heavyweight wrestlet) 

In dire need of an identity check (having come of age in two 
disparate environments left me with a host d unanswered personal 
cbmckr questions), I volunteered for a four-year enlistment with 
the United States Matine Corps. The date of enlistment was 
kptember 19, 1969, a month shy of my 19th birthday It  is 
important to note that the decision to enlist was based solely on a 
meansofdefiningmyworth a n d c ~ ~ ~ i s t o s a y , t h e r e w a s  
no juvenile misconduct which precipitated the decision. 

I survived Marine Boot Camp! Oh my, the in*ties one f a d  
Another story for another day Suffice it to say, and this is worth 
repeating: I sumid  h o t  Camp. This quest to become a man 
wasn't pm@esi@ as well as I'd mticipatd I stjIl lacked 
selfaddence. After a few additional weeks of Advanced Combat 
Tt-aining, I v o I m t e d  for Reconnaissance School, Camp 
Pendelton, California This training was even more phys idy  and 
mentally ex ha us ti^@ So in fact, that 1 gave serious 
cornidemtion to with- from the service, Btlt, despite m y  
personal m a t i o n s  I may h e  been harh-hgatxlut my military 
abilities, I &we all I had 

Upon successful completion of Ream school, I had earned entq 
into an elite hkmity Later, while incountsy, 1 wodd attend 
another reoon ~h00l .  But beb~ tht, I h d  t7egun tfl fee1 and think 
like a Marine. It was a feeling of incomparable mental and physical 
readiness md to+es. 'In a word: INVINCIBLE. It was then when 
I first heard this philosophy. "Challenge your feat If you sense a 
threat, claw and incapacitate the t h a "  Without a doubt this mode 
of thought is M y  responsible fm the survival and call to duty of 
m e  and my men. It has also been the bane of my civilian existence. 

War by its very natme4esigned desuuctim-is a trawatic 
experience, even for the professiod participant 1 a n i d  in 
Vie- as a cocky red-white-and-blue 19-ycrold A year latm, I 
left as a disillusioned bundle of peroeptions: a psychological and 



d l h b i b t y  As1 lookback] cansee that there wereincEeedaset 
ofsituatiofl~ and cimmskmces which oontributed to my inglorious 
metamorphosis into a shadow soldier. 

As a pointman in Vietnam, I had gained considerable =pea and 
notoriety Grim Reaper was standug down for a w e l l d w e d  rest, 
so L S g t  F i i  a veteran of two prior toms, approached me with a 
proposition He asked if I w d d  walk pint for his upmi@ patrol. 
Idd ined  Asinsistent ashe waswera t lmdayper id , I  was 
equally .damant in re- On his way d m  to the LZ for 
insertion, Fink stopped bry my hooch: "Claymore, if anythhg 
happens to me I am coming back to haunt y d '  We laughed, I 
reasswed him that his patrol w d d  be, in the vmmadat of the r2ax 
a cakewalk 

Soldiers often experience prernoniti~m, most of which are only 
flights of fancy. h s  Lessan three hours after being inserted near a VC 
encEave hidden in the Qw Son Mountaim, Fink was felled ky a 
@e AK47 mmd. He had just deployed his team and was moving 
to cover when the sriiper struck 

I felt responsible for his death If d y  I had wallred pohb Fink 
would be alive. In my mind I heard the whispers: "Lky is a coward; 
Chy should £me helped out.n Like Ws c W r  in 311-Tale 
Hw' I th&t swely everyone was mmincecl of and aware of my 
gpdt Unlike the fictional man driven mad by shame and guilt, who 
at least sh.eamed auc I bore the visceral imprint of mardice. 
Doubt, particularly of on& competence, is devastating 

I snapped Where befom I had experimented with dm@, I now 
began to depend upon them for the modicum of solace 1 m l y  
0-d Professional cmtimmess w a s s u P P ~ b y  &~essness 
in the bush. If I could die in a fierce fm@f my crYurage, I felt, would 
be unquestiod 2 invited death. P wore a flesh tone Band-Aid on my 
forehead in marked contrast to the layered camm&& on my face 
and neck During hsghts I protected my men by placiryS myself in 
ex@ positions. I waote my mother: 
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Dear- 

-= YOU haven't written, I'd like to say-I still 
alive. 

