" What's Happening
To the Heroes?

By TOM TIEDE

INDIANAPOLIS, Ind. (NEA)—
A few months ago a Vielnam
veteran named Dwight Johnson
walked into a Detroit candy store
and tried to reb il of, very near-
1y, peanuis. He was shot in the
process and killed. The next
day’s news hit many Americans
hard, For Johnson was no or-
dinary crook; he was holder of
the mnation's highest ei-
tation for courage—the Medal of
Honor—and millions whe read of
his desperate end agonized over
how this valiant soldier could
have sunk so low.

The full answer, likely, Is im.
possibie to know,

But partial explanation should
be obvious. The Medal of Honor
is, after the shooting stops, only
a ribbon on a lapel. It does not
bestow sainthood; it is not a
passport to success; 1t is no
guarantee of privileges for its
wearer,

Nobody knows this better than
Medal winners themselves.
And some of the 3,365 official,
historic winners, in this war and
others, have found oul the hard

way.

Take Gary Wetzel as another
example. In some ways, except
the ultimate, he parallels the
Johnson tragedy., In fact, he
knew Johnson. The two fought
the war at the same time, did
their heroica only a few days
apart, and recejved their recog-
nitlons during the same ceremo-
ny, on Nov. 10, 1868, at the White
House.

Then they both went their sep-
arate, but equally sad, ways.

DWIGHT JOHNSON: He
. was no ordin.ary thief.

KEN STUMPF Ctm the
Medal of Honor be
degrading?

THE WINNERS.

'EXTRAORDINARY IN'WAR .

Wetzel, red-halred, sharp-
featured and 21, returned to his
hometown, Milwaukee, “with
my head In my rear end.” That
is, blinded by his own impor-
tance. He had, after all, com-
mitted one of the most spectacu-
larly courageous feais of the

. Vietnam war. As a helicopter
doot gunnier, shot from the sky,
missing an arm, wounded in
three other places and fighting
off unconsciousness, he single-
handedly fought off atlacking
enemy forces and then-helped
rescue (remember, his arm was
‘blasted away) his copter com-
mander, It was activily, as the
Army said, “above and beyond
the call of duty” and Gary Wet-
zel felt his nation should be
grateful,

But the nation, or at least that
part of it around Mllwaukee,
was not grateful enough for the
ex-serviceman. ‘the best job he
could get was a welder “at three
dollars-something an hour™ and
he felt such work beneath him.
He tried to get a hetter job
through the Veterans Adminis-
tration but objected when it
iried to steer him toward me-
chanies rather than seomething
more executive. In time, he was
complaining to newsmen that he
was being neglected. He became
the town's ‘“Medal of Honor Pou-
ter and Pontificator,” as one of
his friends says, “*he had an ego
bigger than all oytdoors.”

One night, in a bar, Weizel's
ego trespassed the bounds of
good sense, and, as it happened,
privacy. He got inlo an argu-

menf. A nasty one. The cops

GARY WETZEL: An ego

"me, it changed me for

were _summouned, but Wetzel
was undaunted by the blue.
Harsh words were exchanged,
some pushing and shoving, and
the nex{ day's news reporis had
it that a hysterical, one-armeq
Medal of Honor winner had tried
to hit a cop In the eye with a
prosthetic hook.

And s0 it was another name
was added to Emerson's
thought:
a bore at Jast." One of nine chil-
dren, a hushand, a father, Gary
Wetzel became a bore and an
embarrassmenl to his family
-and public,

Fortunately, though, Wetzel
&id ot wind up like Johnson, At
about the time Johnson died in
that Detroit robbery, Wetzal was
deciding he would not allow him-
self the same deterioration. In
his words: "I zot rid of the chip
on my shoulder.”

As for his past: “Somelimes I
wish I hadn’t won the Medal. It
can change you if you let it. L:Jl:e

e
worse, 1 thought the world owed
me 8 loving, I was a real ass, I
guess.”

Desplte Gary Wetzel's .admi-
rable introspection of the past
few months, 1t should be said
that his guilt was one of degree,
not originality. There have been
105 Medal of Honor winners in
Vietnam, 123 died there, and
three have expired back homa,
Of the 8 still alive, many, if not
mast, have flivted with self-im-
portance.

