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“Hamburger Hill”/ “Hanoi Hilton”

Questions:  How accurately do you believe these movies depict a soldier’s life in Vietnam? How has the movie increased your understanding of this tragic historical experience?

This review is a mild comparison between two Vietnam War movies, “Hamburger Hill” and “Hanoi Hilton.” In comparison, one movie (Hamburger Hill) depicts the actual day-to-day life of a combat soldier, and the other movie (Hanoi Hilton), the raw emotional side of the “forgotten” soldiers (prisoners of war), off the “battlefield”, yet inside the battlefield of their own minds, dealing with the isolation, torture, and feelings of abandonment.

Both movies dealt with many issues such as, doubts about the war and their purpose for being there, the actual combat and its horror, their fears, loneliness and race prejudice.

The Third Squad, First Platoon (Hamburger Hill) had their “R&R”, but at the same time never losing sight of where they were and where they were headed, the Ashua Valley, Hill 937. Being rather displaced in a foreign county, foreign in many respects, the soldiers try to hang onto any reminders of “home”.  For instance, one of the characters “Beletsky” found a puppy to take him away from the harsh reality of war, if only for a few moments. The puppy emphasized the need for the soldier to experience a little “touch of home”, some companionship, depicting the softer side of the soldier. Another instance is when a soldier is reading a letter from home, a rare event, and the other soldiers are all tuned in. The soldier continues to read, but only to discover that it was a “Dear John” letter. Antiwar sentiments got to his “girl” persuading her not to communicate further with him. One of the other soldiers comes over to comfort him, as he was obviously in shock. Whatever hope that kept him going was now gone. The one thread linking him with home was broken!

Except during combat missions, just sitting around, cleaning out their shoes, or wringing out their socks, the soldiers segregated, blacks with blacks, and whites with whites. When tensions were high, which was often, references would be made as to the feelings of white superiority over blacks. The black man was here because he wasn’t educated. Why was the white man here? It seemed to always get worked out, and one of the soldiers complaining would be set in his place with the truth. Beletsky, white and educated, told one of the black soldiers that he enlisted; he wanted to do his duty.

The inequity of race in this country of course followed the men to Vietnam. A “short-timer”, McDaniel, was angry to find out where their mission was to be. Everyone knew about the Ashua Valley’s reputation, and that it was bad news. McDaniel thought maybe he could be transferred to Headquarters to a desk job to finish out his duty. “Doc” (the platoon’s black medic) comes back with a bit of reality by saying:  “they don’t take Niggers at headquarters!”

 One of the sayings that became almost commonplace after a particular traumatic incident was “It don’t mean nothing – not a thing, it don’t mean nothing, not a thing.” Doc was having a difficult time absorbing the fact that McDaniel, the “short timer” had been killed in a battle moments ago. One of the other black soldiers came over to him to try and shake him out of his rage, telling him “it don’t matter, not a thing, it don’t matter, not a thing.” A few of the soldiers started chanting those words, including Doc. The saying worked pretty well, and Doc was settled down for the next time. Soldiers could now add another “notch” of numbness to their psychological war belt.

In Hanoi Hilton, the soft compassionate side came out a bit more when a “war criminal” was returned to his cell after visiting “Room 18”, the torture chamber! The cellmate would nurture the beaten soldier back to life. Life was so precious; they had a lot of time to reflect upon it. The prisoners stuck together by using Morse code through the cell walls, enthusiasm for each other, motivational talks, and a continuous show of pride of self and country.

There was doubt as to the purpose of the war, especially noted in a scene from Hamburger Hill. The scene is “Sgt. Worchester explaining to the squad why he came back to fight again in the Ashua Valley. He tells of how people at home are marching against the war, and, of the beautiful girls that would throw dog excrement at him and other returning Vietnam vets. He also describes finding his wife and her new roommate, a hippy. “But that don’t matter either.”  While at a pub, he was talking with a man who had lost his son in the war. The man was drinking heavily because of anonymous phone callers telling him they were glad his son was killed in Vietnam. “That’s why I came back,” Worchester told them. The only place he felt he belonged and was accepted was Vietnam. 

Amongst the prisoners of war, there seemed to be less doubt about their purpose in the war. The prisoners in Hanoi Hilton weren’t so much questioning the war effort, but rather their seclusion and torture. Why wasn’t someone getting them out?

I think both movies illustrated the frustration and anger of being somewhere they didn’t understand or want to be, enduring unthinkable physical and emotional torture.

All of these men were proud to serve their country, and everyone, including the government, should have supported them a lot more. I think the Vietnam War was very tragic. We should have found a way to stay out of it. It really wasn’t our war. Our men, some were drafted, and some volunteered to fight a war our government said had to be fought; ultimately the soldiers had no choice. I am extremely proud of everyone who fought with honor in the Vietnam War; my deepest respect and admiration goes out to them all.

I think having viewed these two movies, Hamburger Hill and Hanoi Hilton has increased my understanding of this war by pointing out the inevitability of the Vietnam War, yet, at the same time, the tragic loss and senselessness of it.  Hanoi Hilton, made me more aware of how the enemy thinks, his position in the war, and, therefore, the attitude and angry bestowed upon the prisoners. I have always been aware of the brutality of war, growing up with a WWII veteran. However, these two movies have illustrated the intensity of the physical and emotional pain of the Vietnam War that it will haunt me for some time. 
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