Don 
ES. Only for the moment. 

D m  October 1970, we were operating in the Nam 
province, an enemyanmlled territory. I was w d h g  pint 20-25 
meters ahead of the tmrn S i  of reoent VC/NVA presence in the 
area were undeniable. In addition to the h k e n  twigs and 
dhmible sandal tracks on the trail, I felt the enemy's proximity I 
could smell a faint odor of Med rice. E moved back mvards the 
t a m  and &ve them imauctions to be extm vigilant Moreolvg E 
told them that w&d be in the %hit" tE7is particular morning. "Like 
real soon: I said 

Again I moved out ahead of my men. As 1 turned d m  the 
well-utilized trail, two VC im@Eats ap@ Thgf weren't ht 10 
feet in h n t  of me. The lead soldier was laughinff, obviously having 
just shared something with his companion. A l d  by the 
perplexed e-ion on his companion's face, the l e d  man huned 
in time to see a fleetmg ha& of me, then a muzzle flash that 
sigded the ejection of a 5.62mm m n d  The soldier's head 
-lode4 mering foliage and his friend with frq@mts of skull and 
pulverized brain. 

Never had I seen an e-on such as his prior to his abrupt 
demise, nor do I ever wish te see it again. It was a smile of gelid 
terror. Disbelief and achdedgment that life was over The other 
soldier was mortally wounded with the next volley. In Iess than a 
second-from s@t@ to fim-I had killed two men 

After weld w d  the area, we @ah set aut dong the Ml. 1 
m m e d  my position at point We wouldn't have to worry abut 
complacency Thirty minutes later, atterntempw to find the best 
fording mute a m  a stream, I wme under intern s d - m  fm 
from enemy t m p s  positioned among m b  a h e  our position. 
Apparently the VC had not Seen my m g  who bgan emerging 



h & e i r c o n d e d s p o t o n t h e W o f & e ~ . ' I Z l e V C W a  
stmtegic ad- as they were k h h d  boulders firing d m  P was 
in the middle of a rock&rewn stream without mt: I d d  hear the 
~ ~ ~ l d s w ~ ~ m y e a r s m d s p E a s h ~ t h e w a t e r s a r o u f i d m e  
Oneof the~traun&ImocMmefacedm~thestres tmThe 
r o d  had enwed my backpack and heen altered when it hit the C 
rations. My oonsequent wound was minor. W e  I drew the VC he, 
I shouted to my men to tatumte the area with fire. I, was able to 
movehornthestseam. 

Resuming the line of march, we set out once again. W d  traveled 
about 200 meters whm we decided t~ take n short breather: I 
moved ahead again, taking a position some 20 metem up the traiL I 
w a s e x h a u s t e d , h u t t h e ~ n e f l o w i n g ~ m y ~ y i f i f l l r e d  
a vigilant awareness. I noticed a barely pemeptible movement in the 
dense foliage off to my left flank. Peripheral vision enabled m e  to see 
a @we moving stealthily tmvards my psition As he inched c luq  I 
amally ~trieved my weapon which was propped against the tree. 

In a minidrama, the soldier me to tos a hand grenade. E swurg 
my weapon at the same hs ta~~t  and hd Once, twice, three, four 
times. My victim was unable to run or walk, sr> he began to claw his 
way through the tangled mderbrush. 

