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Marc Aronson, Paul Fleischman, Jim Murphy, Harry Mazer, Walter Dean Myers
 

 

The Author’s Responsbility:
 
Telling the Truth About War 

Each of the authors of this five-part article was 
kind enough to allow us to use his presentation 
from the Books on War panel at the ALAN 

Workshop held in Pittsburgh in November of 2005. We 
are indebted to them, not only for their generosity in 
giving permission, but also for the important message 
within each talk. We would also like to thank Patty 
Campbell, Kathleen Broskin, Vicki Tisch, John Mason, 
Jerry Weiss, Becky Hemperly, and Anne Irza-Leggat for 
their help. 

Marc Aronson 
An expanded version of this article is available on 
Marc’s website at http://www.marcaronson.com/ 
young_adult_books.html 

All wars are boyish, and are fought by boys, 
The champions and enthusiasts of the state 

Herman Melville wrote those lines in July of 1861 just 
as the Civil War began and his words get to the heart 
of what we are here to discuss today. We are fighting a 
war now. All of us here in this room write, edit, 
review, teach, evaluate books for teenagers who will 
soon have the chance to be the “champions and 
enthusiasts” on the battlefield. Can those books play 
any role in helping those young men? What role might 
that be? American soldiers are in harm’s way. Can any 
book help protect them? American soldiers, too, have 
been in the position to notice, participate in, or expose 
torture and abuse. Could any book be of use to a 
person who in that terrible position of moral choice 
and social pressure? 

Melville’s words, though, are just as important 
when read in reverse: in his time it was assumed that 
young men would be fascinated with war, would be 
preoccupied with imagining themselves as heroes in 
combat. Yet outside of the authors on this panel—all 
males as you can see—it is very rare to find realistic 
YA books in which armed combat is central to the 
story. There are wars in fantasy novels and in science 
fiction; video and computer games are filled with 
weaponry and clashes of arms. But in the novels and 
nonfiction produced for teenagers you are far, far, far 
more likely to find emotional combat, the storm and 
stress of dating, parents, girl friendships, than tales of 
bands of brothers on battlefields. 

Some part of this is the result of the YA lag—most 
people get around to writing about coming of age a 
decade or so after the fact. Perhaps ten years from 
now if ALAN holds this same panel all of the chairs 
will be filled by guys in their 20s, who made their 
mark writing about coming of age in Iraq. But mostly I 
think that we, as an industry, responded to the first set 
of questions—how can YA books help young people 
face war—by deciding that war was bad, and best 
ignored. We treated war the way Victorians did sex— 
something that we knew people liked, but that we did 
not want to promote, so had best keep secret. The 
phrase used over and over was, “we don’t want to 
glorify war.” 

We, as an industry, determined to be the antidote 
to John Wayne, to the Green Berets, to the boosterism 
of war. Fine, except that, as I see with my own five 
year old, boys have not changed. They crave fighting, 
crave combat, crave heroism in battle. And, as I 
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When a soldier dies in The 

Iliad, he doesn’t ascend to 

Valhalla in glory. Far from 

it. His soul journeys down 

to the underworld, a land 

of shadows whose inhab

itants spend eternity 

pining for the feel of 

sunlight, the taste of wine, 

the sight of their wives

and homelands.
 

discovered in writing nonfiction books about Ameri
can and British history—war is fascinating to research, 
exciting to write about, and is, often enough, the 
essential turning point of both personal and national 
histories. We simply cannot be true to the past, to the 
present, or to our readers, and silence war. 

I have never, ever, seen a reviewer say we should 
not write books about two girlfriends having a fight 
because we don’t want to glorify animosity between 
girls. Just the opposite, the reviewers praise authors of 
such books for their insightful realism. Similarly, there 
is a whole industry of books about the most intimate 
moments in a girl’s physical maturation: getting her 
first period, anxiously tracking the development of her 
breasts, experiencing a range of sexual sensations. 
And yet I am certain that a book that was as detailed 
in describing the gore of combat would be criticized 
for being too graphic. 

