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>> Announcer:  From the Library of Congress, in Washington, D.C.   

 

>> Max Cleland:  I found myself very much a part of them.  I did not know that there were so many 

people like me [laughs].  We weren't particularly a hard-core, West Point, killer warriors.  But we weren't 

particularly just academicians out for a stroll in the sun, either.  I think everybody had a sense of an 

obligation, a sense of duty.  We weren't fanatical.  But we felt like we had to take our place in the line.  I 

mean, now that basic, fundamental feeling, I think, is epitomized, I guess, in Stephen Ambrose story 

Citizen Soldier.  I mean, in American history, we really have -- each time we go to war -- have some 

commitment.  You have just basic Americans, who just feel that -- in their gut -- that they have a duty and 

obligation to take their place in the line, whatever that place is.  And that's really, I think, the strength of 

American defense.  We need the professionals.  We need the weapons systems.  But after six years on the 

Armed Services Committee, I -- my view is still the same as it was when I was a young lieutenant in 

Vietnam with those kids in the foxhole, you know.  Their just sheer willingness to do their thing and be -- 

take their place in line is the strength of America, the strength of our defense.  When we lose that, we've 

lost it.  And so, that was just a feeling in '64, '65, '66.  And the feeling that I had, if there was a war on, 

and I was a young lieutenant -- by now a First Lieutenant -- and I felt kind of guilty, drinking sherry and 

being an aide to a general and living the life of luxury on the New Jersey seaboard -- although it was great 

fun.  I think it was probably the best times of my life.  But I felt I needed to take my place in the line.  I 

mean, I couldn't get over that.  I couldn't get around it.  And I couldn't -- I mean, I didn't want to avoid the 

war of my generation.  I mean, yeah, I knew this was going to be big.  And as a history major, you know, 

these defining moments of American history come along every now and then.  And if you really want to 

learn about it, and you really hope to be part of America in the future, you'd better get in there and 

understand it, so you can be a good leader afterward.  So, that's part of my ethos -- my ethic.  I 

volunteered to Vietnam, to take my place in the line, to learn what I could learn about it, to do my part, 

and to keep my faith with my country and with my fellow --  
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