Recipe for a Soldier:  Conquering Hero or Cold-Blooded Killer?

What is a soldier?  What makes a good soldier?  Merriam-Webster’s dictionary defines a soldier as one who “engages in military service”, a “skilled warrior”, and a “militant leader or follower”.  The characteristics of a soldier vary in the different military branches but ultimately a soldier is loyal to his or her country, willing to fight and die.  In an article by B.R. Burg, the author states “The complete officer must be the complete man, they believed, and to measure up each had to possess an amalgam of qualities that included patriotism, courage, honor, loyalty, absolute honesty, and elevated standards of morality” (439).  The epitomes of a good soldier are characters such as Sergeant Elias (Platoon), Captain John Miller (Saving Private Ryan), and any number of the main characters from war novels such as With the Old Breed, The Bridges at Toko-Ri, and Black Hawk Down.  These good soldiers fight for their country and brotherhood.  Those that are the levelheaded father figures are praised while characters such as Sergeant Barnes (Platoon) are criticized for their aggressive and sometimes violent behavior.  Is this type of character much different than the “good soldier”?  When does this type of change come over a soldier?  The movie Platoon offers a good insight into the making of a man into a soldier during the Vietnam War.

 “Military service is one of out rites of manhood; it makes men men”(Ehrenreich).  

The war for Chris Taylor begins the same as it does for the characters in most war novels and films.  Taylor leaves college and enters the Vietnam War by his own choice.  Unlike many of the other soldiers he is with, he is the typical middle-class Caucasian.  As with many new soldiers he has an idealized picture of what war really is.  Their war education has come from John Wayne movies where the hero always gets his man.  They are eager to fight for their country and believe that the enemy is easy to spot among a crowd.  

These young soldiers are usually in their late teens and early twenties.  For the first few weeks or months they talk of their girlfriends and the going-ons back home.   The stories are all the same, “When I get home I am going to marry her and we will run our own business.”   Correspondence with the outside world is very important to each of the characters.  Hearing about their hometowns often gives the men a feeling that there is something worth fighting for.  An example of this type of correspondence comes from Corporal Michael Alan McAninch:

From the word we got last night we should be going back to Hill 10 in about a week. Sure will be good, but we know that whatever they say we're going to do can change in just a matter of hours. So we really don't count on anything. I've been thinking about so many things lately. There is a new order out that we serve 11 months and 20 days instead of 12 and 20 days. So that would get me out of Vietnam about the 2nd of February. And it would take about 2 weeks back in the States before I get my discharge. Then a civilian--WOW. School wouldn't start until September, so that would leave about 7 months before getting back to school. Joanie and I should have around $1700. We will need an apartment and a car. I'd like to get my old apartment back if possible. (So many good memories of '4623'--I've become very attached to it, and Joanie loves it.) . . . Dad, do you have any thoughts on what would be best concerning transportation for us? Also, Dick Smith (Sailboat Shop) said that I could have a job with him at the shop when I get back. I would love that, and the money would probably be more comparable to other jobs then, as he is building up pretty fast. In any case, it would be readily available to me, so that we wouldn't be spending our savings on such things as the apartment, food, etc. Joanie and I are both looking forward to tackling the problems encountered when just starting. (Letter Home from Vietnam)

In his letters, Corporal McAninch describes the sights of Vietnam.  He tells his family where he has been and where he is going but leaves out the details of the horrible things he had encountered.  He discusses more of what he hopes to do once he returns to the United States and counts down the days.  Only after his death did his finance` Joan find out what he had really been experiencing in the war.  Chris Taylor chooses to write letters home to his grandmother.  The letters to his grandmother become more and more brief until he eventually stops writing to her.  In Taylor’s case, the stopping of this correspondence reflects his reluctance to share or relive what he has been experiencing.  Even more important, this shows how difficult it is to explain what is happening to someone who has not shared the same experience.  