There is another interesting thread in this panel— 
the play of fiction and nonfiction. Harry Mazer served 
in World War II, and has written a trilogy whose 
titles—A Boy at War; A Boy No More; and Heroes 
Don’t Run: A Novel of the Pacific War, exactly match 
our theme today. Personal brushes with war appear in 
Walter Dean Myers work in two ways—through the 
clashes on the streets of Harlem, and in the story of 
his brother in Vietnam. As far as I know, neither of the 
authors of our nonfiction books related to war—Jim 
Murphy and Paul Fleischman—has made use of direct 
personal experience of combat. And yet Jim has told 
me that his Boy’s War—again directly our theme—is 
one of his most requested school publications. And 
Paul’s Dateline: Troy, which is just now being revised 
and updated—most directly deals with the war boys 
are fighting today. 

I hope that this panel with these four accom
plished writers will mark a new moment for our 
industry. We are at war. As the world’s only super
power, I suspect that war of one sort or another is in 
our national future. Here together we can end the 
policy of Victorian delicacy and silence and revisit the 
questions Melville suggested so long ago: where do 
boys, war, and writing meet? 

Marc Aronson is a scholar and author of numerous works 
of nonfiction, often challenging widely held misconcep
tions about history. He has won numerous awards, 
including the Sibert Medal, School Library Journal Best 
Book, and New York Times Best Book.
 ____________________________ 

Paul Fleischman 
The Iliad is often described as a glorification of war. 
The vividness and detail of the descriptions—which 
ribs the spear entered between, what sound it made, a 
long simile comparing the spurting blood to a freshet 
in spring—would seem to support this. In a way, The 
Iliad is the ancestor of those Hollywood movies that 
switch to slow motion to show shells exploding and 
bodies flying through the air. It lets us not simply hear 
or read about battle, but smell and feel and taste it. 

But Homer doesn’t describe only battle this way; 
everything is evoked in rich detail: The waves striking 
the shore, the donning of armor, the flames from the 
Greeks’ cooking fires in the evening. It’s for this 
reason that Homer is such a valuable reporter on 
Greek life of the period, filling in the sorts of details 
not found in tombs and middens. 

Though Homer praises the martial virtues of 
strength and courage, The Iliad doesn’t resemble an 
Army recruiting film. 
Though he flits from earth 
to Olympus and back to 
tell his tale, the war is seen 
largely through an 
infantryman’s clear-sighted 
eyes. Leaders are foolish, 
selfish, spiteful. Achilles, 
the book’s and the Greeks’ 
star, is a vain, hot-tem-
pered churl, willing to let 
his fellow Greeks be slain 
by the score just to spite 
Agamemnon, with whom 
he’s feuding. The gods are 
a curse upon the soldiers, 
keeping the war simmering 
for their own ends, 
breaking truces, feuding
 
above like the generals 
below.
 

When a soldier dies in 
The Iliad, he doesn’t ascend to Valhalla in glory. Far 
from it. His soul journeys down to the underworld, a 
land of shadows whose inhabitants spend eternity 
pining for the feel of sunlight, the taste of wine, the 
sight of their wives and homelands. Homer’s standard
ized description of death makes no mention of honor, 
courage, justice, self-sacrifice. The phrase is rather, 
“And darkness covered his eyes,” a chilling catch
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It’s this honesty, I think, 

that has kept The Iliad	 

alive all these years.	 

Propaganda is predict-

able, one-dimensional. 

Literature is just the	 

opposite. It’s the human-

ity of the Trojan War story 

that originally appealed 

to me. 

phrase that never loses its power for me. I would 
argue that for Homer war is a tragedy—a bloody, 
unnecessary, disaster foisted upon us, cruelly taking 
the lives of men of valor before their time. 

War for Homer is also a moral mixed bag. Though 
the Greeks start out as the righteous plaintiffs, soon 

neither side has a mo
nopoly on virtue. After ten 
years of fighting, the men 
can barely remember why 
they’re fighting. The war 
has assumed a momentum 
of its own, drawn out by 
spells of tedium. It was 
said that only Palamedes’s 
invention of dice from the 
knucklebones of sheep 
kept the Greek soldiers 
from going mad. No 
glorification there. Rather, 
The Iliad is the spiritual
grandfather of Catch-22, 
MASH, of Jarhead. 