The flirtation is matural
enough according to Tom Kel-
ley, past president of the Medal
of Honor Seciety (310 members).

SAMMY DAVIS: Is he “a

“bigger than all ouldoors?” big man in West Salem?”

-WALTER MARM: He
receives hate mail,

- JIM FLEMING: Middle of
the road is a failure.

. BUT IN PEACE, ONLY MEN.
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“Every hero becomes-

The Medual of Honor—after the shooling stops, only o

ribbon on a lapel.

Kelley, of New York City, won
the Medal himself, in World War
II, and Eknows whereof he
speaks: “Well, you get such im-
medlate attentlon after winning
that it can be overwhelming.
Some people think 1t'l) last for-
ever, So a lot of them go through
the bit of the high and the
mighty. We've had a number of
fellows who get unfavorable
writeups In the papers. But what
they usually need is a few
breaks and when they gei themn
they siraighten oul. Almost all
Medal winners wind up as law-
abiding citizens.

One such dtizen is Samwmy .

Lee Davis, 22 years old, of West
Salem,. Ill. He was another sol-
dier in the war with Wetzel and
Johnson. And he was given his
Medal of Honor n the same
Nov. 16, 1968, ceremony.

Davls was cited for *'intrepidi-

. ty” while an artiilery gunner.

What he dld was 1o asslst three
men during e sklrmish in the
Vieinam deila region. The three
waro across a river, wounded,
cut off, with .the enemy head-
ing toward them; Davis, him-
self wounded, forded the water.
in withering fire,
them.

Now he llves less aggressively
in West Salem (pop. 1,
where the only conflict going
on is why the town is named
West Salem, when it's east of
the real Salem. Davis prefers
not to get Involved, choosing in-
stead to watch himself and his
wife get fat (he's %20 now, she's
pregnant), fshing thrice weekly
and racing motorcycles. “I gol
a 430-cc Homda in the yard. 1
use to own a half.-dezen or so.
But I'm not so hot about it as
1 was. I spend most of my thme
these days at demolition
derbies.”

If Sammy Davis ever flirted
wilh a feeling of seli-importance,
he does nat admit it, And in fact
would have been sourly diskllu-
sioned if he had. He's plain
folks In West Salem. He was
born not far from the feed siore,
He lives in a small rented house
where the living room opens on
the bed-room end the aivy win-
dows testlfy that this Is farm
country. Now and then some-
body asks him to make a
speech, which he does happily,

and saved problems connected with win-
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but there's litde fuss over the
home-town hero.

“I remember there was a
fuss when I first won (be
Medal, The owner of a local
factory called on me and said,
‘Dot worry about a thing,
we'll give you a job and take
care of you.” Su I went to work
with him. I've been there three
years now, I'm a sheet-metal
puncher, and I make $1.80 an
heur. Bo you see I'm not getting
rich or anylhing. And thal's
the way it should be, shouldn't
1t?- I don't see any reason why
the Medal should make me a
big man in West Salem.”

But while the winners strive to
avoid contwoversy, some will
not run from it, There are prob-
lems connected with the Medal
of Honor, and some admit it
Set. Ken Stumpl, as example,
complains his Medal ¢he won it
for biasting an enemy bunker)
iz in some ways very degrading.
1t wmakes you a target for eve
iealous freak sround. If T wal
nte a bar with 10 guys there,
and I -say hello to nine of them,
the one fellow I missed will sure
a3 hell get hot about it and start
something."”

And. too, there are special

ning the Medal in Vietnam.

Stumpf says he would rather

have won the honer in a war

ple supported. Another win-
ner, t Walter J, Marm, still
in se , 5ay3 he has received
hate ma:] 'from antiwar protest-
ers, And almost to p man the
heroes feel, as does Alr
Force Capt. James Fleming, it
18 regretiable the Nam is & no-
win war: “We should win full
military victory (or) get the hell
oul...the middle road has
pmven a fatlure,”

And if the complaints some-
times sound shrill (one winner
says the §100 a month given o
all recipients is "“chintzy™) it is
all quite normal. For the com.
plainers in this case are all
quite normal. Just men. Not
supermen. Just men. The things
they have done were superb and
unselfish. But they are mortal—
capable, as Dwight Johnson was,

hard error, or, as most ather,
of decency and routine,
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