
I Was Only Nineteen Poem

I Was Only Nineteen is a poignant poem that captures the harrowing experiences of young soldiers
during the Vietnam War. Written by Australian singer-songwriter John Schumann and performed by
the band Redgum, the song has become an anthem that resonates with the memories of those who
fought in the conflict. Through vivid imagery and emotional depth, the poem sheds light on the
psychological and physical toll of war, making it an enduring piece of art that continues to be
relevant today.



Background of the Poem

The poem was released in 1983 and quickly gained popularity in Australia. It was inspired by the
experiences of Vietnam veterans and sought to bring awareness to the struggles they faced both
during and after their service. The narrative is structured around the memories of a young soldier
who reflects on his youth, the trauma of war, and the lasting impacts of his experiences.

Historical Context

To fully understand the significance of I Was Only Nineteen, it is essential to consider the
historical context of the Vietnam War:

1. Timeline of the Vietnam War:
- The Vietnam War lasted from November 1, 1955, until April 30, 1975.
- Australia became involved in the conflict in 1962, sending troops to support the United States and
South Vietnam against the communist North Vietnam.

2. Impact on Australian Society:
- The war was highly controversial, leading to significant anti-war protests across Australia.
- Returned soldiers often faced stigmatization and a lack of support, leading to a range of mental
health issues.

3. Post-War Effects:
- Many veterans returned home with psychological scars, including PTSD.
- The Australian government was slow to recognize the needs of veterans, creating long-lasting
impacts on their well-being.

Structure and Themes of the Poem

The poem is structured in a way that juxtaposes the innocence of youth with the brutal realities of
war. This duality enhances its emotional weight and allows the reader to empathize with the
narrator's experiences.

Imagery and Symbolism

The imagery used in I Was Only Nineteen is vivid and evocative, painting a stark picture of the
battlefield. Key symbols include:

- The Jungle: Represents both the physical environment of Vietnam and the psychological
entrapment that soldiers felt.
- The Helicopter: A symbol of war technology and the chaotic nature of combat.
- The Medical Evacuation: Highlights the trauma and suffering experienced by soldiers, as well as
the loss of innocence.



Key Themes

1. Loss of Innocence: The poem captures how young men, often just teenagers, are thrust into the
horrors of war, shattering their youth and innocence.
2. Trauma and Mental Health: It addresses the long-lasting psychological effects of war, including
PTSD and the struggles faced by veterans upon returning home.
3. Commemoration and Remembrance: The poem serves as a tribute to those who served and
suffered, emphasizing the importance of remembering their sacrifices.

Analysis of Key Lines

A close reading of the poem reveals significant lines that encapsulate its core messages.

- "In the morning, I was only nineteen": This line serves as a powerful reminder of the narrator's age,
underscoring the tragedy of young lives lost and irrevocably changed.
- "And the bullets fly": This imagery conveys the chaos and danger present in warfare, creating a
visceral sense of urgency and fear.
- "The things we did": This phrase invites contemplation of the moral complexities of war, suggesting
that soldiers are often left with burdensome memories of their actions.

Impact and Legacy

Since its release, I Was Only Nineteen has had a profound impact on Australian culture and public
perception of veterans:

Recognition and Awards

- The song has received numerous accolades for its emotional depth and cultural significance.
- It has been included in various commemorative events and programs aimed at honoring Vietnam
veterans.

Influence on Popular Culture

- The poem has been covered and referenced by various artists and has influenced contemporary
discussions about war and its consequences.
- It has been used in educational settings to teach students about the Vietnam War and its
ramifications.



Conclusion

In conclusion, I Was Only Nineteen stands as a powerful testament to the experiences of Vietnam
veterans and the complexities of war. Through its evocative imagery, poignant themes, and
emotional resonance, the poem continues to remind us of the sacrifices made by young soldiers and
the lasting impacts of their service. As society continues to grapple with the realities of war, this
poem remains a vital piece of literature that fosters understanding and remembrance.

By engaging with its themes and reflecting on its messages, we honor the legacy of those who
served and strive to ensure that their stories are never forgotten.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of the poem 'I Was Only Nineteen'?
The main theme of 'I Was Only Nineteen' revolves around the experiences and traumas of Australian
soldiers during the Vietnam War, highlighting the impact of war on young lives and the long-lasting
effects of post-traumatic stress disorder.

Who is the author of 'I Was Only Nineteen'?
'I Was Only Nineteen' was written by John Schumann, an Australian singer-songwriter, and it
became a significant anti-war anthem after its release in the 1980s.

What personal experiences inspired John Schumann to write 'I
Was Only Nineteen'?
John Schumann was inspired to write 'I Was Only Nineteen' by the stories of Vietnam veterans and
the struggles they faced after returning home, particularly focusing on the psychological scars left
by the war.

How does the poem address the concept of memory and
trauma?
The poem addresses memory and trauma by vividly recounting the experiences of soldiers in combat
and the haunting memories that continue to affect them long after the war, encapsulating the idea
that the trauma of war is inescapable.

What impact did 'I Was Only Nineteen' have on Australian
society?
'I Was Only Nineteen' had a significant impact on Australian society by raising awareness about the
Vietnam War's consequences, fostering discussions about the treatment of veterans, and
contributing to the broader anti-war movement.



In what ways has 'I Was Only Nineteen' been used in
educational contexts?
'I Was Only Nineteen' has been used in educational contexts to teach students about the Vietnam
War, the experiences of veterans, and the impact of conflict on individuals and society, often
included in literature and history curricula.
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