It’s this honesty, I 
think, that has kept The 
Iliad alive all these years. 
Propaganda is predictable, 

one-dimensional. Literature is just the opposite. It’s 
the humanity of the Trojan War story that originally 
appealed to me. How can you resist a story that starts 
with a seer advising a pregnant queen to kill her baby 
when it’s born lest it bring ruin upon their city? How 
can you not keep reading when the king and queen 
can’t bear to kill the child, entrust the deed to a 
herdsman who leaves the baby on a mountain, then 
finds it still living five days later, and decides with his 
wife to raise it in secret, taking a dog’s tongue to the 
king and queen as evidence that the baby is dead? 
Driving past the Argonaut Motel near my house, I 
realized that the ancient world still lives. And that 
accompanying the story with actual newspaper articles 
paralleling the events described was the perfect way to 
bring one of our oldest stories into the present. 

I quickly decided to start the story before The 
Iliad and to continue past it, since there’s so much 
drama aside from the Achilles-Agamemnon-Hector 
story. The war, after all, lasted ten years. The Iliad 
covers only a few weeks. I broke down the story into 

scenes and tried to find modern parallels. The first one 
was easy. The king and queen of Troy relied on a seer; 
Ronald Reagan consulted an astrologist. The second 
clipping dropped into my lap as well, and epitomized 
what I was searching for. The herdsman left the infant 
on a mountain to die—standard practice in ancient 
Greece for unwanted children. There, one day, at the 
bottom of page one of my local paper, was the 
headline “Newborn Found in Dumpster,” the story of 
an infant left to die, but rescued. What the mountain 
was for the ancients, the dumpster is for us. 

The Trojan War story is ageless, but newspapers 
keep rolling off the presses. And in teenagers’ eyes, 
the first Gulf War marches quickly in reverse, receding 
to join Vietnam, the French and Indian War, and 
Hannibal’s invasion of Rome. Meanwhile technology 
marches on. In the ten years after the first edition was 
published, the Internet sprang into being. Suddenly I 
could search hundreds of papers all over the country, 
instead of just the local and national papers. And then 
came a new war in the Persian Gulf. I decided it was 
time to improve on some of the first edition’s clip
pings, and time as well as to bring the Trojan War into 
the new millennium, with warnings about 9/11 
replacing those about Lockerbie, with President Bush’s 
“Bring ‘em on” added to the collage of boasts from 
overconfident leaders clamoring for war. 

In college, I had little thought of writing for a 
living. I thought I might go into history, perhaps 
teaching at the high school level. Dateline: Troy was 
written for the teacher I didn’t become, or rather for 
the one I would have become, and for the teachers 
that you in the audience are. The kind of teachers who 
show students why history and literature never go out 
of date. I wish you good luck with it. Let me know 
how it goes. 

Paul Fleischman is the author of more than 30 best
selling works, from plays, to poems, to picture books, to 
young adult novels. He has won numerous awards, 
including the Golden Kite Award, Scott O’Dell Award and 
Newbery Medal. 

Jim Murphy 
I’ve written four books that deal with the subject of 
war, three on the Civil War, one of which is fiction, 
and one on the American Revolutionary War. It’s 
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I had put myself in line to

go to Vietnam without 

really knowing what was

going on there. I didn’t

know anything about the 

Vietnam people or why we 

were fighting them; I

didn’t know how the war 

was being handled mili

tarily. I didn’t even know 

what it was like to be in 

the army, how it felt to 

shoot at and kill another

human being, or even the

consequences of being 

wounded. I was com

pletely uninformed and 

stupid. 

important to know that I have never personally been 
in a combat situation or even trained as a soldier. But 
when I was young, I did have this odd, weird experi
ence that helped me decide how to approach this 
subject in my books. 

I was eighteen in 1965, and as you all know, the 
Vietnam War was going on. On the day I turned 
eighteen, I left my house, marched across our little 
town to the high school where the draft board had its 
office and I signed up. Don’t get me wrong. I wasn’t 
enlisting in the army. I was only registering my name 
for the draft. So I signed my name and marched home, 
and I never told anyone what I’d done. 

A couple of weeks later, I came home from 
school, and my mother was furious. A letter had 
arrived from the draft office and my mother had 
opened it (she did that with any mail addressed to my 
brother or me that looked official and could contain 
bad news). She looked inside, saw that the card inside 
said I was “I-A,” and she started screaming. My 
mother was at best five feet tall, about so big [ges
ture]. She was a short, little Italian woman, but when 
she got angry, the entire neighborhood knew what 
was going on. “How could you do this without telling 
your father and me?” she wanted to know. “Who gave 
you permission?” I told her (in my calm, supercilious 
eighteen-year-old voice) that I did it because that’s 
what the law required. When you turned eighteen, 
you were required to register, period, and I didn’t want 
to be any different than all of my friends who were 
turning eighteen. That did not make my mother 
happy. Or quiet her down. 

