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Michael E. Ruane   Washington Post

WAU WAT O SA , W IS. — Retired Navy chap-
lain Ray W. Stubbe leaned over his diary and 
ran his fi nger to the entry for Feb. 23, 1968, 
the 34th day of the Vietnam War’s siege of 
Khe Sanh and the day the bunker was hit.

He had spent the night in the small, sand-
bag fortress three weeks before, as a half-
dozen nervous young Marines sat under a 
single lightbulb, making coffee in a ration 
tin and playing a recording of “I Heard It 
Through the Grapevine” over and over.

Now the bunker had been smashed with 
some of those Marines inside, and Stubbe, 
then 29, a Lutheran minister, rushed  to help.

What he found would haunt him for years. 
The Marines inside were in pieces. One was 
headless. Stubbe carried what was left of 
another to an ambulance. “A hand, an arm, a 
stringy piece of fl esh intertwined with cloth 
and caked with mud,” he recorded.

“I knew them all,” he wrote. They were 
barely out of their teens. 

“I took this very hard,” Stubbe wrote.
Jan. 21 was the 50th anniversary of the 

start of the war’s most famous siege, a 77-day 
struggle for a rain-swept plateau in cen-
tral Vietnam that riveted the U.S. in 1968, 
and opened a year of often-bloody social 
upheaval that resonates today.

The siege was front-page news for almost 
three months. 

 In 1968, Khe Sanh heralded the start of 
the enemy’s sweeping Tet off ensive, in which 
Vietnamese forces launched a barrage of 
deadly attacks across South Vietnam, stun-
ning American offi  cials. Tet soured much of 
the American public on the war and set the 
stage for the withdrawal of the U.S. troops.

It also opened the bloodiest year of the 
war, and for many of the 6,000 Marines and 
others besieged there by 40,000 North Viet-
namese, it left physical injuries and disturb-
ing images that would last a lifetime.

Hundreds of Marines were killed and 
thousands were wounded at Khe Sanh, as 
the enemy rained as many as 1,300 shells, 
rockets and mortars on the base a day. 

The prospect of death was ever present. A 
Catholic chaplain, Father Robert Brett, was 
killed in a rocket attack the day before the 
bunker was hit.

 In his diary entry,  he listed the dead and 
their faiths.

“PFC CHISHOLM, James,” 20, Baptist, of 
Savannah, Georgia.

“LCPL MCKEEVER, Michael Edward,” 20, 
Roman Catholic, of Duluth, Minnesota.

“CPL THORPE, Gary Wilford,” 20, Mor-
mon, of Bear River City, Utah.

He noted that amid the carnage the recoil-
less rifl e outside the bunker was unscathed, 
and the missing head was never found.

•••••••

Ray Stubbe sat down at the kitchen table 
in his brick home in this Milwaukee suburb 

one gray day last month and began his story.
 He is 79 and lives alone. He never married, 

has no close family, doesn’t use the internet 
and doesn’t like to travel out of the area — a 
legacy, he believes, of Khe Sanh. He said psy-
chologists call this a “sense of foreshortened 
future.”

 He and others developed the mentality 
that every day might be their last. “We could 
never count on another day.”

He was affected by other things at Khe 
Sanh, and suff ered so much from PTSD after 
the war that he had to be hospitalized twice.

He had nightmares and crying jags, and 
relived scenes like that in the bunker over 
and over,  he said.

 For a time, Khe Sanh colored everything 
in his life,  he said. “It was all that there was.”

Now it’s “become increasingly set in its 
place,” he said. “It doesn’t overshadow. It 
doesn’t preempt. It doesn’t monopolize.”

He gradually realized that his recov-
ery from the trauma of Khe Sanh would be 
helped if he chronicled the details of the 
siege. As a historian of the battle, he could 
step outside his experiences, he said.

He was already a beloved Khe Sanh fi gure. 
“A couple of the Marines swore they once 
saw him walk across a puddle of water and 
not get his feet wet,” veteran Steven A. John-
son wrote in a memoir.

“He was the real deal,” said retired Marine 
officer Kenneth W. Pipes, who was a com-
pany commander at Khe Sanh. “He did an 
awful lot of good for an awful lot of people. … 

Pretty much fearless. … [Stubbe] turned up at 
the key places at the right time for the right 
reasons.”

