
I Was Only 19 Lyrics

I Was Only 19 lyrics is a phrase that resonates deeply with many Australians, evoking powerful
emotions linked to the Vietnam War and its aftermath. The song, written by Redgum and released in
1983, captures the experiences of soldiers and the psychological impact of war on veterans. This
article will delve into the background of the song, its lyrical themes, and its cultural significance, as
well as provide an analysis of the lyrics themselves.

Background of "I Was Only 19"

The song "I Was Only 19" was penned by Australian folk-rock band Redgum, which was formed in the
late 1970s. The band was known for its politically charged lyrics and its focus on social issues,
particularly those affecting Australia. "I Was Only 19" became one of their most iconic tracks,
reflecting the experiences of Australian soldiers during the Vietnam War.

The Historical Context

To understand the impact of the song, it is essential to consider the historical context of the Vietnam
War:

1. Duration of the War: The Vietnam War lasted from 1955 to 1975, with Australia becoming involved
in 1962 and withdrawing its troops in 1972.
2. Australian Involvement: Over 60,000 Australian troops served in Vietnam, with more than 500
losing their lives.
3. Public Sentiment: The war was controversial and met with significant opposition within Australia,



leading to protests and a general feeling of disillusionment among returning soldiers.

Thematic Analysis of the Lyrics

The lyrics of "I Was Only 19" poignantly highlight the trauma experienced by veterans, focusing on
several key themes:

1. Trauma and Psychological Impact

The song vividly describes the psychological scars left on soldiers:

- PTSD: The lyrics reveal the long-lasting effects of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) that many
veterans face.
- Flashbacks: The imagery of flashbacks to combat experiences illustrates how these memories haunt
veterans long after their return home.

2. Loss of Innocence

"I Was Only 19" captures the loss of youth and innocence experienced by young soldiers:

- Age: The title itself reflects the youth of those who were sent to fight, emphasizing that many were
just teenagers.
- Change in Perspective: The line "I was only 19" serves as a reminder that these young men were
thrust into a world of violence and death, forever altering their outlook on life.

3. The Impact of War on Family

The song also touches on the effects of war on soldiers' families:

- Isolation: Veterans often return to a world that feels foreign, leading to feelings of isolation and
disconnect from loved ones.
- Support Systems: The song calls attention to the necessity of understanding and support for
returning veterans from their families and society.

Cultural Significance of the Song

The impact of "I Was Only 19" extends beyond its musical composition; it has become a cultural
touchstone in Australia.



1. A Voice for Veterans

The song serves as a voice for veterans who often feel marginalized:

- Representation: It represents the struggles of those who served, bringing attention to their
experiences and the need for societal acknowledgment.
- Healing: Many veterans have found solace in the song, feeling understood and validated in their
experiences.

2. Educational Tool

"I Was Only 19" has become an educational resource:

- Curriculum Inclusion: The song is often included in school curricula to educate students about the
Vietnam War and its repercussions.
- Discussion Starter: It prompts discussions around the complexities of war, the experiences of
soldiers, and the importance of mental health support.

3. Legacy and Remembrance

The legacy of "I Was Only 19" continues to resonate:

- Commemoration: The song is frequently played at ANZAC Day ceremonies and other memorial
events, serving as a reminder of the sacrifices made by Australian soldiers.
- Cover Versions: Various artists have covered the song, each interpretation adding to its enduring
legacy.

An In-Depth Look at the Lyrics

While the full lyrics are not reproduced here, an analysis of key lines can provide insight into the
song's emotional depth:

1. Vivid Imagery

The lyrics are rich with imagery that transports listeners to the battlefield:

- Descriptive Language: Phrases describing the sounds and sights of war create a visceral experience,
allowing listeners to feel the intensity of the soldiers' experiences.



2. Emotional Weight

The emotional weight of the lyrics is palpable:

- Vulnerability: Lines expressing vulnerability and fear highlight the human side of soldiers,
challenging the notion of masculinity often associated with military service.

3. Hope and Healing

Despite the heavy themes, there are elements of hope and healing:

- Acknowledgment: The act of sharing these experiences through song paves the way for healing and
understanding.
- Community Support: The lyrics suggest the importance of community support and the role it plays in
the recovery of veterans.

Conclusion

"I Was Only 19" is more than just a song; it is a poignant reflection on the experiences of soldiers
during the Vietnam War and the lasting impact it has had on their lives. Through its powerful lyrics
and emotional depth, the song has become an essential part of Australian culture, serving as a
reminder of the sacrifices made by veterans and the importance of understanding their struggles. As
we continue to honor their legacy, "I Was Only 19" stands as a testament to the resilience of the
human spirit in the face of adversity.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of the song 'I Was Only 19'?
The main theme of 'I Was Only 19' revolves around the experiences of Australian soldiers during the
Vietnam War, particularly focusing on the trauma and lasting effects of war on their lives.

Who is the artist behind the song 'I Was Only 19'?
The song 'I Was Only 19' is performed by the Australian band Redgum, and it was released in 1983.

What specific historical event does 'I Was Only 19' reference?
The song references the Vietnam War, particularly the experiences of Australian soldiers who served
there, including the Battle of Long Tan.

How has 'I Was Only 19' impacted Australian culture?
The song has become an anthem for veterans and is often used to raise awareness about the



psychological impact of war, contributing to discussions about veterans' rights and mental health in
Australia.

What are some key imagery or symbols used in the lyrics of 'I
Was Only 19'?
Key imagery in the lyrics includes references to the jungle, helicopters, and the physical and
emotional scars of war, which symbolize the harsh realities faced by soldiers.

Why is 'I Was Only 19' considered an important song in
Australian music history?
It is considered important due to its poignant portrayal of the Vietnam War experience, its social
commentary on the treatment of veterans, and its role in shaping public perception of military service
in Australia.
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Explore the poignant story behind "I Was Only 19" lyrics and their impact on war and memory.
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