Several weeks later, I came home from school 
again, and another draft card had arrived for me in the 
mail. This one said “IV-F.” When you see “IV-F” and 
your name on the draft card, the “IV-F” looks huge, 
like it’s about a foot tall. I had gone to register, 
originally, because I wanted to be a normal, law-
abiding kid. Suddenly, now, this “IV-F” made me 
completely different from all my friends. It was a clear 
indication that I was inept, that I was not physically 
qualified to be in the army or to defend my family, 
relatives and neighbors from attack. From whom 
didn’t matter. 

A general rule for all parents to remember: you do 
not suggest to any eighteen-year-old that he is physi
cally unfit. It’s a clear challenge that will be met with 
blind, incoherent stubbornness. 

The way this terrible “IV-F” thing came about was 
that my mother worked as a bookkeeper for a doctor, 
and I had fainted a couple of times while at track 
practice. I think this happened because I never ate my 
school’s really awful lunches, and by the time after
noon practice rolled around I was completely done in, 
weak and light-headed. Which didn’t mean I begged 
off practice. Why not? Because I didn’t want to be 
treated any differently than anyone else, of course. I’d 
go out, run as far and as 
fast as I could—and than 
pass out. Ever sharp, my 
mother took these inci
dents and convinced the 
doctor that I must be 
epileptic and therefore 
eligible for a medical 
deferment. So, now it was 
my turn to inform the 
entire neighborhood about 
the situation. 

We had two or three 
weeks of conflict, which 
eventually turned into 
negotiation on the doctor’s 
report. And then a third 
draft card appeared. This 
one said I was “II-A.” It 
was a compromise. My 
mother was not completely 
happy. I was not com-
pletely happy. 

It took a few years— 
and watching those grim 
TV pictures of wounded 
and dead soldiers in 
Vietnam night after night— 
before I realized how 
utterly dopey I’d been and 
how amazingly smart my 
mother was. I had put 
myself in line to go to 
Vietnam without really 
knowing what was going on there. I didn’t know 
anything about the Vietnam people or why we were 
fighting them; I didn’t know how the war was being 
handled militarily. I didn’t even know what it was like 
to be in the army, how it felt to shoot at and kill 
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Did I want to scare read

ers? Well, to a degree, yes. 

But I didn’t want readers 

to think I was putting 

anything in simply for	 

shock value or to create	 

controversy. I wanted 

them to experience war in 

an immediate and dra-

matic way that left them 

with lasting images and 

impressions. 

another human being, or even the consequences of 
being wounded. I was completely uninformed and 
stupid. 

And when I thought about it, I realized this 
complete lack of information made me the perfect 
soldier [laughter from the audience]. It does. Because 
the more you know, the more questions you tend to 
ask, and the more questions you ask the more likely 
you are to say “no” to an order. Trust me, no army 
wants that. They want to train a blank slate into 

someone who will fit the 
army’s very special needs. 
And that means saying, 
“Yes sir,” no matter what 
they’re told to do. 

I didn’t realize it then, 
but this experience had a 
powerful influence on my 
writing. Fast forward 
twenty years or so, and 
suddenly I am working on 
the first book I did about 
the Civil War called The
Boys’ War: Confederate 
and Union Soldiers Talk 
About the Civil War. It’s 
about boys sixteen years 
old and younger who 
enlisted to fight in the Civil 
War. Not to be drummer 
boys, but to actually fight 
in the infantry. I did a lot 
of research on the Civil 
War and the soldiers who 

fought in it and read many diaries, journals, memoirs 
and letters from these soldiers. 

I discovered that, essentially, they really didn’t 
know what they were getting themselves into when 
they went off to war. They just wanted to be with their 
friends, who had all rushed off to volunteer. They saw 
fighting in the war as a grand adventure that they 
would all come out of as heroes. And I thought, 
“Wouldn’t it have been nice if someone had told me 
what Vietnam was going to be like that day as I 
marched across town to sign up for the draft.” 

