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Greenville, ME - While spending a few weeks here in the northwest woods of Maine, I have been re-reading one of James Michener's earlier books, The Drifters.  Unlike many of his other long historical novels (Caravans, Chesapeake, Hawaii, to name just a few), The Drifters seems to be rather autobiographical.  It was published in 1971 and covers those early turbulent years of the Vietnam War in which so many young Americans became conflicted over a war which had never been declared, but in which so many were to die in the rice paddies of that foreign quagmire.  
Michener uses the first 284 pages of the novel to introduce 6 young people from various parts of the world who all end up in Torremolinos, Spain.  Each is running from something.  The first youngster we meet is Joe, a Californian who is attending college.  He has a draft deferment due to his studies, but soon becomes disillusioned with the war due to what he perceives to be the injustice of the draft and the violence brought to those who opposed the war and the draft.  Michener uses this chapter to outline what are apparently his own views about the draft as it existed in 1969.  I found that his thoughts were similar to mine, both then and now.
The draft was indeed terribly unjust and immoral.  It was designed to shield families of privilege and wealth (even moderate wealth) from being called to fight this "war" in Vietnam.  It was famously successful in this regard.  Anyone who could gain entrance to a university or college received a deferment for the period in which they were in school.  If you were married and had children or were expecting a child, you also were deferred.  Many young men actively sought partners with whom they could conceive a child, even if they had no interest in remaining married.  Others with financial resources could find a physician who could diagnose a draft deferred condition and who could direct that person to a sympathetic draft board to approve a medical deferral.  (Presidential candidate Donald Trump comes to mind).  Others could find a position teaching which also provided protection.  
The result was that the Vietnam "war" was fought almost exclusively by poor Americans and those without an education beyond high school.   Most of the 58,148 who died there were young enlisted men from the ghetto or from farmlands who had no viable options to avoid the draft.  Virtually the only Americans from privileged backgrounds who saw service in Vietnam were officers who had attended a military academy or one of the ROTC programs at a university.  Very few sons of the wealthy or the connected did any time as an enlisted man in this war.  And there was a definite racial component to this entire travesty.  Black youngsters died in disproportionate numbers in those rice paddies.
Little has changed today.  We no longer have a draft, but rather an "all-volunteer" force.  However, the socio-economic composition of our enlisted force has not changed, other than we now have women who are serving alongside the men.   I assure you that the background of these volunteers is exactly the same as during the Vietnam years, that is, low income with few other viable options, including a lot of young African-Americans.  Of course, there are those who voluntarily enlist due to patriotism and a genuine desire to serve our country.  Even with these proud members you will be hard pressed to find any member of Congress or any person employed in the higher echelons of the Executive branch or any corporate CEO whose family has a son or daughter serving as an enlisted member of todays military.  And yet it is these groups which send other's children off to fight, die, or be maimed on foreign soils for causes not entirely clear.  Obviously, it is far easier to promote a war if no one in your own family is doing the dying.
The terrible truth is that since the Korean War, we have made a conscious decision to farm out military service to the children of the less fortunate in our nation.   Our mercenaries are now our own fellow citizens - and certainly none of our own ilk.  Instead we adopt feel good phrases such as "support the troops."   I am willing to bet that we would be out of every one of the current Middle East adventures instantly if the President and members of Congress had their children fighting, and dying, there.
Obviously, as a nation, we must have armed forces to protect our interests, both at home and abroad.  The only just approach is to have a program of mandatory national service with absolutely no deferrals for any reason.  If a person is not in one of the armed services, then they must be doing some other form of service for at least one year longer than those in the army, navy, etc.  Once again, NO EXCEPTIONS.   Children of the rich and famous serve alongside daughters and sons of sharecroppers.   The odds of this happening are less than zero.  This is an unmistakable sign of a nation in decay.
I thought that you might like to know.
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