John Becker

HST 195 Vietnam Telecourse

Extra Credit Assignment


Hamburger Hill was written by John Carabatsos who served with the 1st Cavalry Division from 1968 to 1969 (Washington Post). Director John Irwin didn’t have as high a budget as some more famous hollywood directors (Oliver Stone, Randall Wallace, Francis Ford Coppola, etc.) Irwin does deliver on authenticity where other directors fail. Other films with higher budgets (Platoon, Appocalypse Now, We Were Soldiers) deliver a better immersion experience at the expense of some factual events. For an accurate portrayal of  a Vietnam experience, Hamburger Hill surpasses it’s high-profile rivals.


The film begins with scenes of wounded men being airlifted out of battle. After they clear the area, U.S. planes drop phosphorous bombs on the area. The next scenes open windows to the lives of the U.S. soldiers in that war. Men wrap the barrels of their M-16s with plastic or condems to keep water out. Trucks slush through the deep mud. The soldiers discuss warning signals and the audience learns that a green star cluster means a ground attack is coming. Prostitution is rampant and excepted. The new troops are given instructions on brushing their teeth. Perhaps most importantly portrayed are the racial prejudices where black soldiers had no chance of staying in headquarters. Instead they had to fight in the field even though some were scheduled to go home in a few days. All of these scenes helped to portray the harsh realities of the war.


When a base is attacked and the casualties begin to rise, the audience sees a graphic decapitation. This leads to Doc yelling that soldiers need to have identification on their boots for when this happens. Violence is something other Hollywood films have done well in the past. There are many references to ‘the new guys’ or ‘FNG’. Since this war had a constant change of troops, there was a constant problem with the new guys getting themselves or their platoon killed. 


One thing I learned from this film I had not realized was the disease and foot problems. No one had dry socks and that led to rot and various parasite infections. Additionally, I learned that soldiers shouldn’t carry half empty canteens as this makes too much noise. What hit home with me the most was the contrast in the letters from home to the soldiers. One girlfriend fully supported her boyfriend serving in Vietnam. Another one wrote to tell her boyfriend she wasn’t going to write anymore because her classmates told her it was immoral. One soldier said he keeps coming back to fight because at home ‘they love everybody but you’. U.S. soldiers fought under orders from the government and were hated by citizens of the United States.


I believe Hamburger Hill is fairly accurate in it’s portrayel of the battle at Hill 937. It introduces a lot of the daily grind that U.S. soldiers endured in Vietnam. It does not cover a Vietnamese soldiers life at all. From the graphic discussions of sexually transmitted diseases to the heart-breaking letters from home, Hamburger Hill succeeds in depicting a U.S. soldiers life during the Vietnam war. 


Other films such as Appocalypse Now, Platoon and We Were Soldiers give an epic view of the war. They had the money to recreate battles on a much grander scale than Hamburger Hill did. At some points in Hamburger Hill the audience gets the sense that the same scenes are being replayed to save a little money. Most notably when the F-4e Phantoms are dropping napalm. This happens several times throughout the film, but it seems to be the same two planes with the same explosions. This detracts slightly from immersing the audience into living the experience. 


Overall Hamburger Hill is a good film with the ability to bring a message to its viewers. Our soldiers fought in Vietnam in some of the harshest conditions of any war. They did their job as they were told. Hamburger Hill gives an accurate depiction of a soldiers life in Vietnam without sacrificing facts for the sake of filmmaking. Hamburger Hill has shown me more about the details of life in Vietnam, most notably about the interactions between soldiers.
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