I decided my book was going to be an attempt to 
let kids, my readers, see and feel what it’s actually like 
to join an army in war time. I would follow these 

young soldiers start to finish, from the time they 
hurried off to enlist, through their brief period of 
training, and into their first chaotic battles, death and 
suffering included. I’d let readers experience camp life, 
camp food, and all the other discomforts away from 
home. And I’d let readers see the lucky ones come 
marching home, changed forever. 

When I signed the contract for this, my editor was 
Ann Troy. She was extraordinarily supportive when I 
said I wanted to do a book that was very realistic and 
presented war in as powerful a way as I could. She 
was an extremely good editor, although when I 
showed her a photograph of body parts strewn across 
a field, she did hesitate slightly. I remember she 
looked at the photo and then back at me. “Now don’t 
make the battle scenes overly graphic,” she suggested. 
“We don’t want to scare kids.” 

I blurted out, “Yes, I do!” That’s the kind of from-
the-hip response some authors believe shows how 
brave they are. You know, willing to risk censure for 
the good cause. But when I really thought about the 
question, it made me analyze what I hoped the book’s 
impact would be. Did I want to scare readers? Well, to 
a degree, yes. But I didn’t want readers to think I was 
putting anything in simply for shock value or to create 
controversy. I wanted them to experience war in an 
immediate and dramatic way that left them with 
lasting images and impressions. 

I went back over what I’d written and found 
myself wondering if maybe I had gone over the line in 
my enthusiasm to produce realistic scenes. Were my 
descriptions detailed to the point of being distracting? 
I tried deleting a word or phrase, but then the scenes 
seemed paler and less alive. What to do? I don’t know 
how other writers handle such situations, but my 
response is to escape into research (and hope some
thing vaguely intelligent enters my head as a result). 

I went back over my notes and began rereading 
all those first hand accounts I’d hunted out. And it 
was while doing this that I realized something I 
probably should have earlier. These kids—some just 
fourteen years old with a modest amount of formal 
education—were masterful writers. Clear, direct, 
innocent and eager to see and tell about the world 
around them. What surprised, shocked or just gave 
them a chuckle, they wrote down on paper. 

I decided I was going to bring in as many of their 
personal accounts as I possibly could, letting their 
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combined voices present as complete a picture of war 
as possible. My hope was that by the end of the book, 
by letting modern day kids take this imaginary trip 
into a very real past, by letting them experience war 
through the words of people who really had been 
there, that when the time came for them to march 
across town to sign a registration paper, they might 
stop, step back and really think about what the 
consequences might be. 

That’s what my four books essentially try to do. 
Draw readers into the text who (usually) have a highly 
romanticized view of war and let them muck through 
the mud and blood and waste that is the inevitable 
consequence of battle. 

I’ll add that, as he opened our panel’s discussion, 
Marc Aronson mentioned the idea of how books often 
glorify war. That made me remember a day I had 
received a bunch of fan letters, and in the first one I 
opened someone figuratively wagged a finger at me, 
saying, “You’re glorifying war. You’re sending young 
men off to be killed, and you should be ashamed of 
yourself!” Two or three letters later, I opened another 
which said, “I want to thank you for writing such a 
great antiwar book.” [laughter from the audience] So, 
I decided I’d done (with the help of some incredible 
eye witnesses) a fairly decent job of presenting both 
sides of the issue [more laughter]. 

Jim Murphy is the author of over 20 best-selling nonfic
tion books for young adults, including An American 
Plague, The Great Fire and The Boys of War. He is the 
winner of numerous awards, including a Newbery Honor, 
Boston Globe-Horn Book Award, and National Book 
Award Finalist. 

Harry Mazer 
When WWII started, I was sixteen years old, and 
when I was seventeen, I was so worried that the war 
would end before I could get into it, that I volunteered 
for the air cadets. I was going to be an officer, hope
fully, but I washed out of that whole program. I did 
end up volunteering for the Army Air Corps and 
ultimately wound up as a B-17 gunner, a waist gunner, 
on a B-17 heavy bomber. Our first mission was over 
Berlin, early February, 1945, and it was an experience 
like none I had ever had. The city lay beneath us like 
a huge rusted grid. And although I have no memory of 
where we dropped our bombs, what I do remember 

vividly is seeing one of our bombers, one of our B-17 
bombers, split in half and the back end of it, the tail 
end of it, spin away from the plane. After that I was a 
shareholder in this war. 

