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Revolution, revelry and rags

Interest in war fades, but memories linger


Behind the locked door of 954 W. Carmen Ave., on the city's North Side, three Vietnam War veterans named Joe, Dave and Hieu sat in the middle of one more lost cause.

Until this spring the nondescript storefront in Uptown housed Chicago's Vietnam War Museum. But on Sunday, April 30--the 25th anniversary of the fall of Saigon--the lease runs out, and museum founder Joe Hertel has decided he can't afford another month. So he will drink a toast with other war veterans, such as Dave Grube and Hieu Luu--and then take down the big, camouflage-green sign over the door, officially ending the museum's 15-year run. 

"I feel the same as the day I lost my country," Luu said.

That the final day fell on April 30 was an eerie coincidence brought about by the normal rhythms of Chicago's leasing season. In fact, the little-known museum--a "walk-in scrapbook" dreamed up by Hertel and filled with all manner of odds and ends, including dolls, guns, store receipts, old beer bottles and rice from distant fields--has been closed to the public since March.

Once, Vietnamese residents of the neighborhood visited the museum and area businesses supported it. But interest in Hertel's project faded, and last week the only exhibit left intact was the three veterans telling war stories in the smoky dim light around a cluttered table. Remember the woman who gave the museum a little bottle of rice she brought over from Vietnam? She was afraid there would be nothing to eat when she reached the United States, Hertel said.

"Then first thing she sees is a Jewel."

Luu gasped and doubled over.

"Jewel," he said, and he laughed until the tears came.

A quarter century after the communists took Saigon, Uptown's Vietnamese community--with Hertel in the middle--is a microcosm of war and remembrance, peace and healing.

As Hertel can attest, there isn't much interest in the war anymore. Vietnamese residents here and in other Chicago neighborhoods--like those in many predominantly Vietnamese neighborhoods in California--are marking the 25th anniversary of Saigon's collapse with little fanfare.

Several Vietnamese groups in Chicago plan a joint lunchtime program Sunday at Furama Restaurant in Uptown, and American veterans are invited to join Vietnamese residents for a commemorative service, skit and panel discussion.

"It's not just a date," said Dr. Ho Tran, an organizer of the event who lost a son to dehydration on the boat ride to the United States. "It's like it happened yesterday."

But in an age of youth culture, short attention spans and televised wars, the memory of Vietnam is fading--even in areas of Uptown and other urban neighborhoods that the remote war helped shape.

"I've forgot everything about that," Kim Nguyen, 40, said of life and war in her native country. She recently sold her 6-year-old restaurant and karaoke bar in Uptown so she could open a snack shop. Hertel sold her the television from his museum for $300.

One evening last week, as lengthening shadows fell across the streets of Uptown, he walked the three blocks from his museum to the gutted, corner storefront that soon will house Kim's snack bar and sat on a stool talking to her daughters.

"What's April 30?" asked Hong Nguyen, a 19-year-old.

"It has something to do with the Vietnam War," another girl answered.

Hertel laughed.

The American is a big man with a thick shock of silver hair and a facile sense of humor, and he chats easily with Hong Nguyen and her mother. But the relationship between American veterans and Vietnamese residents is a sometimes delicate balance. There is the occasional unpleasantness--the drunken and belligerent vet threatening to walk out of a Vietnamese restaurant without paying for his soup and noodles, the random ethnic slur learned in a more hostile time and place.

"There is a certain amount of animosity," Grube says.

But mostly there is peaceful coexistence, and sometimes there is friendship.

"I just think it's important for all of us to stay connected," says Joe Fornelli, an American war veteran who sometimes attends the Saturday morning meetings of the Vietnamese Association of Illinois on North Broadway in Uptown.

Fornelli, executive vice president of the National Vietnam Veterans Art Museum, at 1801 S. Indiana Ave., said he knew of no plans to commemorate Sunday's anniversary.

"We had talked about it for a while. But I haven't heard anything from my friends in the Vietnamese community," he said. "It's not exactly the kind of anniversary to celebrate. Numbers died. The ones that didn't carry the history."

Cao Ninh, a 56-year-old Vietnamese war veteran who paints, sculpts and makes fish tanks at an Uptown studio near the roaring "L," thinks interest in the war is waning. In years past there have been vigils, parades and gatherings. "But it seems to me nothing's being done this year," he says. "It's just like they cut the line."

Chicago has about 5,000 Vietnamese residents, according to the 1990 U.S. census; the Vietnamese community estimates the number is closer to 10,000. The epicenter of that population is in Uptown. But the dynamics of the neighborhood are changing as the older generation gives way to the new.