The grenade the wldier had tham explded-a violent 
hd-further &curbing the eerie quiet of the jangle. Hearing the 
@&re and muffled explmion, my team b & m  h@ in the u o n  
of the injured soldim I shouted above the =phony of musing and 
s d - a r m s  £i~  for my men to cease he. The air was choked with 
cordite. I entermi the Met-tom brush When 1 reached d m  to 
tum the mads small frame, the m detached itself from his 
Raggedy-Andy body I ~rnember yeK@ sw&& and weeping. I 
was 19-yeamold hying to be a marine, a man. The chid (he was 12 
or 15) at my feet was simply gone. 

In less thaa two hours, I had f@md in the deaths of five human 
bein& Can arryone my comprehend the c f h s  of the m e 5  the 
god-~~rnplex on a you* man with a license to kill? 
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Dennis Dietrick and I were moving through a VC base camp. Grim 
Reapes was part of a cumbhed operation b e i i  wed to harass and 
&Gate the VC from the regton. LoIly&@@ and inattentive I, the 
skillful pointman, felt the telltale tautness of a tripwire shking 
around my d e s .  AH if hsd h d  or sensed my stark dimtion 
telephidly, D.D. knew we wodd be Mybag matierid in a few 
seoondq We didn't have time to panic or sun. We slood tmwfked 
like two ducks struck on the head with a mk--dumbfounded. One 
second, two, three seconds . . . it. was a dud "It" was a US. 80mm 
mortar round lying prone 18 inches to my right. With a &believing 
shake of our heads, we gingerly exited the spot. Neither of us u d  
a sirylle word about what had just happened-nor did we we1: 

Fifteen minutes latw I walksd into a disheveled stmchm to 
imJ&@te its contents. h r i @  my search, I discmered nothing out 
of the ordinary. There were baskets filled w&h grain, d i d d  
clothes, and an empty storage chest of dimensions and 
questionable maftsmmhip. E waked across the  straw^ floor 
to check a large upnght vase when the floor caved in. I h d e d  on my 
face in a hugeopen cavern fded withgrainandotherstm-es. Di&cult 
though it was to see in the dim li& I couldn't help but notice a 
shadowy recess. Protruding h m  the earthen dugout was a barrel 
poinmg &redly at me, attached to a tripod My w e a v  was lying 
three feet in front of me. I now knew e&y what the lead VC 
soldier must have qmienced in the instant before I shot him. 

ThemachinegunwasurrmannedGventdayIamhauntedby 
that frozen morn- I often awake tenand, my heart poundiryi, 
my kidngrs throbbing like kIlm gone awry: The one oom1ation 
was the reahation that the unoccupied C S L V ~ ~  was a cache. 
AIC47's, SKS's, ammo More, and numerous other weapons w e  
recovered 

Though I never used drugs or alcclhoI in the bush, I did we the two 
when not on patrol to deal with my pervasive thoughts of death and 



consrant dafiger; 21 further desensitize myself, I i nmrpmtd  the 
resignation, that I would die in Vietnam My mind was invaded by 
morbid fb&t~ of hm. When I would Idel- and aften 
mangled bodies d VC/NVA mldiers, I w d d  wonder whether their 
h d i e s  h e w  abut or appr'eeiatsd the d c e s  these dead 
soldiers had made or the danger t h q  faced daily or the desttuctiorl 
t h e y m t  
Because I had rdgned myself to die in V i m ,  I was 

unprepared to rem to "the wm1dw-there had been no 
contingency plan fur aliveand-not-well. Still, I had more than two 
years remainurg an my enlistment. After a stmined leave with my 
family in Dowagiac, Michigaq I was asigned to Cherry hint, NC, a 
Marine Corps Air &&ion. 