 After he got home, he immediately tran-
scribed his diary. “I just had to get this out 
of me,” he said. He retired from the Navy in 
1985 and established a ministry in a Milwau-
kee church visiting shut-ins.

All the while he researched Khe Sanh, 
exchanged letters with veterans and their 
families, and gathered memorabilia and 
artifacts.

He wrote books, essays and sermons, 
and his work is often cited by historians. He 
founded the group Khe Sanh Veterans Inc. 
in 1983.

When Stubbe donated much of his mate-
rial to the Wisconsin veterans museum 
in 2005, he said it took two trucks to carry 
it all away. And still, an upstairs room is 
fi lled with mementos, photographs, maps, 
plaques, news clippings and boxes.

One famous photograph, which appeared 
in Life magazine, shows Stubbe conducting 
a service at Khe Sanh. He stands with head 
bowed, hands clasping a piece of paper, as a 
group of Marines sits around him in prayer. 
Rugged mountains and mist where the 
enemy lurked appear in the background.

Stubbe said he realized later that nobody 
was wearing a helmet.

•••••••

 Stubbe was perhaps the most unlikely 
participant at Khe Sanh. A Navy lieutenant, 

he had a degree in philosophy from St. Olaf 
College and had started a Ph.D. program in 
ethics and society at the University of Chi-
cago. 

 Stubbe had grown up in Milwaukee, the 
only child of a draftsman and homemaker. 
He joined the Navy Reserve in high school. 
In college, he decided to attend the semi-
nary. There, he joined the Navy’s Reserve 
Chaplain Company, became an ensign and 
attended the Navy Chaplains School.

He was ordained in 1965, started a church 
in a Milwaukee suburb and began his Ph.D. 
program in 1966.

But by 1967, the war had heated up and he 
volunteered for active duty. 

“I was deeply interested … in the inter-
face of religion and war,” he said in his oral 
history. “Can a Christian be a soldier — or a 
Marine?”

He reached Khe Sanh on July 17, 1967, and 
left Feb. 29, 1968, although he went back 
once a week or so through April.

Khe Sanh was relieved by American 
ground forces that April, and the base was 
destroyed and abandoned in July.

Throughout his ordeal there, Stubbe said, 
he never had a crisis of faith.

“I always knew that God was with us,” he 
said. “I saw many of the good parts of peo-
ple. … Especially there. It was very apparent 
to me how good people were to each other.”

Marines shared food, water, letters from 
home, and gave their lives for each other.

 “I’ve really been enriched,” he said. “I 
think we’re enriched by the diffi  culties we 
pass through, as long as they don’t crumble 
us.”

Douglas Kindschi   
Director, Kaufman 
Interfaith Institute

“It’s complicated.” 
That is how one of the Grand Rapids 

clergy members traveling with his interfaith 
companions in Israel describes the many 
conversations he had during his just-con-
cluded time there. 

The Rev. Bob Linstrom, from Trinity 
Lutheran Church, writes: “That two-word 
summary has closed many of the conver-
sations we have had with our guide, Uri, a 
former Israeli paratrooper, as well as with 
various hosts and speakers in our travels 
through Israel.”

Standing together with his Jewish and 
Muslim colleagues at an overlook of the 
barrier that runs through Jerusalem, he 
describes the “combined fence and wall that 
cuts through neighborhoods and segregates 
the city. Rabbi Israel ‘Izzy’ Zoberman, the 
son of Polish concentration camp survivors 
and one of our traveling companions, would 
shake his head when political conversations 
seemed to arrive at an impasse, with the 
summation, ‘It’s complicated.’”

But Linstrom goes on to describe a count-
er-narrative, “one that evokes a hope-fi lled, 
intentional future of common people seek-
ing to actualize the dream of peace.” He 
recounts a supper following worship in a 
Jerusalem synagogue, where a 10-year-old 
girl and her grandmother shared with him 
their belief “that the people of Israel, Jew 
and Muslim, Christian, Druze and others, 

would share a future together that would be 
one of peace.”

Travelling together with  Linstrom is Dr. 
Sharif Sahibzada, imam and director of the 
Islamic Center and Mosque of Grand Rapids. 
The Rev. Chandler Stokes, pastor at West-
minster Presbyterian Church, is also a part 
of this interfaith clergy experience in Israel 
that was initiated by Rabbi Michael Schadick 
of Temple Emanuel. All four are a part of the 
Congregations Partnership Program, which 
brings clergy and congregations together to 
learn, support, and develop friendships. 

