Ron Kovic

Ron Kovic wrote Born on the Fourth of July as a nonfiction®az-
count of his stint as a Marine in Vietnam and its painful qﬁer;nath.
The dedication of his book reads “For my country and its people,

happy birthday.” Physically disabled from. his wounds in combat,
Kovic was shipped back to the United States, where he waged an
emotionally debilitating war with the Veterans Administration. As
critic Stewart O’Nan understood, Kovics narrative showed his
“progression from an idealistic teenager to a scared and bitter patient
and finally to a committed political activist.” Born on the Fourth
of July was published in 1976; the director Oliver Stone made the
book into a popular movie in 1989. Here are the opening pages of
Kovic’s poignant memoir. . 4 .

FROM BORN ON THE FOURTH OF JULY

THE BUS TURNED OFF A SIDE STREET and onto the parkway, then
into Queens where the hospital was. For the first time on the whole
trip everyone was laughing and joking. He felt himself begin to wake
up out of the nightmare. This whole area was home .to him—the
streets, the parkway, he knew them like the back of his hand. The air
was fresh and cold and the bus rocked back and forth. “This bus
sucks!” yelled a kid. “Can’t you guys do any better than this? I want
my mother, I want my mother.” - ’

The pain twisted into his back, but he laughed with the rest of
them—the warriors, the wounded, entering the gates of St. Albans
Naval Hospital. The guard waved them in and the bus stopped. He
was the last of the men to be taken off the bus. They had to carry him
off. He got the impression that he was quite an oddity in his steel
frame, crammed inside it like a flattened pancake.

. They put him on the neuro ward. It was sterile and quiet. I'm
~ with the vegetables again, he thought. It took a long while to get hold
of a nurse. He told her that if they didn’t get the top of the frame off
his back he would start screaming. They took it off him and moved
him back downstairs to another ward. This was a ward for men -
with open wounds. They put him there because of his heel, which .
had been all smashed by the first bullet, the back of it blown com-
pletely out. . : 4 :

He was now.in Ward 1-C with fifty other men who had all been
recently wounded in the war—twenty-year-old blind men and am-
putees, men without intestines, men who limped, men who were in
wheelchairs, men in pain. He noticed they all had strange smiles on
their faces and he had one too, he thought. They were men who ha
played with death and cheated it at a very young age. :



“178 . End It! And End It Now!

He lay back in his bed and watched everything happen all around
him. He went to therapy every day and worked very hard lifting
weights. He had to build up the top of his body if he was ever going
to walk again. In Da Nang the doctors had told him to get used to the
idea that he would have to sit in a wheelchair for the rest of his life.
He had accepted it, but more and more he was dreaming and think-
ing about walking. He prayed every night after the visitors left. He
closed his eyes and dreamed of being on his feet again.

-Sometimes the American Legion group from his town came in
to see him, the men and their wives and their pretty daughters. They
would all surround him in his bed. It would seem to him that he was
always having to cheer them up more than they were cheering
him. They told him he was a hero and that all of Massapequa was
proud of him. One time the commander stood up and said they were
even thinking of naming a street after him. But the guy’s wife was

- embarrassed and made her husband shut up. She told him the com-

mander was kidding—he tended to get carried away after a couple of
beers. :

After he had been in the hospital a couple of weeks, a man ap-
peared one morning and handed him a large envelope. He waited un-
til the man had gone to open it up. Inside was a citation and a medal

- for Conspicuous Service to the State of New York. The citation was
signed by Governor Rockefeller. He stuck the envelope and all the

i . stuff in it under his pillow.

None of the men on the wards were civilian yet, so they had
reveille at six o’clock in the morning. All the wounded who could get
-on their feet were made to stand in front of their beds while a roll call
was taken. After roll call theéy all had to make their beds and do a gen-
eral clean-up of the entire ward—everything from scrubbing the
| floors to cleaning the windows. Even the amputees had to do it. No
- one ever bothered him, though. He usually slept through the whole
Later it would be time far medication, and afterward one of the
corpsmen would put him in a wheelchair and push him to the shower
room. The corpsman would leave him alone for about five minutes,
then pick his body up, putting him on a wooden bench, his legs dan-
gling, his toes barely touching the floor.. He would sit in the shower
like that every morning watching his legs become smaller and smaller,
until after 2 month the muscle tone had all but disappeared. With de-
spair and frustration he watched his once strong twenty-one-year-old
body become crippled and disfigured. He was just beginning to un-

derstand the nature of his wound. He knew now it was the worst he
could have received without dying or becoming a vegetable. '

More and more he thought about what a priest had said to him
in Da Nang: “Your fight is just beginning. Sometimes no one will
want to hear what you're going through. You are going to have to
learn to carry a great burden and most of your learning will be done
alone. Don't feel frightened when they leave you. I'm sure you will
comie through it all okay.”



