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Life

On March 19, a special
exhibition commemo-
rating an important

element of the US movement
against the American war in
Vieät Nam will open in Hoà Chí
Minh City. It is called
"Waging Peace: US Soldiers
and Veterans Who Opposed
America's War in Vieät Nam".
The exhibit will feature details
that have been "missing in
action" from public memory
about antiwar activities that
arose within the military itself.

A special section of the dis-
play will recall the voices
raised against the war by
American POWs held in Haø
Noäi. The exhibit will have
special meaning to me
because my father, Walter
Eugene Wilber's voice was
one of those.

On June 16, 1968, flying off
the aircraft carrier AMERICA
on his twenty-first mission
over North Vieät Nam, Dad
parachuted from the spent
hulk of his burning F-4J,
which had been hit by a mis-
sile. He landed on the bank of
a rice paddy in Ngheä An
Province. A week later, he
was in Haø Noäi, beginning his
56 months of internment, the
first 20 months living in soli-
tary confinement at Hoûa Loø
Prison. He was 38 years old.

My father was born in rural
Bradford County in north cen-
tral Pennsylvania. The son of
sharecroppers, he joined the
Navy in 1948 hoping he would
be trained to fly. In his early
twenties he made two deploy-
ments to Korea and continued
to fly and deploy over the
years. Always eager to do his
job, Dad was confident in the
Navy's system of accountability
for mission assignments and
target choices, the chain of com-
mand that rose to the civilian
leadership level of the President
as Commander-in-Chief. "I was
fighting for peace," he would
later remember.

However, in the mid 1960s
things began to change for
him.

By the time my father
deployed to Southeast Asia,
he was well aware of the
questions and criticisms
mounting among American
citizens and the calls to end
the war. He listened to the
critical words of Martin
Luther King, Jr, in 1967. In
succession, he saw Secretary

of Defense Robert McNamara
inexplicably depart his post,
and he watched his
Commander-in-Chief, Lyndon
Johnson, "quit".

Imprisoned in Haø Noäi, Dad
had time to listen to his con-
science. He thought through the
things that he knew and exam-
ined them word by word: pas-
sages from the Constitution, the
Declaration of Independence,
his King James Bible, and the
words of the commissioning
oath he took to
support and
defend the
Constitution of
the United
States. He want-
ed to make sure
he was fulfilling
the obligations
inherent in those
words.

The reli-
gious, conservative, right-
leaning, career military officer
that he was, Dad worked
through his own thoughts and
concluded that the war was
wrong: it was not declared
through international or
national protocols; it was
being directed and sustained
by a succession of executive
orders, not by legal declara-
tion of Congress.

To support and defend the
Constitution of the United
States as best he could from
his room in Haø Noäi, he decid-

ed to speak out. Through let-
ters, taped broadcasts, and
interviews, he called on
Congress to stop the war,
urged US citizens to voice
their opinions, and exhorted
all who might hear him to
work for peace. On my 15th
birthday in 1970, his taped
voice, broadcast over Radio
Haø Noäi, told me that I was
"old enough now to work for
peace".

On February 12, 1973, my

father left Haø Noäi with 115
other newly freed captives.
Four days later my family and
I greeted him at the
Philadelphia Naval Hospital.
Over the next few weeks and
months, the state of our fami-
ly would remain strong.
However, Dad's story had
challenged the "official story"
of the POW experience. While
other prisoners who had spo-
ken out against the war
accepted an "amnesty" when
they recanted before they
returned, Dad did not recant;

moreover, he announced pub-
licly that the statements he
made while in captivity were
voluntary.

That is when the real con-
troversy began. A fellow
returnee initiated formal
charges for collaboration with
the enemy against my father
and one other returnee. The
charges were later dropped,
although Dad was prepared for
the trial. He remained steadfast;
certain that we never should

have gone to Vieät Nam and
that speaking out against the
war had been the right thing to
do. He remained steadfast in
his personal values as well: reli-
gious, conservative, and always
believing in the higher princi-
ples that our country stood for.
At 85, Dad died three years ago
in Bradford County,
Pennsylvania.

Now 50 years from the
tumult of 1968 and 45 years
from the signing of the Paris
Peace Accords, we need to
remember the dominating

presence that the war in Vieät
Nam had over people's lives,
and the courage that it took to
speak out for peace. The "voic-
es of conscience" that came
out of Hoûa Loø Prison have a
special place in that story. The
Waging Peace exhibit in Hoà
Chí Minh City will help
restore those voices to our
memory of the war years.

Following the exhibit
opening, American and
Vietnamese veterans of the
war will gather at a meeting
to share experiences. I will
attend both events. Our next
generations need to know
the sacrifices that active
duty servicemen were will-
ing to make to help end the
war, as we seek to wage
peace today.  VNS

*Tom Wilber researches docu-
mentation regarding US prisoners
held in the Democratic Republic of
Vieät Nam from 1964 until 1973.
His career includes 20 years of
naval service. He has made dozens
of trips to Vieät Nam, locating
sites and conducting interviews.
Wilber is a visiting lecturer at
Haø Noäi University in the under-
graduate course on American
Foreign Policy. He assists Hoûa
Loø Prison Museum with exhibits
on POWs, and he has facilitated
the return of memorabilia from
former prisoners to Hoûa Loø's
permanent collection for use in
future displays.

Now at peace: Planting rice in Thanh Chöông District, Ngheä An Province, on the 45th anniversary of the
Peace Accords, January 27, 2018, at the location where Walter Eugene Wilber entered Vieät Nam in 1968.
Photo courtesy of Tom Wilber 

Walter Eugene Wilber, who spent 56 months as an American prisoner of war in Hoa Lo Prison,
was among American soldiers who believed the war they were fighting in Southeast Asia was

wrong. On March 19, a special exhibition called ‘Waging Peace: US Soldiers and Veterans Who
Opposed America's War in Vieät Nam’ will open in Hoà Chí Minh City to tell the story of their

anti-war activism. Thomas Eugene Wilber* writes.