At Cherry hint, the fmt m d  in my pamdity appeareCj, The 
rage, re- as it was, sudmd, and I began a cycle of 
mintmtional qsgresiion I was ill-prepad to handle. What 
happened? A fellow in a a.r nearly ran me down as I entered a 
mmwdk on base. The near collision di&t u p t  me-it was the 
drivds insolence md aloohess about almost hi* me. When I 
approached his vehicle, he sped may, shmerjng m e  with dust and 
grit, @$w 

For the next five d q s  I canvassed the base lmki~@ for the vehicle 
and driver. All my ream skills were employed in this hunt On the 
6fth day, 1 spotted the car outside she base PX complm I positioned 
myself next ta a vehicle one m behind his. An hour passed before 
the man em@ from the Dairy Queen. He &ed a milkshake, 
and a cigarette dmgd him his mouth. While he fumbled for his 
keys, 1 @t into a low stance and circled around to the pmmger side 
of the car: 1 had hoped to catch him unaware and enter through the 
$xsager d m .  

The d m  was s e a m :  I'd oornprombd the mision. Recognition 
was estabkhed, words were exchanged, and n litany of racial sIm 
directed at me. I &I vividly what trampid next- The man 
attempted to nick his cheny red cigarette into my face. ?b 
acoompl&h this he had to extend his hand outside the drivds side 
window. I I d  perfectly @ b w  his hand I pulled the m ' s  m 
thmq$ h e  narrow opening and h k e  it The only reason E didn't 
rip the appendage from the body was the instant recollection of that 
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horrific moment (the arms and fd cache) a m t  few months 
earlier in the jwaes  of Vietnam. 

My actions at Chew Point earned me a psychiatric 
evaluation-the first of four before 1 was given an Honorable 
Discharge under medical conditions. Specifid3: I was diagnosed 
and discharged as a "schizoid personalit$' My ra@ continued. The 
outward projections weren't as vicious as the incident at Chew 
Point, Enrt my mend disarray undermined my ability to function 
in a positive and consistent way Suffice it to say I became 
increasingly aggressive, mmbative, and withdrawn. 

Markink the beginning of an imprisonment (which continues as 
of this writing) was my i@ominiaus discharge from the Marines. 
This discharge oonfirmed my deepest fear that I was, indeed, a 
failure. The excerpt from my medical evaluation captures my 
despair: " . . 21-yeardd Marine is br& and articulate. Outward 
appearance cannot mask his profound sadness. On the ward this 
Marine remains withdrawn and depressed? 

My depression was authentic, I had been reduced in rank rank= 
in less than two months, from Sergeant to h o e  Gotpod. In 
addition, I'd been psychologically poked and prodded by doctors 
from Brunswick ME, Pornmouth NH, Bedford MA, and, now, the 
US Naval Hospital, Philadelphia PA. I had been experiencing 
severe hea$aches; rnoreweq the hghtening cl~irnerical visions 
kept me anxious and unnerved. Sleep eludeA' me, and when I did 
fall asleep I always saw S ~ L  Fink's face or the t ? d e s s  corpses of 
men brave enough to dare to be men. My erratic behavior was 
episodic; my ability to cope waning 

Ordinarily a desiped Matine attribute, my combative tenacity 
was now unacceptable, The cmwnmg insult was the assertion that 
my detrimental behavior was a "preexisting" condition. This 
diagnosis was approved Orr Mmh 23,1973, I left the C.rpa 

Civilian life provided no miraculou8 cures; in fa* my symptoms 
wc~rsmed, and I vacillated between p e r i d s  of extreme d ' a e n c e  
and an almost total moruseness. Fueling my debilitating neurosis 
was the sixth sense to intuit dange1: In the bush, this amity had 
saved lives; now a life was k i n g  consumed My intuition was a 
liability Tm much noise! Too rnw sign& to process! Like the 
person whn has only a hammer and treats everything they 



enmterasifitisanad,I treatedeverymcrvernentasathreat,real 
or hmgmed Famething was needed to jam the fii8nals. In addition 
to the dm@ and alcohol, I learned to use avoidance to my 
advan tag. 