It is one component of the “2018 — Year 
of Interfaith Friendship” underway in West 
Michigan. The clergy will share their refl ec-
tions following the showing of the National 
Geographic film, “Jerusalem,” on Monday . 
Further information can be found at inter-
faithunderstanding.org 

Stokes describes their visit to what the 
Muslims call the Haram al-Sharif (Noble 
Sanctuary) and the Jews call the Temple 
Mount (site of the ancient First and Second 
Temples). It features the Al-Aqsa Mosque 
and the Dome of the Rock. 

“When we entered the great plaza, our 
friend, Imam Sahibzada, entered the 
mosque to pray while we walked around 
outside and took in more of the history and 
refl ected for ourselves on the meaning of this 
place. From there, we went around outside to 
the Western Wall, where we were invited to 
pray. I was accompanied by one of the rabbis 
in our group to stand, touch, and pray at the 
2,000-year-old supporting wall which was 
underneath the Second Temple.” 

On another day, Stokes describes his expe-
rience in Galilee of seeing a small fishing 
vessel from the first century that was dis-
covered in the mud along the shore of the 
lake. Carefully reconstructed and on dis-
play in a museum, it is “clear evidence of the 
very years of Jesus’ life in Galilee,” the pas-
tor writes. “And, as guide Uri says, ‘Some-
times here, you don’t need to close your eyes 
to imagine the past, but you can open your 
eyes to see it.’”

He also felt the past become present in 
another experience: “One enduring image 
from Capernaum was the short distance 
between the synagogue and what was 
claimed as Peter’s house, already a pilgrim-
age site in the second century. Mark 1, which 
references both sites, is newly alive for me. 
I went down to the water there and touched 
the Sea of Galilee. There were the sounds of 
birds. People talking and making the noise 
of work. It’s a real life now. It was a real life 
then.

“Don’t miss your real life. It is all around 
you, and it is infused with holiness.” 

For Linstrom, the most poignant conver-
sation was with a man named Amin, a guide 
from an Arab village who hosted the group 
with a lavish luncheon with food from his 
garden. Amin told of his oldest son, Hassan, 
being the only Palestinian student in Harduf 
Waldorf School, a private academy of Jewish 
children. Hassan found “genuine commu-
nity with his classmates,” who often invited 
him to play in their homes and played at his, 
as well. 

A third-grade curriculum exercise of 

self-discovery led Hassan to ask his father if 
he could go on the Hajj pilgrimage to Mecca. 
When they returned, Linstrom writes, Has-
san’s classmates “threw him a party and 
crowned him a Muslim prince. In his grow-
ing up among classmates of a different 
faith, Hassan had come to know the depth 
of his own faith tradition, while being both 
accepted and celebrated” by them. 

“In that faraway Galilean valley, not far 
from the town of Nazareth where Jesus grew 
up, experiences like Hassan’s have led the 
families to form a shared organization of 
Jewish and Arab citizens working to imple-
ment full equality on all levels between the 
Arab, Palestinian and Jewish citizens of 
Israel,” Linstrom adds. 

Yes, “It’s complicated,” he says. “But 
with grassroots efforts at understanding 
and friendship, there is hope in the long-
contested and embattled Holy Land, a hope 
for peace.”

interfaith@gvsu.edu

Coming up

Join us for the fi lm “Jerusalem”

Celebration Cinema North, Grand Rapids

 Monday at 6:30 p.m.

$5 per person or $15 for a family

Tickets available only at interfaithunderstand-
ing.org  

INTERFAITH INSIGHT

Interfaith clergy fi nd words of hope in Israel
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Retired Vietnam chaplain Ray Stubbe of Wauwatosa, Wisconsin, looks over a list of the 
names of men, many barely out of their teens, who died during the Siege of Khe Sanh in 
Vietnam 50 years ago. “I knew them all,” he wrote. “I took this very hard.” At right is Stubbe 
in Vietnam during the siege.    Gary Porter, Washington Post; submitted by Ray Stubbe, right

FAITH UNDER SIEGE
Ex-chaplain is still haunted by the Vietnam War’s most desperate battle
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