Death in 1968
was pivotal
moment in

Parma, Ohio

By Rick Hampson
USATO

PARMA, Ohio — It was Sun-
day evening. The boy was sit-
ting on the couch, watching
Disney, when he looked out
the plcture window. Two men
in mlhtary uniforms were
walking ug the driveway.

ve years later, he can
Stlﬂ hear his mother’s scream.

The men were escorted to
the kitchen, where they con-
firmed what the scream antici-
pated: His older brother, Ma-
rine Pfc. Gregory W. Fischer,
was dead, the 13th Vietnam

' War fatality from this working-

class suburb of Cleveland.

Few communities. were
more patriotic than Parma.
Few communities, per capita,
lost more sons in Vietnam,
Greg Fischer’s death would be
asmall turning point — “one of
those moments when Middle
America turned against the.
war,” says Clark Dougan, who
sat next to Fischer in high
school homeroom.

“People just said, ‘Enough is
enough, " Dougan recalls, “And
when a- place like Parma
turned against the war, that
was it.”

Now, with the United States
poised to go to war with kaq,
people here look and wait for

" another such moment of in-

sight into what military power
can and can't achieve.

But Fischer’s family, friends
and neighbors, who agree that
the Vietham War was a hid-
eous mistake, share no such

| unanimity on a military cam-

paign in Iraq. His mother backs
the president all the way. His
sister wants the United Natlons
involved, but his uncle and
brother support a US. strike

with or without UN. support.
Another relative thinks invad-

alk of

war stirs memory of loss
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Marine Pfc. Greg Fischer’s mother on a

flipped you a burger at the Mc-
Donaids on Peakral ‘Road. 'It'll:e
one you saw S on the
Forestwood ‘Parkmr,lgnk after

- school or in his Marine uniform

ing lraq would poison relations  at the high school football
with Muslim nations and in- - game last fall.
crease the terrorist threat. -“Did you know him without
A. man .in nowing?” Feagler
Fischer's old. asked. “See him with-
neighborhood out seeing?”
thinks George Fischer would have
W. Bush just been easy to miss. He
wants Irag’s oil, was a pleasant, quiet
and a student at boy who did poorly i
his old*school high school. Because he
says the United wasn't going to college,
States is making he knew he'd have to
itself look like a b 4 enlist in the mili
bully. amilyphoto - he drafted.- He volun-
Talk to 10 1966:Fischerasa ‘teered for the Marines,
peogl:eand you highschoolsenior.  he said, because they
reasons were the toughest.

why the United States should
invade Iraq and five reasons
why it should not. You hear:

» That war would forestall
more attacks like those of Sept.
11, 2001, and that it would
provoke more of them.

» That war would incur high
casualtles in house-to-house

in Baghdad, and that it
would e won as easily as the
1991 Gulf War.

» That war would bring de-

mocracy to Iraq, and that it

would bnn%chaos to Iraq.

ivalence extends
across a nation whose people
mostly support an invasion to
disarm Saddam Hussein but
mostly oppose it without UN.

| support. That sort of division

reminds many peop}e here of
Vietnam.

Anunlmownsoldier
On Memorial Day 1968,

three months after those two

Marines walked up the drive-
way, a story appeared atop
Page One of The Cleveland
Press: “Did You Know Him?
This Boy of 19.”

. Thisboy was Greg Fischer.

As Hescribed by Press re-
porter Dick Feagler, Fischer
was a sort of unknown soldier:

Fischer’s parents didn't share
his enthusiasm. His uncle, an
officer in the Air Force Re-
sen[.fveszh triectlntlgls tall}< him out t(l)gt;
it. Fischer himself apparen
had second thoughts. “Why |
ic:lined the Marines | don't

ow,” he once wrote. “I think 1
was trying to prove something
to myself.”

Fischer came home after ba-
sic training before shipping out
to South Vlaelwaymm He mn:ld
nervous — S SMO -

s polishing his shoes.

