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Annapolis, MD – Robert Timberg passed away recently here at age 76 in a local hospital.   He had been suffering from congestive heart failure.  He had come close to death 49 years earlier while serving as a young Marine officer in Vietnam, but had used the ensuing years to craft a highly successful career as a journalist and author.
I had the opportunity to meet Bob several times in recent years during our twice-a-year dinners of Washington area authors at a German food restaurant in northwest D.C.  Bob had suffered horrendous wounds during the Vietnam War, and, as a result, had endured over 30 surgeries attempting to restore much of the flesh which had been burned away by the explosion and fire of the military vehicle on which he was riding when it had hit a land mine just two weeks before he was due to complete his year-long tour in country.  Bob’s face had been essentially obliterated by third degree burns and the subsequent surgeries were only partially successful at restoring his handsome features.  While his disfigurement still caused some to look away when meeting him,  his mind still served as a powerful magnet to draw many to him.
I was not a close personal friend of Bob, but I always felt that his demeanor suggested an anger at the events that had so dramatically changed his life.  I did not see him smile often, although one of the photos in his obituary showed him smiling broadly in his later years.  He obviously knew that his appearance was “difficult” for some, and had endured years of stares and even – according to his obit – graphic and cruel comments, such as a nurse referring to him as “The Burn.”
Both of his marriages ended in divorce.  I am certain that the usual demons which afflicted so many returning Vietnam veterans were magnified in view of Bob’s disfiguring wounds.  Upon his return to the States, he had lapsed into heavy drinking and smoking and was often suicidal.  It is not surprising that marriage was a challenge for his wives.   (Obviously, I do not know what took place in his family life, but from my own military experience under far more benign circumstances, the challenges to a marriage were serious for returning vets….I cannot imagine the trials which Bob and his family faced).
What I do know is that somehow this “wounded warrior” reinvented himself as a journalist and writer.  Following studies at Stanford, he began working here in Annapolis as a journalist for The Evening Capital. He soon moved up the newspaper food chain to The Baltimore Sun.  By 1980 he was the White House correspondent for The Sun.  In this capacity he honed his reporting skills while interacting with many of the major political players during the Reagan administration.  His experiences helped him to write a highly successful book, The Nightingale’s Song, which chronicled the lives and roles of five prominent U.S. Naval Academy graduates during and after the Vietnam War.  The stories of each of the men profiled, Oliver North, James Webb, John McCain, John Poindexter, and Robert McFarlane provided an insight into the horrors of war (and the political machinations which doomed American success in Vietnam) but also the Iran Contra shenanigans of the Reagan administration.  If you have not read Nightingale, I strongly recommend it as a highly interesting recount of the unlikely interactions between these men, while also looking at the mindset which created the disaster of the Vietnam War and the almost Greek tragedy which befell these five, along with so many of that era.
My interactions with Timberg all took place in the later years of his life when he was obviously physically struggling.  He had become almost a living legend among his writing peers and was lionized as an icon due not only to his success, but for his numerous achievements throughout a long career littered with physical and emotional challenges.  His latest work, Blue-Eyed Boy, a memoir of his life, had been another critical success, and we had cheered him following its publication two years ago.  
War is a disrupter to people’s lives, not only for those in countries where conflict is raging, but also for those youngsters sent to foreign lands to fight.  Putting aside right or wrong, good or evil, war is a terrible option which must be a last resort….I hope that our leaders always have this in mind.  Maybe they should have a photo of Timberg’s disfigured face in their mind whenever they opt to commit armed forces to conflict.
I thought you might like to know.
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