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Bygone Battles
American Legion, Once Civic and Social Power, Is Slowly Fading Away
-
It Fails to Recruit Young Vets Of Vietnam, Tries to Shed Aura of Hawkishness & Age
-
Fish Fry in Crooksville, Ohio


By P. F. KLUGE
Staff Reporter of THE WALL STREET JOURNAL

LOS ANGELES-It is dark and quiet in the bar of Teddy's Rough Riders American Legion Post 516. Three aging drinkers murmur reminiscences of wars past, but there is no one in the "peek and ponder" card room, the patio, the run·down meeting rooms. The property is for sale.

"I've got my hand on the pulse of things, and we're going down, down, down," says Benton Adams, 68. "The old members are dying off and the young ones aren't interested. We talk until we're blue in the face, but they're still not interested. Half a dozen guys keep this post going, and they're mostly from World War I, like me." (Mr. Adams, who concealed his true age to get into the Navy, is one of the youngest veterans of World War I.)

Across the U.S.A. it is much the same. The American Legion, once a powerful organization with clout ranging from Pennsylvania Avenue to Main Street.,once a hub around which revolved so much of community social and civic life is slowly ebbing in importance. Visits to many posts reveal the same pattern: The men who fought at Chateau·Thierry and Tarawa are fading away, and they aren't being replaced by veterans of a war whose best·known engagement may turn out to be My Lai.

For the Record, Optimism

The Legion is trying to react, trying to preserve itself. Rock music plays in Legion halls that once knew nothing more avant garde than the polka. Legion officials personally visit the battlefield, trying to spur interest among veterans·to-be, while at home Legionnaires armed with computer printouts supplied by the Veterans Administration buttonhole the newly discharged. The Legion is muffling its hawkishness, its conservatism, and is considering liberalizing its membership standards.

Legion officials still express optimism, at least for the record. "As long as we have wars, there will be organizations like the Legion," declares national commander Alfred P. Chamie, who claims that 325,000 Vietnam· era vets have already joined. On the face of it, the Legion appears to be growing a bit, not shrinking. At the end of 1970 its membership stood at just under 2.7 million. a net gain of about 150,000 from the low of 1964.

In 1946, the high for Legion membership, more than 3.3 million men were enrolled, however. And observers say that in several ways the feeble upturn in membership in the past couple of years is more a sign of trouble than of revival.

The Legion generally has a sizable net gain in membership after a war; the important thing, critics say, is that it has gained so little from the current one. As of June 1970 Vietnam·era vets (those members of the armed services discharged sometime during the conflict) numbered 4.2 million. As for the Legion's claim of 325,000 new recruits, a Washington source estimates that all but 25,000 to 50,000 of these are career soldiers who in many instances began their service in World War II or Korea and just happened to end it during the Vietnam war. They hardly represent an infusion of young blood, he says.

"We Have Nothing in Common"

In any case, numbers don't begin to convey the fact that the members the Legion does claim show less and less interest in its affairs, and that the organization's attempts to recruit the draftees and young regulars who it must have to survive are failing consistently. A large part of the failure is due to the nature of the war itself.

Indifferent when they aren't bitter, many young veterans find little glory in having fought in Vietnam, and less pride on coming home. "I'm not ashamed of being a veteran and none of the vets I know are ashamed of it," says Craig Venter, now a college student in San Diego, "but it's just absurd to think that this is another great American war and that we will be upholding some great tradition by passing out little flags. The Vietnam guys don't sit around talking about the great battles we were in." A young veteran in Los Angeles says: "I want to forget. I don't want to be reminded of it."

An age gap contributes to the Vietnam veterans' lack of,interest. A former Green Beret, now an ad salesman, says: "I wouldn't know what to talk about to those people who fought in World War II. Vietnam isn't their war, and for all I know some of them probably think we shouldn't have been in it. We just wouldn't have anything in common."