He eft behind a sealed enve-
lope to be opened if he didn't
come back. The letter said part
of his life insurance money
should help send his brother to
college and pay for his sister
Deatl)(l;ie's weddi (“Shﬁap will
make some man very happy,
and I want her to have a good

J\er stopped in Okinawa,
Japan, en route to South Viet-
nam and dropped his parents a
note. “When my name was

called, a funny feeling came:

over me. I think that was the

first moment I really believed 1.

was going to a war zone. My
knees became weak and my
body turned cold. 1 plctured

myself as a real Marine. I look -
back on my life and I just won- .
| The kid who sold you a pack of - der.”

smokes at York Leader Drug, 9{

On Feb. 22, 1968, Fischer was

" soldier departed radic
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Iraq; “Saddam (Hussem) is treacherous. We
another horrible thing to happen before we do somethmg" asks Dee Piastrelli, whose son was

By Jason A. Cohn for USA TODAY

In Parma: Marilyn and Frank Golkowski are conflicted about at-
tacking Irag. “I myself don't want to, but you have to,” she says.

= By Frank Pompa, USA TODAY

shot in the head while on pa-
trol in South Vietnam. It was a’
month after he had entered
the country, and 17 days after
his 19th birthday.

Voices, then and now

Feagler’s profile of the dead
from
the genre. No one said Pfc.
Fischer died for a higher cause.
No one called for victory to
avenge his loss. If was the end
of an era; A region that had
provided the men and materi-
als that won America’s wars
would never again accept war
uncritically or bear its losses
stoically.

Here is what some of the

family, friends, neighbors and
sticcessors of Greg ischer have
to say about the prospect of
war with Irag.

> Dee Pigtrelli. Fischer’s

mother, was widowed five
years ago. Her son’s Purple
Heart hangs on her bedroom
wall:

“Saddam is treacherous. We
gotta get rid of this Lerk Do we
need another horrible thing to
happen before we do some-

> Joe Piastrelli, Fischer's
younger brother, was 8 when
Fischer was killed in 1968:

“I don't think it'll be another
Vietnam. We learned our les-
son. For me, 9/11 was the big-

ﬁ::"t eye-opener. It showed we Fo

e to keep terrorism away
from the U.S. We cant let ter-
rorists have a base to build nu-
clear bombs and those kmds of
weapons.”

» Deborah Brewer, Fi-
scher's sister, was 11 when he
was killed:

_“Itd be much better if we
had the UN. behind us. But if
we don't do this,” who else

v

_» Richard Pinkerton,
Fischer’s uncle, is a retired lieu-
tenant colonel in the Air Force
Reserves:

“What did Greg Fischer die
for in Vietnam? No one knows.
But Iraq would be different. The
mission is clear. The only way

" to find out what happened to
ile of weapons.

Saddam’s stock
is to g0 in an
selves.”

» Allan Kepke,a r;txred col-

find out our-

lg(?lled

The Cieveland Press
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get rid of this jerk. Do we need

in South Vietnam in 1968

lege theater professor, was re-

lated to Fischer by marri Calfe
“Just as a lot of middle-of-

the-road Americans were rad-

- icalized by Vietnam, a lot of

middle-of-the-road Muslims
are going to be radicalized if we
invade Iraq.”

» Steele Nowlin, a school-
mate of Fischer’s, is \})rmapal of
their alma mater, Valley Forge
High School:

*My personal opinion is that
debate in the country has been
pretty well stifled. The admini-
stration has done a good job of
cramming this down every-

one’s throat.”
: » Kayleigh Fitch, a fresh-
man at Valley Forge, is world
news reporter for the school
newspaper:

“The US. is like the popular
kids at school, whom people
are respectful to only because
they're afraid of what
happen if they aren’t. With
power comes responsibility. If

‘we're not careful, we could end

up setting ourselves up for abig
fall. I don't want to go in unless
we have proof.”

Parma, which ended up los-
ing 34 young men in Vietnam,
is still a relatively conservative,

atriotic community. At Valley
High, about 10% of the
senior class enlists in the mil-
itary each year.

ere’s a bronze plaque at

the bottom of a stairway with
the name of Greg Fischer and
14 other graduates whe went
to Vietnam — “Valley Forge Pa-
triots who died defendmg free-
dom,” it Sﬂ

Thmgs id not work out as
Fischer planned in the letter he
left behind for his family. His
brother went to Ohio State for
a year before deciding it was
not for him. Instead of having a
fancy wedding, his sister
eloped and used the money to
buy furniture.

But sheis, as her older broth-
er predicted, making some guy
happy: her 2-year—old grandy ‘
son. The boy is Gregory, named
after the great uncle that he,
andalot 0 other people, never
knew. - .