R@rdless of tke negatives I have shared with you, the Marine 
Corps does build men, Which is to say I was not without some 
acceptable d a l l y  r e d e e m  qualities. In & as a direct d t  of 
lessons learned in the Corps about commiment and goal 
orientation, I came into contact with sensitive and inkbent 
females. 
h i @  the summer of 1973,1 met such a person. We had know 

each other as early as 1969; h m w q  at that time, the relationship 
was platonic. Even the best of my many relationships thmu&out 
this time was no better than mediocreOcre This one with Pamela was 
the best. In the be- m was a blissfully idyllic relatsorlship. 
We tsegularly axiak& made adult plans for the future (including 
the fenced yard and children). I cared deeply for Pamela then, just 
as I do tday I would be her sami ty l  was my thought I would never 
abandon her: Although my intentiom were @uine as we1 as 
chivalrous, the d t y  was, sadl~ far moved 

I d t  say with any certainty the moment wr friendship began to 
deteriorate. I became more withdrawn, v o i d ,  and sullen 
Compounding my problems was the specious belief that alcohol 
and drugs could ameliomte my depmon, d e w  attacks, @t, 
and deep deprivation. At times I would weep like a widmy other 
times found me in fits of uzlw-d rage. Nearing t)re end of our 
tumultuous relationship, Pamela had to be awakened from a 
horrible @tmm. When I mused her, she screamed louder. 
Fo11mvhg two weeks of constant badgeri@ she said sh&d dreamed I 
was her: Given my mwcurial nature-which mtened 
me on occasion-her fears were not h d e d  Wac I arl abusive 
mate? Yq since I sften intimidated her both verbally and 
p w d y  We did not part friend% This would be the heaviest 
monkey I'd ferry for 15 more y-. My deepest re@@ other than 
the anguish I s u b j d  P a l a  to, is not seekmg professional help at 
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her behest. Nso never s w  my Vietnam guilt with her. My time 
with Pamela was the only long-term relationship (six years) I've 
entered into. All the rest, Eke the jobs I've held, were short, 
r l e c s q  md doomed for failure. Not every asm of every 
relationship was bad. In between+ displays of mawhistic 
machismo, I was mmiderate, caring, jwral, magnanimous, and 
hardworlnng. Howevel; there was, no consistency, except the 
inevitable depression and humiliating, unprovoked fits of 
tearfulness and rage. 

Jobs: I've held many When I wasn't among the unemployed and 
homeless, 1 oomxiody limited my employment to low-sMed or 

jobs reguin'ng minimal contact and interaction with 
others. Case in point: cmpIayment as refuse wUe&q laborer (farm, 
xait-oad, foundry, mn&uctictior1), tavern sweep, ad naseum. At the 
fmt hint of W b l e  rn-ent mnsidemtiorl, I would abort 
empluyrnent. 

Criminal conduct had never been my way of life; my parents 
tm&t me respect for life, lm, and prupcrty. It wasn'r until 1984 tha~ 
I camc into contact with the justice system. My onagain-offagan 
&ty fur drugs earned me a eontrolled substance charge. I 
received probation. 

At the time I was & and offidally charged with 
semnddegree d q  I had been cumpletely and alwh01 Eree 
for more than six months, tho& my mental state was far h m  
being normal. I was still pl@d by the classic symptams of 
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. 7ho weeks before the confrontation 
that resulted in m d q  I'd wjhgly contacted a community mental 
health office in b r a  GO. I explained that I was afraid 1 couldn't 
contain my temper, M& days I couldn't leave my how.  1 was held 
captive hy a fear of self and &em. The d m r  prescribed T h o d e .  
The d e r  was filled and I took the 100% tablets four times daily as 
praaibed Now I was a lebr#c, hypx-vi@lant individual with 
recwring nightmares, @IS a fear of m d q  anxiety. It was 
impsible tu shake my feelings d doom and &sasta 

Throughout this time I was trying deqwmtely to to the 
success d a r e I a t i d p  I had been in for 13 months. It had seemed 
a pmmisie amangement My private inner war aside, in the 
presence of my companion and her fiveyearold daughtel; I enjoyed 



more pleasure and pam than 1 bad since being with Pame1a. These 
two people were dl E had. 1 wouldn't betray or allow any harm te 
Md them. R-bly someone would chaUenffe my resolve. The 
dometic dream of middle class predi&ty was dashed when m 
individd decided my and my girlfriend's interracial Iiw 
amgements were unacceptable. 