The young soldiers are told that they should not express emotion.  “In times of war, soldiers are forced to control emotions of fear, rage, and desire…Commanders often encourage aggressive “masculine” impulses” (Schott 23).  In With the Old Breed, Sledge and the other young marines are afraid and can only hope that the gunfire will subside.  Taylor encounters the same feelings when another soldier falls asleep during his watch.  He was frozen in place when a member of the Viet Cong walked up on his platoon. “A good soldier is one who is able to control anxiety”(Klein).  Later, another soldier is wounded; while he lies screaming Sgt. Barnes tells him to “Take the pain.  Take it” (Platoon).  “Military training equated rage with masculine identity in the performance of military duty” (Goodwin 15).  The “aggressive masculine responses” are evident when taking over a village or desecrating the corpses of the enemy.

Taylor tries to overcome his rookie status among the older or more experienced soldiers.  “Green troops or “Fucking new guys” with almost no experience in combat were thrown into their places.  These FNGs were essentially avoided by the unit at least until after a few months of experience; “short timers” did not want to get themselves killed by relying on inexperienced replacement”(Goodwin 9).  Since he is new/green and inexperienced in the art of combat, he is immediately outcast because a new guy can get one killed.  Inevitably a veteran or an “old breed” takes in the rookie.  It is important for the veteran to take the new guy under his wing to not only pass on his knowledge but to also have someone with whom he can connect.  The veteran turns into a father figure the rookie.  To teach and protect is almost a more feminine quality than a masculine one.  The environment and action that the men are placed in definitely overshadows this trait.  

Sgt. Elias and Sgt. Barnes are the two men who are fighting for “possession of [Taylor’s] soul" (Platoon).   The two men represent, not necessarily good and evil, but rational and irrational.  Elias is logical in thinking, Barnes tends to be more instinctual almost animalistic.  Elias is fighting the war, Barnes had become part of the war.  These two represent the fight in each soldier during Vietnam.  

Sgt. Elias is the soldier’s father figure.  Elias looks for the logical and tends to not be as instinctual as Barnes.  He looks out for the entire company and decides how they can work together as a team.  He possesses many of the qualities that are intended for an officer such as loyalty, honesty and morality.  Chris Taylor gravitates toward Elias after an incident in one of the villages they search through.  Elias offers insight and wisdom to Taylor.  Some of this wisdom comes in a drug-induced fog but it is valid none-the-less.  Elias began this war believing that the US would win the war, but 2 years later he has his doubts.  Even with these doubts he still does his duty.

Sgt Barnes appears to be the opposite of Elias.  He is impulsive and aggressive.  Unlike Elias, Barnes is a lifer.  He seems to get a satisfaction out of the intensity of war.  Even with his rough and insensitive façade, Barnes feels the frustrations of war.  

In one of the most poignant moments in the film, Barnes and several of the young soldiers go into a village where they suspect the Viet Cong.  Prior to their arrival they find one of their own brutally killed.  As they go through the village, the men act out revenge for what had been done.  Even Chris Taylor joins in this viciousness by harassing a handicapped man in one of the huts.  The scene escalates when another soldier beats the man’s head in and then Barnes shoots an unarmed woman who is upset because the unit has ransacked their village.  Taylor explains the incident,” The village, which had stood for maybe a thousand years, didn't know we were coming that day. If they had, they would've run. Barnes was the eye of our rage. And through him, our captain Ahab, we would set things right again. That day we loved him” (Platoon).  One of their own had been killed and the soldiers needed revenge.  However, they had become so corrupt with rage that they assaulted defenseless men and women.  “Such was the incredible cruelty that decent men could commit when reduced to a brutish existence in their fight for survival amid the violent death, terror, tension, fatigue, and filth that was the infantryman’s war” (Sledge 120).  Rage and fear overcome the bravest and strongest of men.  