Puzzled and Disappointed

There are some Legion posts that seem to have overcome the barriers in attracting Vietnam vets. The Halker·Flege Post in Reading, Ohio, a suburb of Cincinnati, has signed up scores of Viet vets, boasts many father-son combinations among its members and offers a crowded calendar of social activities and civic projects. Thomas Fowler Post 169 in Wichita Falls, Texas, tries to· make, returning soldiers feel that their Legion post appreciates and admires what they have done. The post drapes a vet's home with bunting, flies a flag in his yard and gives him a one-year free membership. The result: of 169's 700 members, about 150 are Vietnam veterans.

But these are exceptions. In post after post, town after town, the Legion is kept barely breathing by handfuls, of old men meeting in halls that once held hundreds. They are puzzled and disappointed that they cannot interest the young men.

Teddy's Rough Riders in Los Angeles, which had 1,104 members after World War II, now has 237-just three of them Vietnam vets. Across town Hollywood Post 43, which once listed Clark Gable, Adolphe Menjou and Ronald Reagan as members, has only five Viet vets out of a membership of 743, itself less than half the strength of 1950. "We oldsters wave
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the flag still, and wear the uniform," says member George Long. "These Vietnam vets don't go for that. For every one that comes back gung-ho, there are nine who couldn't care less."

The Carson-Williams Post in Tulsa, Okla., has less than 80 Vietnam vets out of 2,500 enrolled, and post service officer Joe Herman says only two or three are active. "There isn't the same patriotic feeling about Vietnam," he says.

The Legion suffered a net loss of about 50 posts last year, bringing the total to 16,200, compared with a peak of 17,500 in the late '40s. And some surviving units are "paper posts," organizations that have declined to the point where they have lost their physical plants and meet-when they meet-at other posts or at regional Legion facilities.

"Not Their Thlng"

While conceding that it is growing weaker in the cities, Legion officials maintain that the organization remains strong and healthy in the small-town heartland of America. If so, a visitor cannot discern it readily.

In Centerburg, Ohio, a tiny farming community northeast of Columbus, Charles Andrews Post 46 straggles along with a membership of 53, down from its 1950 peak of 80. Post commander Bob Carpenter, who lives in a small apartment above the storefront post on Main Street, pauses in policing up the remnants of the Friday night bingo game and getting ready for Saturday's beer and euchre.

"We've had difficulty with the Vietnam vets," he says. "We didn't have much to offer them. Now we've got bingo twice a month, and we're 'planning fish fries and bean suppers. And we're going to put up the pictures of Vietnam vets, along with those snapshots over there of our World War I and II members, whether they belong to the post or not. Maybe that will help."

Help is needed. Charles Andrews Post managed to recruit only three Viet vets. "They see the Legion as our generation's thing. not theirs," says Mrs. William Stoupher of the women's auxiliary. In Mount Vernon, Ohio, an industrial town of 18,000, Dan C. Stone Post 136 traditionally drapes black crepe over its charter when a member dies. The crepe has been hung 30 times in the past two years, and membership has been nearly halved from its post-World War II level: Just four present members are Vietnam veterans.

Free Drinks Fall as a Lure

In post after post, attempts to lure the young meet with failure. Phoenix Post 1 has made strenuous efforts. It sponsored a basketball team and laid out $100 for uniforms and $120 to join the league, hoping this would attract Viet vets. "They did come and got to play basketball," says post adjutant Dick Gallagher, "but then they dropped out of the Legion. We never even got the uniforms back." Right now about 100 of the 2,200 members are Vietnam·era vets. How many are active? "To be honest, none of them," says Mr. Gallagher.

Thunderbird Post, near Phoenix, has even elected Vietnam vets who aren't members to official positions in the post, hoping this will attract them. It hasn't. "They didn't even bother to come to meetings," says an official. "We went on the radio with messages, we sent out literature, we passed out tickets for free drinks at the Legion bar, but they don't seem to care."

In Crooksville, Ohio, a Legionnaire remembers with chagrin his first effort to recruit Viet vets-a "Vietnam night" with a fish fry and beer. About 25 men were contacted. One showed up.

Beyond the generation gap and the controversial nature of the Vietnam war lie other reasons for the Legion's decline. For one thing, it is being pressed hard by the second·largest veterans' organization, the Veterans of Foreign Wars. The VFW has recruited more Viet vets than the Legion, and its total strength, 1.8 million now, is approaching the Legion's despite the stiffer membership qualifications of the VFW. (To belong, a veteran must actually have served in the theater of war; a Legionnaire need only have served, even if it be stateside, during a period of hostility.)