"For the younger generation," Tran says, "they do not understand very well what happened. Because it is too hard for the older generation to talk to children on such a painful issue."

Many older Vietnamese residents still wake some nights half believing they will find themselves back in that other life.

"In my dream, I'm still living in Vietnam," Ninh says. "But in the dream I remember that I came to the United States. Usually I run away somewhere, in the rain--and it wakes me up.

"It's wonderful, the truth."

Van Nguyen, a 46-year-old Vietnamese war veteran who moved to the United States in 1980, was haunted by memories for the first 10 years of his new life. Now only the regret lingers. Last week, as Nguyen sat sipping a Heineken in the storefront shell that someday will become Kim's snack shop, he was keenly aware of the approach of the 25th anniversary of Saigon's fall.

"I feel I've been 25 years without a country," he said, "25 years without family."

In the fading light, Hertel left Nguyen and Kim and the others inside the empty storefront and trudged back to his museum.

Though small and somewhat amateurish, the Vietnam War Museum was a way home for the heartsick without even leaving Chicago. Admission was free, and, for a while, many Vietnamese residents visited, as did many American veterans and schoolchildren.

In this way the museum brought together Hertel and Grube and Luu, men who at first had no use for each other; hostility and wariness clouded the air between them when they met. Save for the war, they had little in common.

Luu, 51, was born in a town less than 10 miles from Saigon and joined South Vietnam's army in 1968. He saw a lot of combat during the war, married his kung fu instructor and came to the United States in 1981.

Three months later he and his wife separated over a family dispute, then divorced.

Grube, a native of Louisville, Ky., whose family moved to Chicago when he was 2, was a high school dropout who joined the Air Force at 18. His job was making deliveries--everything from beer to ammunition--to Army bases. He saw no combat, returned to Chicago, became a mechanic and fell in love all over again with his childhood sweetheart from the block where he grew up. They have been married for 20 years and own an automotive repair shop in Ravenswood.

Hertel, 54, was born on the Northwest Side of Chicago, delivered newspapers and worked at a dairy bar for 90 cents an hour, got drafted out of college and served as a courier in the war--"a gofer," he says. He fell in love with his wife, sight unseen, as they exchanged letters; she started writing him as part of a high school pen-pal project involving American soldiers in the war. They were married when he returned from the war.

Hertel started his museum in the basement of a now-defunct military-supply store on Irving Park Road. One night Grube wandered in and introduced himself. Hertel, shaggy and full of attitude, grunted. It was an inauspicious beginning to a wonderful friendship.

Not long after Hertel moved his museum into a storefront in Uptown, Luu came calling. He was curious. What was this place? He had heard that Hertel worked for the city--Hertel is an inspector for the city Health Department--and thought that the American might be a government agent.

For his part, Hertel assumed Luu held a grudge against American veterans for the way U.S. troops had run roughshod over his homeland.

Both men discovered they were wrong. Similarly, Luu helped Grube over the hostile preconceptions he harbored about Vietnamese people from having served in the war.

Luu, a cheerful man and a natty dresser, once offered to buy the building that houses the museum so that Hertel could keep it open. He was willing to sell an apartment building he owned to raise the money. But it didn't work out.

Hertel rents the building from a Vietnamese grocer who charges him only $500 a month--the same rate Hertel paid more than 10 years ago when he moved into the building. But with utilities and other expenses, Hertel's overhead is $1,000 a month and contributions from local business owners are down to $200.

"It's sad," Grube said. "I was talking to my wife last night and she said, 'What are you going to do now?'

"I said, 'I don't know. I don't know."'

Last week, as the end neared, the three veterans could not bring themselves to finish removing everything from the dim museum. They sat around a table with a bottle of apple schnapps and a pair of pliers in the center and drank Old Styles. They told war stories. They dreamed as they always do of opening a restaurant in Wisconsin.

"Wednesday night spaghetti night, Friday night fish sticks," Hertel said, lighting another cigarette.

Maybe this place was too true to its mission, too much like reliving it all--too painful for those who entered. That's what Hertel thinks sometimes.

He sifted through piles of memorabilia from the dismantled displays.

"Hey, Dave, look," Hertel said from across the room. He held up an old, stand-up microphone.

"Oh my God, where did you find that?" Grube said.

Hertel held the mike up in front of his mouth, looked across the room in the dusty gloaming and grinned.

Like friendship from the war, like something found amid unimaginable loss, he had stumbled on a prize in the rubble.

"Good evening, America," Hertel said.
 

