Chapter 1: Lessons from Vietnam

Veterans

Chapter 1: Lessons from Vietnam Veterans. In the late 1970s, the author began their
work as a psychiatrist at the Boston Veterans Administration Clinic, encountering a
patient named Tom, a Vietham War veteran. Tom's story unfolded over the course of
his sessions, revealing a man deeply scarred by his experiences in Vietham. He had
joined the Marine Corps out of duty and idealism, rising quickly to the role of platoon
leader. After surviving a harrowing experience during the war, where he witnessed the
deaths and injuries of his platoon members, Tom returned to civilian life, hoping to
leave the past behind. However, his attempts to integrate back into society were
unsuccessful. His nights were plagued by flashbacks and nightmares, which were
triggered by the sounds and experiences that reminded him of Vietham. His behavior
became erratic, and he often found solace in alcohol or reckless motorcycle rides, as

he struggled to manage the overwhelming memories of war.

Tom's response to his trauma was not unique. As the author listened to Tom's story,
memories from his own childhood emerged, evoking reflections on how war and
trauma left marks on generations. The author had grown up in postwar Holland, where
the effects of wartime experiences had profoundly shaped their family. Like Tom, both
the author's father and uncle had been affected by the trauma they experienced
during war. The rage and emotional numbness that characterized their behaviors
mirrored Tom's struggles, revealing a pattern of unresolved trauma that spanned
generations. As the author learned more about Tom's condition, it became clear that
the psychological scars of war were not just about the memories of specific events but
were deeply rooted in the very fabric of one's identity. This realization would shape the

author’s understanding of trauma and its long-lasting effects.



While Tom was not the author’s first encounter with trauma, his case illustrated the
complexity of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). In medical school, the author had
been taught to approach trauma primarily as a psychological issue, but Tom'’s
experience revealed how trauma could physically alter a person’s ability to function.
The memories of war were so ingrained in Tom’s psyche that they dictated his actions,
rendering him unable to escape the trauma. The author’s early psychiatric training
focused on symptoms and diagnoses, often treating the surface issues without delving
into the root causes. However, Tom'’s case challenged this conventional approach and
led the author to reconsider the role of trauma in the mental health field. Over time,
the understanding of PTSD would evolve, becoming a focal point in trauma research,
and the author would continue to learn from veterans like Tom, as well as other

patients suffering from emotional and physical scars.

Through Tom's story, the author discovered the deep connection between trauma and
the body, an insight that would later contribute to their work in understanding PTSD.
This connection highlights how the body holds onto past pain and distress, often
manifesting in physical symptoms. The trauma that Tom experienced, like that of
many veterans and victims of abuse, was not confined to the mind but seeped into
every aspect of his being. As Tom sought ways to cope with his pain, he found it
difficult to express the emotions that he had buried, which led to increased isolation
and self-destructive behaviors. This is a common response to trauma, where
individuals disconnect from their emotions in order to survive the overwhelming
experiences. The challenge, therefore, was not just to address the psychological
symptoms but also to help these individuals reconnect with their emotions and rebuild
a sense of safety and control in their lives. In recent years, studies have shown that
trauma can affect the brain's neurochemical balance, particularly in areas related to
fear and memory. Understanding this has led to a more holistic approach in treating

PTSD, combining therapy, medication, and new trauma-informed care practices.

As PTSD awareness grew, it became clear that trauma impacts more than just soldiers
returning from war. The same patterns were seen in survivors of domestic violence,

childhood abuse, and other traumatic experiences. The traumatic effects of war,



abuse, and violence shape how individuals perceive the world, often causing them to
view every situation through the lens of past trauma. The development of PTSD is
linked to changes in brain activity, particularly in the amygdala, which processes
emotional responses to perceived threats. This insight has led to the understanding
that trauma rewires the brain’s response to danger, making it harder for individuals to
regulate their emotions and reactions. For many, recovery requires not just the
removal of symptoms but a complete reorganization of their perceptions and sense of
self. New therapies have emerged that focus on helping individuals process these
traumatic memories in.a way that allows them. to.regain control over their lives. The
road to healing from trauma is often long and complicated, but with the right support
and treatment, individuals can begin to reclaim their sense of self and move forward

from the past.