On April 25, 1945, 13 days before the war in 
Europe ended, we flew out on our 26th mission, over 
Pilsen, Czechoslovakia. Six hundred bombers went 
out that day. The target was the Skoda armament 
works, a big munitions factory. The Germans were 
waiting for us; they knew we were coming. Of the 600 
planes, two were shot down, one of which was mine. 
When we were hit, we were at 26,000 feet, I was in 
waist gun position, and the explosion threw me off my 
feet. It tore off my oxygen mask and my intercom, and 
when I looked, I saw the wing on the port side of the 
plane was gone; it had been blown off and the plane 
was falling. 

I was wearing an emergency parachute and 
harness, and I crawled to the emergency door, but the 
door was stuck. I had no oxygen. I turned away from 
the door, and saw the turret gunner, on his knees right 
behind me. Behind him I saw my best friend, Mike 
Brennan, the radio operator. We were both nineteen 
years old, both from the Bronx, and I would like to 
believe that I yelled to Mike, “Come on!” or something 
of that sort. I threw myself against the door and fell 
out of the plane. I had never parachute jumped before 
in my life or since. 

I remember everything that happened after I fell 
out of that door. I fell and fell, and it felt like I was 
floating. I fell and fell and didn’t pull the ‘chute. I fell 
and I feel and I fell, and I didn’t pull the ‘chute until I 
fell into a bank of clouds. And then I did, and for a 
moment, I blacked out. When I woke I was under the 
chute; the chute was billowed out, and looking down, 
I saw a beautiful day, a blue and white sky, and a 
beautiful spring day. There were two other ‘chutes 
near by, but I couldn’t tell who the men were. Where 
bombs had been dropped there were great columns of 
black smoke rising in the sky. 

I seemed to fall into a giant bowl, and I could see 
men waiting for me before I hit the ground: German 
soldiers in blue uniforms, Luftwaffe-German Air Force, 
and I was taken prisoner. Another gunner from my 
plane was also taken prisoner, but at a different place, 
by the German Air Force. I was raised on the movies, I 
was raised on John Wayne, and this wasn’t the way it 
was supposed to be. I never saw Mike again, 
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I wrote The Last Mission 

for many reasons, not the 

least of which is that boys 

love war books. And 

clearly, I’m not speaking 

for all boys or all girls, but 

that was just one of the 

reasons for writing the 

book. Unlike life, we 

expect stories to make 

sense, and so maybe by 

writing the book, I hoped 

to finally make sense of 

what had happened to us. 

I wanted to remember, I 

wanted never to forget. I 

wanted the world to know 

about and to honor their 

sacrifice. I wanted an 

answer to why I had lived 

and Mike had died. 

After the war, I visited Mike Brennan’s parents. 
His brother was there, and Mike’s father sat there and 
listened as I told them what I knew. Of the eight men 

on the plane, only two had 
survived, and Mike wasn’t 
one of them. I felt 
ashamed to be sitting 
there; I was here-Mike 
wasn’t here, and as soon 
as I could, I left. 

In those days, I told 
my story almost impul
sively to anybody who 
would listen. I intended to 
write the story, and years 
later when I became a 
writer, after Norma and I 
had gotten together, and I 
had begun to write stories, 
as many of you know, I 
wrote a novel from my 
experiences called The Last 
Mission. The Last Mission 
is about fifteen-year-old 
Jack Raab, who is from the 
Bronx, fakes his age to join 
the Army Air Corps, and 
becomes a waist gunner on 
a B-17. The book has been 
in print for 26 years. 

I wrote The Last 
Mission for many reasons, 
not the least of which is 
that boys love war books. 
And clearly, I’m not 
speaking for all boys or all 
girls, but that was just one 
of the reasons for writing 
the book. Unlike life, we 
expect stories to make 
sense, and so maybe by 
writing the book, I hoped 

to finally make sense of what had happened to us. I 
wanted to remember, I wanted never to forget. I 
wanted the world to know about and to honor their 
sacrifice. I wanted an answer to why I had lived and 
Mike had died. 

I wrote three other books about WWII, a trilogy 

about a young man named Adam Pelko. My editor at 
the time had asked me to write a book about Pearl 
Harbor. I said, “Sure,” and what came to my mind 
almost immediately was a phrase that wouldn’t leave 
my head: “A Boy at War, A Boy No More.” And that 
was the emotional and dramatic framework of the 
story. The first book was A Boy at War, and that was 
bout Pearl Harbor. The next book I wrote was about 
the Japanese internment camps, and it was called A 
Boy No More. 

