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VIETNAM ZIPPOS

A Short Play for Voices

CHARACTERS
VOICE 1: A male actor dressed in black

VOICE 2: A female actor dressed in black 

SOLDIER 1: A young male soldier, dressed in casual fatigues

SOLDIER 2: A young male soldier, dressed in casual fatigues

SETTING
An empty stage with, perhaps, a backscreen. Two high stools at the perimeters.


ACT ONE


(A small narrow stage. High stools are placed at both ends, downstage. The rest of the stage is empty, with the possible exception of a backscreen, to keep the space narrow and confined.


(In a more elaborate staging, images could be projected onto the backscreen, which would be part of the open space separating the two SOLDIERS. These images could be drawn, to a large part, from the book Vietnam Zippos and could consist of photos of the lighters and their inscriptions or of stock photos from the war, in particular, the iconic photo of a soldier setting fire to a hut from Morley Safer’s CBS Evening News broadcast. The projections should, of course, be relevant in content and tone to the accompanying dialogue.


(VOICE 1 enters from stage right and crosses to the stool on stage left. As he sits on the stool, he removes a Zippo lighter from a pocket and lights a cigarette with it. After taking a couple of puffs and extinguishing the cigarette, he displays the lighter for the audience to see.)


VOICE 1
They’re mentioned only once in Tim O’Brien’s The Things They Carried, and even then not by brand name, perhaps because they were so familiar, so ubiquitous, like dogtags or an M-16. Almost every soldier had one.


(SOLDIER 2 enters from stage right, crosses over to VOICE 1 and after taking the Zippo from him, positions himself, at ease, to VOICE 1 ‘s right, slightly upstage. VOICE 2 enters from stage right and sits on the stool there. She, too, displays a Zippo lighter.)

VOICE 2
Unlike dogtags or an M-16, though, they were not standard issue, but could always be purchased for only a buck-eighty at your local PX.


(SOLDIER 1 enters from stage right, and after taking the Zippo from VOICE 2 and nodding at her – as he would a storeclerk from whom he’d just made a purchase--he positions himself, at ease, to her left slightly upstage.) 


VOICE 1
Over three million American soldiers passed through Vietnam, and some bought two or three extra to give as gifts or to replace those lost or to serve as backups in case one failed, which, of course, rarely happened. 


(Both SOLDIERS light their Zippos simultaneously, smile, then extinguish them.). 


VOICE 2
Chrome-plated, made of brass, weighing slightly more than two ounces, they were first produced in 1933 by the Zippo Manufacturing Company of Bradford, PA, and were carried by GIs in World War II and in Korea.

VOICE 1
And like the GIs in World War II and in Korea, our soldiers in Vietnam had the surfaces of their Zippos inscribed with their names and tours of duty.


(SOLDIER 1 again lights his Zippo. The SOLDIERS will keep their Zippos lit through each particular segment of their dialogue and then extinguish them when interrupted by one of the VOICES. Unless otherwise indicated, the SOLDIERS will follow this pattern throughout the play.)

SOLDIER 1
James Grant, 1969 to 1970, Vietnam.

SOLDIER 2
Ronnie, Vietnam, 1968 to 1969.

VOICE 2
Sometimes they inscribed their units, too. 
SOLDIER 1
Bob Ayers, Eighth Battalion, Fourth Artillery, U.S. Army.

SOLDIER 2
William A. Grigsby, C Company, Seventh Motor Transportation Battalion, USMC. 
VOICE 1
Or the base where they were stationed.

SOLDIER 1
Chu Lai.

SOLDIER 2
Cam Ranh Bay.

VOICE 2
Or an entire map of Vietnam, featuring the prime bombing targets up north.

SOLDIER 1
Haiphong. Boom!

SOLDIER 2
Hanoi. Pow!

VOICE 1
Kiosks sprouted up along the streets of Saigon, Danang, Hue, offering all sorts of standard designs to be incised into the surface of a Zippo lighter. Battalion insignias and unit crests. Tanks and rifles. Mottos.

SOLDIER 1
First Recon, Charlie Company. Swift, silent, deadly.

VOICE 2
Pistols and winged skulls.

SOLDIER 2
First Calvary Division, Air Mobile. Death from above.

VOICE 1
An empty canvas to be decorated with images, art. Green berets and crossed swords.

