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JIM THOMAS: 1946-1966

By LAURENCE TATE

The Lansing State Journal, Friday,
December 23, 1966: A former East
[.ansing resident and son of a one-
time Michigan State Universityfaculty
member has been killed in Vietnam
action, according to the Defense De-
partment.

““Lance Cpl. James C, Thomas, 20,
Marine Corps, died in action Decem-
ber 20.*

The article reports that the de-
ceased was ‘‘an East Lansing High
School graduate and former MSU
student,”’ _

‘‘Burial,”” it ends, ‘‘will be in
White Chapel Cemetery, with-Marine
Corps rites.”

A photograph accompanies the
story: the head and shoulders of a
voung man in uniform, smiling, with
big ears.

And for Jim Thomas, who once
said he wrote poems as ‘‘attempts
At immortality,”” thar was all. Postry

is not the stuff of front pages. The
headline called him a ‘“‘former East
Lansing GI,”” and having died as a
soldier, he was buried with military
honors~-like millions of soldiers be-
fore him.

But Jim once said, ‘‘I believe in
the facts--MEN fight wars.”” And
that, really, is the thing, the thing
you could never tell the State Jour=-
nal or the Defense Department or
Lyndon Johnson: there aren’t any
soldiers. When casualty lists are an-
nounced it is supposedly soldiers
who have died. They are the anony-
mous thousands you hear about on
newscasts every day. Soldiers are a
necessary fiction, to keep us from
what we would rather forget: that
every day men like you and me are
killing other men like you and me,
for some reason or other,

Jim knew what it meant to be a
man whose job it was to kill other
men, He wroute a poem to his ““ene-
my’’:

s

[t is an affair between you and me,

This momentary madness that allows

Us, who toe no party lines when we’re calm,
To engage in comparing reflexes,

Winner to walk still, and see, If behind
These eyes may grow remorse, it should be ours
To hold, together with no bit of balm

Save knowing we shared what mattered to us.
What do we care for his so lofty tears,

He who survives, since he never was here
To gain a part of our sorrows, our cares,
Knowledge of loss at what never will be?

We died, you and I, when we might have shared
Rice and a bowl of NUC-DOC, which is tea.

He said, ‘I believe in the fighting
man and what he goes through, not
what he does nor what he has done
to him.’”’ He wrote that he had to
“practice being hard.”

Why, then, did Jim volunteer to
fight in Vietnam? ‘‘The soldier,”
he wrote, ‘‘carries an idea into a
Godiforsaken country, where he fights
to maintain it.”’ He was not explicit
and 1 do not in honesty know what
idea Jim carried to Vietnam, to his
death. Whatever it was, it seems
he kept faith with it,

And whatever it was, he has died
a soldier’s death for it, When he was
killed, casualties were either ““light”’
or ‘‘moderate.’”” American forces
either won or lost, and Lyndon John=-
son, Dean Rusk, and William West-
moreland were either pleased or
displeased, if they heard- about it,
When Jim died, on December 20--
as we all did our Christmas shop-
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ping--he was advancing, or retreat-
ing, or just sitting in a bunker when
one of their shells hit, Or perhaps
it was one of our shells,

Jim is dead, and this is not the
time or place to attack the cause in
whose service he died. But I have
my feelings, and just at this moment
[ wish Lyndon Johnson would die., [
wish Robert MacNamara and Dean
Rusk and William Westmoreland
would die., But I know the killing
would go on, somehow: and a million
Johnsons and Rusks would never make
up for one Jim Thomas,

America has lost a soldier, and
America can afford that, But it has
also lost a poet, and no nation can
afford such a loss,.

What is special about poetry(which
most of us never read)? ‘‘For poe-
try,”” as W,H. Auden wrote when a
great poet died, ‘“makes nothing hap-
pen: it survives

In the valley of its saying where executives

Would never want to tamper; it flows south

From the ranches of isolation and the busy griefs,
Raw towns that we believe and die in; it survives,
A way of happening, a mouth.”’

Poetry is knowing, in all the ways
that we can know things, and telling
others what we know. It is in essence
an act of love, Randall Jarrell (an-
other poet who was killed last year)
wrote, ‘‘People always ask: For whom
does the poet write? He needs only
to answer, For whom do you do
gaad?”’

[ do not say that Jim had written
great poems (though in time [ think
he would have), merely that he knew
in the way a poet must know, and

could tell us what he knew. He com-

'plained time and again that he could

not make his poems say all he wanted
them to say; and he had so little

time. But I know he loved poetry, and
was proud of his work. He wrote of

lovers and tiny lizards and poetry

'itself, and he wrote of war and death.
‘The last letter 1 got from him, mailed
.rLat the beginning of December, in-
cludes two new poems and ends, ‘“‘Be

prepared for more,”’
There will be no more. But Jim

‘had time to write:

And poetry may infuse paper

With delicacy precious

As a butterfly wing, inviting .
The touch which would smear vein and color,
Tracery of letters and visions,

And:

Know well that [ shall discover thee again,
For the mind lives by what has seared it;
No fallen star but whose ashes scatter

To the clouds, but whose dying kindles
Some poetic eye, or warms the fur

of a beast that never sees it.
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