When I wrote the third book , which is about 
Okinawa, and the same main character, which goes to 
the end of the war, I thought back to my rhyme, and I 
thought, War No More would make sense. So, I put 
that on the manuscript and sent it in to the publisher. 
Nobody liked. So I went back and I thought about a 
scene in the book where Adam and his sergeant, 
Rosie, are out on the front line, crouching together. 
Adam confesses that he is scared all the time, and 
Rosie tells him to stop babbling, “any man who is here 
on this island, in this hell-hole, is a hero in my book.” 
So, I emailed that title, Heroes Don’t Run, to David, my 
editor, and that’s the title of the book. 

Now, you don’t have to serve in a war to write 
about war. It’s not a requirement that you do what I 
did. Imagination makes all things possible. But writing 
about things I had not been part of, I felt the need to 
learn more. I spoke to veterans, I read first person 
accounts, wartime memoirs, and all of them talked of 
things: the wounded the dead, the living wandering 
around half mad, 

How do you translate things like that into a book 
for young readers? How realistic should I be? What 
was my responsibility to young readers and to those 
who had been in that war? I had to remind myself that 
I was a novelist and not a historian. I wasn’t an 
authority. I wasn’t writing polemics against war. My 
job was to write a story, and I have learned that in 
telling a story, a little goes a long way. 

If there was a message in my book, it had to be 
contained within the story. After a writer friend of 
mine had just finished reading The Last Mission, he let 
me know that he liked the scene at the end of the 
book, after the war, when Jack Raab is at a school 
assembly, and he is asked to say something and he 
finally blurts out: “War is one stupid thing after 
another.” This particular writer was especially moved 
by those words, and he wanted me to know that, and 
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he added, “I think so, too.” 
At the end of WWII, I would never have uttered 

those words. I would not have written those words; 
WWII was a necessary war. People speak of it as a 
good war, but that doesn’t really make sense because 
there are no good wars. It was a necessary war, but 
then there was Viet Nam and everything that has 
followed since then. 

Let me tell one last story. Fifty years after the end 
of WWII, I was invited to come back to where our 
plane had gone down in Czechoslovakia for a cer
emony honoring my crew. 

I went to Prague first where one of the engines of 
my plane sits in the Czech Air Museum, and then to 
where we crashed. I was taken to a farmer’s field 
where bits of our plane still could be found. And it 
was her that I found out something I had not known 
for fifty years; Mike Brennan had not died on the 
plane. He had been the third man out, and he had 
landed near a Czech cemetery not too far from where 
we landed. As he landed a German Wehrmacht officer 
was closing on him in a car, and as he approached 
Mike, pistol drawn, he shot and killed him. This had 
been witnessed at a distance by some Czech girls. 

Why didn’t we come down next to that cemetery. 
What would it have taken? A little rearranging of the 
way we went out of the plane. Or parachutes opened a 
little later or earlier, just a wisp of wind. 

It was Mike’s bad luck; it was war. 

Harry Mazer is the author of more than 30 best-selling 
books for young readers, including The Last Mission, a 
largely autobiographical book based on his experience as a 
gunner on a B-17 shot down and taken prisoner during 
WWI, and the Adam Pelko trilogy: A Boy at War, A Boy 
No More, and Heroes Don’t Run. Harry has won many 
awards, including the American Library Association Best 
Book for Young Adults, the Horn Book Honor List and The 
ALAN Award, which he won with his wife, young adult 
author, Norma Fox Mazer. 

Walter Dean Myers 
Teenagers grow up to be decision makers. They grow 
up to be people who send other people off to war. 
They grow up to be people who make decisions about 
war, often without ever really knowing about it, 
without understanding what it truly is. 

One of my sons, I’ve got two sons: a good son and 
a bad son [laughter from the audience]. My bad son is 
an artist, and he and I work together [more laughter 
from the audience]. My good son is career Air Force. 
He called the other day, and we asked about some
thing inadequately explained, “What’s going on in 
Columbia? What are we doing in Columbia?” And he 
replied, “You don’t want to know.” There are wars 
going on all over the world that nobody knows about. 
That’s pretty scary. 