VOICE 2
Images of burning hearts and crucifixes.

VOICE 1
Images of clenched fists and upraised fingers.




(VOICE 1 clenches his fist and raises his finger.)

VOICE 2
The Playboy bunny.

VOICE 1
Couples coupling. Men and women coupling, dogs coupling, ducks . . . 

VOICE 2
Ducks?

VOICE 1
Naked women.


VOICE 2
More naked women.

SOLDIER 1
Girl, if you want to fuck, smile when you hand this lighter back to me.



SOLDIER 2
Give me head ‘til I’m dead.

VOICE 1
Inscribed with comic book characters and cartoons. Bert the turtle and the Zig Zag Man.

VOICE 2
The Peanuts kids. Snoopy . . . 

VOICE 1
. . .  Snoopy, the World War I ace, flying on the roof of his doghouse with the comment . . . 

SOLDIER 1
Fuck you, red Baron.

VOICE 2
. . . etched underneath. Lucy Van Pelt. A pregnant Lucy Van Pelt.

SOLDIER 2
Fuck you, Charlie Brown.

VOICE 1
Or you could incise your own messages into the soft chrome, with hand-made tools, letter-by-letter, the popular catchphrases of the day. . . 

SOLDIER 1
Born to lose.

SOLDIER 2

Brothers and sisters, stay black.

VOICE 2
The name of your girl. 

SOLDIER 1

Marsha.

SOLDIER 2

Wanda.

SOLDIER 1

Nancy, my love.

SOLDIER 2

I love you, sweet Chi.

VOICE 1
Yes, messages of love, too.

SOLDIER 1

To Mom, from a lonely paratrooper, Tony.

SOLDIER 2

To my beautiful beloved, on our very first, and many more to come. I love you today, tomorrow, and forever.

VOICE 2
And in many languages.

SOLDIER 1

Te amo, Mary Ann.

SOLDIER 2

Toi yeu, co Li. 
SOLDIER 1

Me encanta Puerto Rico, la isla del encanto.

SOLDIER 2

Madre a Dios, le pido pronto salir de aqui.

VOICE 1
Mother of God, I beg you, get me out of here now.

VOICE 2

Miniature signs and posters to express personal sentiments, sometimes cries of despair or of existential angst.

SOLDIER 1

Why me?

SOLDIER 2

It don’t mean nothing.

VOICE 1
Sometimes verging on the gnomic or the absurd.

SOLDIER 1

Killing for peace is like fucking for virginity.

SOLDIER 2

Why do you look here?

VOICE 2
And even, on occasion, verging on absolute nihilism.

SOLDIER 1

Kill them all. Let God sort them out.

SOLDIER 2

When this trooper dies, he will rot in the mud, like any other fucking animal.

VOICE 1
Naturally, Zippos served other purposes as well. They were, for instance, lighters, and very dependable ones at that, if you cared to smoke a cigarette . . . 

VOICE 2

. . . or other combustible matter.


(At this point, the VOICES could display cigarettes or joints, or the SOLDIERS, rather than merely illuminating their Zippos, could use them to light joints, which they’ve pulled from their pockets.)

SOLDIER 1

Ours is not to do or die, ours is to smoke and stay high.

SOLDIER 2

A friend with weed is a friend indeed. 
SOLDIER 1

You’re never behind when you’re a head.

SOLDIER 2

No hope without dope, no class without grass, the whole world is going to pot.

VOICE 1
And sometimes they even served military purposes. Armor, for instance.

VOICE 2

“A big chunk of shrapnel hit my cigarette lighter and just bent it in. It was one of the old Zippos . . . and I mean, it left a big imprint in that Zippo right in my chest.” Col. Frank Vavrek, Vietnam veteran.

SOLDIER 1

You only live twice, once when you’ve been born, once when you’ve looked death in the face.

SOLDIER 2

You’ve never lived ‘til you’ve almost died. For those who fight for it, life has a flavor the protected will never know.

VOICE 1
And they served as weapons, too. Lighters are, after all, incendiary devices. In fact, the Zippo lighter was a major component of the second verb in a search and destroy mission, even becoming a verb itself, as in, “Zippo those huts.” 