Antiwar POW, son wage peace in Vieät Nam

“Dad did not recant; moreover, he announced
publicly that the statements he made while in cap-
tivity were voluntary. That is when the real contro-

versy began.”

Determination
He remained steadfast;

certain that we never

should have gone to Vieät

Nam and that speaking out

against the war had been

the right thing to do.
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Travel

by Florence Panoussian

Despite his small
stature, 10-year-old
Juan David Camacho

has big dreams: pacing
through Colombia's jungle
with binoculars in tow, he
aims to spot all the bird
species his country offers.

It's a mighty goal:
Colombia boasts the greatest
number of bird types on the
planet - 1,920, or 19 per cent
of those on the planet - a
veritable paradise for bird-
ers.

"We leave very early
with our cameras, binocu-
lars and tripods and we
watch the birds until around
noon, in silence," says the
young boy - continuing to
scan the area to make sure
he doesn't miss a rare speci-
men perched on a branch in
the forests near Cali.

Since his father first took
him birdwatching three
years ago, his love of
searching for feathered
friends has come to rival
even his passion for football,
a favored pastime in
Colombia.

Once a month he jour-
neys through the tropical
forests surrounding Cali, the
country's third largest city
with some 2.5 million resi-
dents.

Nestled in the heart of
the southwest's massive
green expanse, the Valle del
Cauca, and the Andes
Mountains, the area counts
562 species of birds, "much
more than anywhere in
Europe", according to expert
Carlos Wagner.

War zones 
Camacho has already seen
491, capturing 200 of them
in photos, the boy said.

In February he delivered
a lecture - Three Years of
Passion for Birds - at the
International Bird Festival,
which brings some 15,000
people to Cali.

Too short to reach the
lectern on the stage, he
grabbed the microphone to
discuss the expeditions he
has made with his parents, a
computer scientist and a
lawyer.

Huge swaths of
Colombia's territory remain
to be explored: for decades
they have been deemed too
dangerous to travel because
of the country's drawn-out
armed conflict.

An ongoing peace
process with former FARC
guerillas has birders like
Wagner hoping access will
someday be improved.

The 40-year-old expert,
who heads the bird festival
in Cali, says the variety of

ecosystems in the area -
ranging from mountainous
to tropical - allowed a great
diversity of species to
evolve.

Wagner grew up in the
surrounding countryside
near the San Antonio forest,

site of the first large-scale
ornithological expedition in
the area, which New York's
Natural History Museum
carried out in 1910.

Bird tourism 
Threatened by deforestation,

this 900-hectare Eden was
ranked as an "Area of
Importance for Bird
Conservation" in 2004 by
BirdLife, a major British
non-profit.

But because Colombia
did not legally recognize the
designation, there was no
guarantee it would be
respected, said Wagner.

Along with other birders
and ecologists, he is work-
ing to sensitize residents in
the area of the importance
of preservation, no small
feat.

"We are great romantics,
but farmers have needs:
they cut down trees to culti-
vate," he said.

And though Colombia is
a bird kingdom, observation
tourism is poorly devel-
oped.

The government, howev-
er, is growing aware of the
potential source of income:
in the future the tourism

ministry projects nearly
15,000 observers might
descend on the Latin
American country per year
to birdwatch, bringing in $9
million.

Most birders traveling to
Colombia currently origi-
nate from the United States,
Canada, Argentina and the
United Kingdom.

In the San Antonio forest,
a dozen places and guides
already welcome observers,
at a rate of 15,000 to 20,000
pesos (approximately five to
6.50 dollars) per visit.

Olga Gomez, who raises
rabbits, has transformed her
small one-hectare farm into
a bird paradise, complete
with flowers to seduce
winged visitors.

"We've seen up to 25
species, including 18 hum-
mingbirds," said the 66-
year-old woman with a
smile. She says 1,000 visitors
per year come to her La
Conchita finca, or rural hol-
iday estate.

‘Magic!’ 
Further up on the mountain, at
the Alejandria finca, clouds of
hummingbirds in a dizzying
spectrum of colours flutter
among red saucers of sweet
water, while others feast on
bananas placed strategically on
bamboo platforms.

A French family from
Amiens, north of Paris, mar-
vels at the spectacle: "In our
northern plains, trees have dis-
appeared because of intensive
farming," says Marc Bulcourt,
62, a retired nurse.

"We see fewer and fewer
birds, but here it's magic!"

A multicoloured tanager,
one of Colombia's 79 native
bird species, zips over.

"Any observer wants to see
it at least once before dying!"
says Wagner, pointing to the
teensy turquoise, yellow and
anise-coloured bird.

Spotting a rare condor is
young Camacho's current
quest - the iconic bird of the
Andes is dwindling in num-
bers, making it hard to sight.

Once he has traversed all of
Colombia, the boy wants to
expand his birding universe to
other countries, he says -
adding that he aspires, of
course, one day to become an
ornithologist. AFP

In Colombia, birders find a version of Eden

Bird paradise: Colombian birdwatcher Juan David Camacho, 10, aims to see all the birds his country has to
offer. AFP Photo 

In flight: A Flame-rumped tanager (Ramphocelus flammigerus) in
Colombia's Cloud Forest of San Antonio, in the rural area of Cali. AFP
Photo 

Bring binoculars: A Green Honeycreeper (Chlorophanes spiza) in Colombia, home to the greatest diversity
of birds in the world. AFP Photo 

Batty for birds
We leave very early with

our cameras, binoculars

and tripods and we watch

the birds until around

noon, in silence.


