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John Schumann's "I Was Only 19" is a poignant reflection on the experiences of
Australian soldiers during the Vietnam War, capturing the emotional and
psychological trauma that accompanies such conflict. Released in 1983, this
powerful song has resonated with audiences, serving as both a tribute to veterans
and a critique of the war itself. In this article, we will explore the song's
background, its lyrical themes, its impact on Australian culture, and the enduring
legacy it has left behind.

Background of the Song

"I Was Only 19" was written by John Schumann, a member of the Australian band Redgum,
which was known for its politically charged music. The song was inspired by the stories of
Vietnam War veterans, particularly those who returned home to find their experiences
unrecognized and their sacrifices undervalued.

- Historical Context: The Vietnam War was a controversial conflict that lasted from the late
1950s until 1975, with Australia becoming involved in the mid-1960s. Approximately
60,000 Australians served in Vietnam, and there were significant casualties, leading to
deep social and political divisions back home.



- Musical Elements: The song is characterized by its folk-rock style, featuring acoustic
guitar and harmonica, which gives it a heartfelt and raw resonance. The simplicity of the
instrumentation allows the emotional weight of the lyrics to shine through.

Lyrical Themes

The lyrics of "I Was Only 19" are rich with imagery and emotional depth, reflecting the
complexity of war and its aftermath. Several key themes can be identified:

1. Trauma and Memory

One of the most prominent themes in the song is the lasting impact of trauma on soldiers.
The lyrics recount vivid memories of combat, emphasizing how these experiences haunt
veterans long after the war has ended.

- Imagery of Conflict: Schumann's use of imagery, such as "the bombs and the bullets,"
paints a stark picture of the harsh realities of war.

- Psychological Effects: The song addresses the psychological scars left on soldiers,
including PTSD, which was not widely recognized at the time of the song's release.

2. Disillusionment

Another significant theme is the disillusionment that many soldiers felt upon returning
home. The lyrics convey a sense of betrayal and frustration, as veterans found that their
sacrifices were often overlooked or dismissed by society.

- Lack of Support: The song highlights the lack of support for returning veterans, who
faced difficulties reintegrating into civilian life.

- Critique of War Ideology: Schumann critiques the glorification of war, contrasting the
romanticized notions of heroism with the grim reality faced by soldiers.

3. The Cost of War

The song also delves into the broader consequences of war, not just for the soldiers but for
their families and society as a whole.

- Impact on Families: The emotional toll on families is subtly woven into the lyrics,
illustrating how war affects relationships and communities.

- Societal Reflection: "I Was Only 19" serves as a mirror to society, prompting listeners to
reflect on the moral implications of war and the treatment of veterans.



Impact on Australian Culture

"I Was Only 19" quickly became an anthem for Vietnam War veterans in Australia,
resonating deeply with those who experienced the war firsthand and their families.

1. National Recognition

The song played a crucial role in raising awareness about the issues faced by Vietnam
veterans in Australia.

- Public Discourse: It sparked conversations about the Vietnam War, mental health, and
the importance of supporting veterans.

- Recognition of Sacrifice: The song contributed to a growing acknowledgment of the
sacrifices made by veterans, helping to foster a sense of pride and respect for their
service.

2. Cultural Significance

Beyond its immediate impact, "I Was Only 19" has become a cultural touchstone in
Australia.

- Education: The song is often included in educational curricula, helping to teach younger
generations about the Vietnam War and its effects.

- Commemoration: It is frequently played at memorial services and veteran gatherings,
reinforcing its role as a tribute to those who served.

3. Enduring Legacy

Over the years, the song has maintained its relevance, continuing to resonate with new
audiences.

- Cover Versions: Numerous artists have covered "I Was Only 19," introducing it to
younger listeners and ensuring its place in the Australian music canon.

- Continued Relevance: The themes of trauma, disillusionment, and the cost of war remain
pertinent, as conflicts continue to impact soldiers and societies worldwide.

Conclusion

John Schumann's "I Was Only 19" stands as a powerful testament to the experiences of
Vietnam War veterans and the enduring effects of war on individuals and society. Through
its evocative lyrics and haunting melodies, the song captures the complexities of soldiering
and the profound emotional scars that can last a lifetime.



As a cultural artifact, it has not only provided a voice for those who served but also
sparked essential discussions about mental health, societal responsibilities, and the moral
implications of war. The song's legacy continues to influence Australian culture, reminding
us of the importance of acknowledging and supporting our veterans.

In a world where the realities of conflict often fade into the background, "I Was Only 19"
serves as a crucial reminder of the sacrifices made by those who serve, urging us to reflect
on the true costs of war and the importance of compassion and understanding for those
affected by it.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of the song 'l Was Only 19' by
John Schumann?

The main theme of 'l Was Only 19' revolves around the experiences of Australian soldiers
during the Vietnam War, particularly focusing on the trauma and lasting impact of war on
their lives.

How did 'I Was Only 19' contribute to the public's
perception of the Vietnam War in Australia?

The song played a significant role in raising awareness about the psychological effects of
the Vietnam War on veterans, helping to shift public perception towards a more
empathetic understanding of their struggles.

When was 'l Was Only 19' released and how was it
received?

Released in 1983, 'l Was Only 19' was well-received, becoming a hit in Australia and
recognized for its poignant lyrics and emotional depth, resonating with both veterans and
the general public.

What specific experiences does the song 'I Was Only 19’
recount?

The song recounts the experiences of a young Australian soldier, including his deployment
to Vietnam, the horrors of combat, and the lasting effects of Post-Traumatic Stress
Disorder (PTSD).

What impact did ' Was Only 19' have on Australian
culture?

The song has become an anthem for Vietnam War veterans in Australia, fostering
discussions about war, trauma, and the need for support services for veterans, thereby
solidifying its place in Australian cultural history.



Did John Schumann receive any awards or recognition
for ' Was Only 19'?

Yes, John Schumann received several accolades for 'l Was Only 19', including recognition
for its cultural significance and its role in promoting awareness of veterans' issues in
Australia.

Are there any notable performances or covers of 'l Was
Only 19'?

The song has been covered by various artists and performed at numerous commemorative
events, including ANZAC Day ceremonies, highlighting its ongoing relevance and
emotional weight.

How does 'l Was Only 19’ reflect the broader anti-war
sentiment of its time?

The song captures the disillusionment and trauma felt by soldiers and civilians alike
during the Vietnam War era, aligning with the broader anti-war sentiment that emerged in
response to the conflict's devastating consequences.
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Explore the powerful story behind John Schumann's 'I Was Only 19' and its impact on Australian
music and culture. Discover how this iconic song resonates today!
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