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VETERANS CALL FOR ENGAGING VIETNAM
By Katie Brandenburg - Hearst Newspapers 
WASHINGTON — A group of Vietnam veterans led by retired four-star Gen. Barry McCaffrey on Friday urged continued interaction with the Vietnamese people and government after a trip there that included Peter Holt, owner of the San Antonio Spurs.

The group, organized by the Vietnam Veterans Memorial Fund, visited Vietnam for a week in January. They met with officials and with Vietnamese veterans who fought against American troops, dedicated a primary school, and discussed demining efforts in Quang Tri province.

“They’re at a turning point right now,” McCaffrey said. “Are they going to turn into the equivalent of a South Korea, an economic gigantic powerhouse. ... Can they move out of the remnants of their wartime thinking?

“The answer is not yet clear, but personally I came home saying I want to publicly be associated with this government, with these people.”

Vietnam is adapting to a free enterprise system, said Jan Scruggs, president and founder of the memorial fund.

“When I used to think of Vietnam, before I started going back there, I immediately thought of, you know, the bombs and shells,” he said. “But now when I go back to Vietnam, you know what I think about? Golf courses, pizza, beer.”

Sixty-five percent of the population is under 35, making the war a fading memory for many, McCaffrey said. But he said the country still has problems.

When Scruggs returned to Vietnam in 2000, he met a boy who’d moved mortar and artillery shells to his back yard to prevent other children from playing with them.

Scruggs started Project RENEW to fund efforts to clear such remnants, and last month the visitors announced a $1 million grant from the U.S.
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Retired Army Gen. Barry McCaffrey and veteran Peter Holt (right), owner of the San Antonio Spurs, chat during their visit to Ha Noi, Vietnam, in January. 
