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he Vietnam War has claimed its victims in various dread-

ful ways, but the death last week of Lewis B. Puller Jr.

seemed particularly haunting. Puller, the son of the most

decorated member of the Marine Corps in its ‘history,
served in Vietnam as a Marine combat leader. Both his legs'and
part of his hands were blown off when he stepped on a booby
trap. He lived, and he became an attorney at the Pentagon and a
respected veterans activist. Then,in 1992,he won a Pulitzer Prize
for his autobiography , F()rtunate Son. Yet his life had recently
come to seem barren. His marriage of 26 years was dissolving,
and he suffered a serious relapse in his battle against alcoholism.
desperate beyond consolation, he picked up a gun and extin-
guished a life that had given so m«ny others hope.

Suicide was hardly a toncern of Puller’s in'the summer of
1968. Back then he was t‘rying his hardest to stay alive. Booby
traps tormented him .qnd the other soldiers- deployed in the
coastal regxon near Danang known as the Riviera. The devices
were the spoor, primitive and deadly. of a mostly invisible ene-
my. Some were as simple-'as nails coated with excrement pushed
through the bottoms of discarded C-ration cans. But the booby
trap Puller stepped on, while in full flight from a squad of ad-
vancing North Vietnamese regulars, was made with a howitzer
shell. Puller described the moment in Fortunate Son: 1 thought
Thitially that the loss of my glasses in the explosion accounted for
my blurred vision, and I had no idea that the pink mist that en-
gulfed me had been caused by the vaporization of most of my
right and left- legs. ~

With his legs gone, Puller in an instant became half a man.

It seemed virtually certain that he would leave his pregnant wife
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