I had met Kurt twice before the July 8,1985 confrontation. The 
first time was at my baby-siner's apartment. He happened to be 
there when I stopped by to make arrangements for my girlfriend's 
child A couple of days later we ran into each other when I 
purchased a laie-mdel van: from another man, obviously a frimd of 
his. Kurt, at the end of the tmmaction, quite &ly o f f 4  to sell 
m e  a s-. His friend d s d  Kurt's contention that the was 
indeed K d s  own His a r  had heen totaled, I was told 

" O w  E said, 'd8ra, for the stem. Here's $90. Can 1 give you h e  
$10 later?'' I told Kurt I'd probably see him at the sittds home. H e  
agreed. 
%o days later I hear that Kurt was upset Among other thin@, 

he's been sharing his pM0sophy on the wretchedness of interracial 
relationships. The next m o m  I see &at nry van haq  been 
van- tires flattend and the new stereo gone. Even thou& 
onlymypmpertyWbeenvanddized,alltheyearsofmym 
rep- racial erunity sur fad  much sepresed anger! ?bo 
many urnsolved hues! My rage wasn't absut Kurt specifically I 
now think it was far more insidious and rangmg It was h t  
Vietnam and Mississippi, about T b m  and F i  about being a 
Marine and decorated vet, about b e i  W of mi- being tired 
of being sli&ted, be@ .tired d fee@ failed. It was a h t  it dl. 

That sixth sense which had served me so well in Vietnam 
in- my van's violation as a dangerous intrusion, a clear and 
definite thr& to my family's security. If, I reawn4 this pawn was 
brazen enough t~ commit his act of premeditated vandalism during 
the wee hours of the rnmning while I was present in the nearby 
house, what would this person entertain or & upon if my family 
were home alone, u m m s m  and unpmtedd This question I 
sought to answer later that night when I locaterj Kurt at his motel 
residence. Fmhhly, I obtained a weapon. The 32mliber automatic 
was in fact the k t  and only time I'd handled a firearm since my 
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militmy dkc?m&, 12 years earliet The consequences for so arming 
myself were predictably mtasbmphic 

I appmahed Kurt. When I asked him abwt my van a d  the theft, 
he p l e d  I$nmce. As I became more adamant, he admitted to 
the a* let 1- with n banage d racial dun then swung I blocked 
the blow and pulled my weapon fmm the p k e t  of my 
wirldbrake~: During our struggle, a single mund was inadvertently 
ck- Three weeks later, Kurt s u m b e d  m the head wound 

Within h m  after my d d y  souffle with Kurt, I would be 
apprehended and charged with h d e -  d t  The charge 
became murder with Kurt's de& On the day of my 
sentencing the W c t  Ammey pmnmced that I was a "time 
bomb7 

"YourHono< he mouned, d h s i r g t h e  murt., ' k e  helieve hk 
Uay's high incidences of combat during Vietnam b e  made him a 
waking time 'bomb'; therefore, we believe he should be remanded 
to the Department of Comeaim for 24 y m "  

For his service in Vietnam, Donald Clay was awarded the bl1owing 
medals for Yalort Bmnze Star, Bronze Srar w/goId s t q  and Navy 
Commendation Medal. H e  aEso was awarded the Purple Heart. During his 
inm.mmtion, Mr: Clay completed an Associate Degree. Donald Clay was 
released from prison during the spring of 1995, the twentieth annivemary 
of the Fall of W n .  He now lives in IlIimis. 
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