VFW vs. the Legion

Besides this built·in elitism, the VFW differs from the Legion in its political leanings though far from liberal, its top leadership is more in step with the Democratic Party while the Legion is more oriented to conservative Republicanism. And the VFW thinks of itself as an organization of the rank-and-file rather than noncoms and officers. "The Legion," says one young veteran, "Is run by lifers for lifers."

The VFW also claims it is more in tune with the thinking of the'Vietnam veteran. "The Vietnam man is going to be our salvation." says Cooper T. Holt, VFW executive director. "It won't be many years before we pass the Legion. All of us are learning how to wear our hair long now."

There also is an indefinable but strong sensation among many veterans and among the Legion's critics that the organization simply is an anachronism, an echo from a past left far behind. There are many signs that It has lost much of Its vigor.

In 1931, When the Legion had far fewer members than it does even today, its national convention in New York was marked by a 17-hour parade cheered by 2.5 million people. When the Legion convened last year in Portland, Ore., it went almost unnoticed-except for a thousand or so antiwar counter-marchers who burned flags and shouted obscenities at the aging Legionnaires.

The meeting of many a Legion post are little more than hollow formalities now, and the concerns of the Legion ofter seem to be the concerns that marked the McCarthy era. Take Post 131 in Santa Ana, an indelibly right-wing nook of Orange County. "'If this post doesn't come alive pretty soon, I don't think it can last much longer," says Andrew Callanan who is the posts Americanism and counter-subversive chairman.

Post 131 still claims 1,000 members, but no more than a couple of dozen attend meetings now, rattling around in a big, drafty hall that seems to swallow them up. One recent night, 27 Legionnaires, some visibly bored, were listening to Mr. Callanan call for a blow against peaceniks who display bumper stickers with the peace sign ("that two-fingered monstrosity") superimposed on the American flag.

He won a small victory, getting approval of a $10 appropriation to print 100 postcards that will be slipped under windshield wipers of offending drivers. The cards will tell them they are violating the law, and ask that the sticker be removed. After this vote, the meeting turned to an inconclusive discussion of the movie "Tora! Tora! Tora!" and closed with a member exhorting his colleagues to "sell, sell, sell those tickets" for a law·and·order awards dinner honoring selected Orange County policemen.

The Legion's waning strength hasn't escaped notice in Washington, where it once had considerable power; the Legion had a great deal to do with drafting, guiding through Congress and setting up the administrative machinery for the GI Bill of Rights, for example, and still regards this legislative structure as its greatest triumph. Today it carries little weight and walks softly in the halls of Congress.

"Those Days Are Gone"

"Some people would like us to raise hell all over the place, but those days are gone," says Harold E. Stringer, a Legion lobbyist in Washington. "We can't go pound a politician's desk anymore and threaten to defeat him if he doesn't go along with us." The Legion's national adjutant, William Hauck, insists that the Legion is still influential if it has an issue attractive to its membership. Is there one? "Right now, no," says Mr. Hauck.

An official of the Veterans Administration believes the ranks of all veterans' organizations will be thinning before long and what little influence they retain will vanish. "As far as I can see, they are striking out completely," he says. "I don't think most of the young fellows are going for the idea at all."

Liberals within the Legion talk of a stirring of Legion interest in such current issues as ecology and birth control. Also, to boost membership and possibly bridge the chasm between old-timers and the Viet vets, it is expected that the Legion will soon decide to admit veterans who served in peacetime. Whether this will have the desired effect is uncertain.

In the meantime, men like Steve Boyko of Teddy's Rough Riders, who hasn't missed a Legion meeting in 25 years, still wait for the young men to come in and take over, still remain confident that somewhere down the road there will be a rendezvous between the generations. "They'll be coming later on," he says. "Later on, as soon as they get their families established. we'll be getting together."

"Years from now, the bitterness will be a little dulled," predicts J. P. Bradley, past commander or Hollywood Post No. 48. "They'll be coming in droves."