Sgt. Barnes is much like Captain Ahab.  Both men are seeking revenge for some unimaginable force that has wronged them.  Barnes is fighting the Viet Cong, the dark enemy whom the audience rarely sees, for those who cannot fight for themselves (In most war novels and films the enemy is not nearly as important as those who are fighting the enemy).  Even the worst soldier with all his ferocity is still a soldier.  He was seeking revenge for the murdered soldier and perhaps all soldiers.  His rage and frustrations had overtaken him and he was blinded by rage.  

In this war, it was difficult to tell who was innocent and who was a threat.  At any 

moment the person walking toward you could kill you or save you.  “In World War II, the United States was clearly threatened by a uniformed and easily recognizable foe.  In Vietnam, it was quite the opposite.  It appeared that the whole country was hostile to American forces.  The enemy was rarely uniformed and American troops were often forced to kill women and children combatants” (Goodwin 9).  The relationship between Elias and Barnes is a showcase of this.  

Sgt. Elias had threatened to turn in Sgt. Barnes for shooting the unarmed Vietnamese woman.  A fight ensued and Barnes threatened to kill Elias.  Later the two units split up to cover more area and Elias is left alone.  Elias, who had defeated many Viet Cong single handedly, is dealt a fatal blow by not only the Viet Cong but also Sgt. Barnes.  Seeing Barnes, Elias smiles and then soon realizes that something is wrong.  Barnes shoots Elias and leaves him to die.  When the men are leaving the area by helicopter, Elias runs into the clearing with an army of Viet Cong behind him.  At this time, Taylor learns the true nature of Sgt. Barnes.  

How much different is Sgt. Barnes from Sgt. Elias?  Barnes is not evil or insane.  He has become a product of what he has experienced- kill or be killed.  A man who has seen so much death and destruction cannot be expected to become anything less than what Barnes had become.  He had a job to do and it was going to be done.  Any of the men could have easily become Barnes.  “Barnes has been shot seven times and he ain't dead, does that mean anything to you, huh? Barnes ain't meant to die! The only thing that can kill Barnes is Barnes” (Platoon).  The men had thought of Barnes as invincible; the enemy could not kill him.  The only thing that could kill Barnes might possibly his consciousness, guilt, or his own rage.  

The characters were physically and emotionally drained.  Taylor, who began the film afraid and unsure of his actions, becomes a leader in the final scenes of the movie.  He keeps his post until he is forced to retreat and finally makes a stand against Sgt. Barnes.  Barnes challenges Taylor who wants justice for Elias’ death.  In the following scene, we see the charred, battered Taylor sitting among the bodies of his platoon when another unit moves in.  He is holding a grenade in his hand and drops it when the group comes closer.  Completely exhausted he had almost taken his life after that hellish night.  The men with all their bravado are frightened and tired after staying awake for days, seeing their “brothers” die, and never knowing if their time is up.  “Somebody once wrote: "Hell is the impossibility of reason." That's what this place feels like. Hell.”  Taylor is now a soldier, perhaps one of the old breeds.

Taylor discovers by the end of the film that he has the characteristics of both men.  In order to be a soldier and follow orders one needs to think rationally and other times be instinctive or animalistic to cope with the reality of what is happening.  Taylor could have easily turned into either Elias or Barnes.  In the village he could have continued with his rage and fought the war without emotion much like Barnes.  Taylor had a chance to step back from what was happening and see that their actions were wrong at that time especially after Barnes killed the old woman and he had walked upon some soldiers preparing to rape a young girl.  “There are times since, I've felt like a child, born of those two fathers” (Platoon).  The two officers are the epitome of masculinity, Barnes being the more masculine of the two.

The complete recipe for a soldier (specifically Vietnam) is as follows:  One young man age 17-22 years old; Dump in the middle of a foreign country; Completely strip of everything that is familiar; Verbally abuse; Zero amount of sleep; Add two men fighting to control the young man; and Keep for 12 months of complete hell (minimum).  After these 12 months the young man should resemble someone like Sgt Elias or Sgt Barnes depending on if he becomes part of the war or just fights the war.
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