VOICE 2

“We burned the thatched huts, starting the blaze with Ronson and Zippo lighters. . . . Ho Chi Minh had said people were like the sea in which his guerillas swam. We tried to solve the problem by making the whole sea uninhabitable. In the hard logic of war, what difference does it make if you shot your enemy or starved him to death?” Colin Powell, former Secretary of State.

SOLDIER 1

Give me your hearts and minds, or I’ll burn your fucking huts.

SOLDIER 2

Sorry about that.

VOICE 1
Even serving, too, as an expression of the military self, a sign of mission, a martial totem of Biblical, mystical force.

VOICE 2

“I used to have a kind of shrine in my studio . . . things GIs carried, the Zippo lighter, my flack-jacket cover and gun. . . . Indians wore a shirt or vest during some mystical ghost dances . . . to protect themselves from death before they went into battle. . . . A warrior has something happen when he puts on his battle clothes—you feel that it gives you a kind of magical power.” Joe Fornelli, Vietnam veteran.

SOLDIER 1

When God opened the gates of Hell, the 101st walked out.

SOLDIER 2

Yea though I walk through the Valley of the Shadow of Death, I will fear no evil, for I am the evilest son-of-a-bitch in the valley.

VOICE 1
Of course, as the conflict wore on, and the light at the end of the tunnel receded even further into the distance, and the military became a corps of unwilling draftees, and the support at home diminished, and the body and injury count mounted, it was no longer simply a matter of pride and patriotism to serve in the Army . . . 

SOLDIER 1

I love the fucking Army, and the Army loves fucking me.

VOICE 2
. . . or to be drafted into the Marines.

SOLDIER 2

Fighters by day, lovers by night, drunkards by desire, Marines by mistake.

VOICE 1
In fact, it sometimes led to something approaching a mutinous rage . . . 

SOLDIER 1

No more. No night patrols, no ambushes in the pass. You take your eagle, globe, and anchor, and cram it up your ass.

VOICE 2

. . . or simply to something like regret and resignation.

SOLDIER 2

We the unwilling, led by the unqualified, to kill the unfortunate, die for the ungrateful.

VOICE 1
Antiwar sentiment, almost from the beginning, had infiltrated way upcountry, and the Zippo lighter served yet another purpose, as a medium, a poster for private if not public protest.

VOICE 2

“My first tour at Cam Ranh Bay, I had a Zippo lighter with the word Vietnam and a map. My next tour at Phan Rang, I had one that had a peace symbol on it and the words ‘Of Tail’ engraved underneath. . . . My final stop in Saigon had . . . an engraved FU finger . . . and ‘Kiss my ass’ engraved underneath. . . . It’s kinda funny.” Dave Rabbit, Vietnam veteran.

SOLDIER 1

We die at the hands of those who smile at war.

SOLDIER 2

Never again.

SOLDIER 1

Napalm sticks to kids.

SOLDIER 2

Fuck communism, fuck democracy, fuck Uncle Ho, fuck Uncle Sam, fuck VC, fuck LBJ, fuck Santa Claus, fuck you.

VOICE 1
And, oh yes, Zippo lighters, as their name implies, emitted light: a signal on a night patrol, a rescue beacon for the choppers above, a sign of life in the hootches and behind the sandbags, a lamp to read a letter by or to look at a photo from home beneath your ponchos in the rain.


(The spot on VOICE 1 is extinguished, and he disappears in the shadows.)

VOICE 2

A thin flame, a sliver of light in the darkness of war.


(The spot on VOICE 2 is extinguished, and she disappears in the shadows.


(The light on the SOLDIERS is also diminished, so that their faces seem to be illuminated by the Zippo flames, which will burn until blackout.)

.

SOLDIER 1

Te amo, Mary Ann.

SOLDIER 2

I love you, Mary Ann.

SOLDIER 1

To yeu, co Li.

SOLDIER 2

I love you, Miss Lee.

SOLDIER 1

Me encanta Puerto Rico, la isla del encanto.

SOLDIER 2

I love you Puerto Rico, island of enchantment.

SOLDIER 1

Madre a Dios, le pido pronto salir de aqui.

SOLDIER 2

Mother of God, I beg you, get me out of here now.

SOLDIER 1

Love.

SOLDIER 2

Peace.

SOLDIER 1

Peace.

SOLDIER 2

Love.

SOLDIER 1

When the power of love overcomes the love of power . . . 

SOLDIER 2

. . . only then will the world know peace.




(Blackout.)
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