When I joined the US Army, it was on my seven
teenth birthday. I left school and enlisted. Later, my 
younger brothers saw me in my uniform and thought I 
was pretty cool; in fact, one of my younger brothers 
joined the army after me. I think it used to be one out 
of every nine soldiers in the US Army went into 
combat, and now it’s one out of every eight, but the 
War in Vietnam was 
picking up, and my brother 
was sent into combat. He 
was killed there. 

He was not just a 
number for me; he was my 
brother. 

I had two pictures of 
him in my mind: a picture 
of him doing things around 
the house; he wanted to be 
an artist. And then I had 
another picture of him, 
dead. I had to somehow 
unite those two pictures 
because if they could be 
united for me, so could the 
idea of this reality that he 
was gone. 

At that time, there was 
still some hope that the 
South Vietnamese would 
take over and fight that war. So they were shipping 
South Vietnamese officers over to Fort Dix and Fort 
Monmouth and trying to train them. And they were 
bringing some prisoners over at the same time, and 
one prisoner was scared out of his mind. He was 
asked why are you so scared? You’re in America, now; 
no one is going to shoot you. What had happened was 
that the people who had captured him in Vietnam had 
been told to “bring back a prisoner,” and they had 
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captured two of them, and then bullshit! They’re feeding you this 
decided to kill the other guy, which sanitized version of the whole 
was routine. If they were told to thing. 
bring back one prisoner, and they’re I wrote Fallen Angels based on 
out in the field, you don’t risk the my brother’s death in Vietnam, and 
mission with an extra one. And they I wrote Patrol based on another 
killed the other one, usually with a friend who served in Vietnam. I 
knife. They would cut his throat. 

I think that’s an important concept of war that 
people need to learn and understand. I have been 
reading about the atrocities at the prison at Abu 
Ghraib, and people don’t seem to understand that the 
torture of prisoners is routine during war. What 
they’re saying is that “Oh, no! This is something 
different,” but this is what happens. In war, they 
capture prisoners and they routinely kill them and 
routinely torture them. It’s what happens, but who 
wants to say that? 

Who should tell young people that this is what 
war is about? Who? 

I was seventeen and prior to when I joined the 
army, I had just read Siegfried Sassoon, and all these 
World War One poets. “Yes! Wherever I fall, there 
shall be a piece of Harlem.” [laughter from Mr. Myers 
and from the audience]. 

This is the sort of thing we want to teach. You 
ought to teach the idea of passing a person you had 
lunch with lying on the ground, dead. You have to 
walk by that person and leave them behind because 
they’re dead. We ought to teach that. 

Young boys are interested in war. Young men are 
interested in war. I remember Forest Lee Moffatt, a 
friend of mine (a really good guy, a football player), 
calling Gamal Abdel Nasser, the president of Egypt, a 
“faggot,” during the Suez Canal Crisis. We had our 
rifles—we were in a boat outfit, what’s called a 
“riverine outfit,” at that time—and we were going to 
go fight and take the Canal. Later, a settlement was 
reached among all the sides, and he called David Ben 
Gurion, Prime Minister of Israel, a “faggot,” and 
Nasser, President of Egypt, a “faggot.” 

My whole point is that war—if you don’t know 
what it’s about, if you haven’t experienced your first 
dead body, yet—you think it’s just a game, that it’s 
wonderful. I watch war on television now, and I hear 
the talk about “smart bombs”—what a bunch of 

also wrote a book about D-Day, the Invasion of 
Normandy, [The Journal of Scott Pendleton Collins: A 
World War II Soldier, Normandy, France, 1944] and 
one of the things that struck me about that invasion 
was that it was one of the biggest screw-ups. One 
group of soldiers, young boys from Bedford, Virginia 
[home of Company A, 116th Infantry Regiment, 
Virginia National Guard. The little town of Bedford 
lost more men per capita than any other place in the 
U.S.], and they were just young boys, when they hit 
the beach, they were told that none of the landmarks 
on their maps would be there because “we’re going to 
bomb them all down.” But when they landed, they 
didn’t know that they had completely missed the 
beach they thought they were landing on, and thou
sands of soldiers were killed. 

They want to tell you that the plans for conduct
ing a war will work. They tell you, “We’ll do this, 
we’ll do the other thing, and this is going to be the 
result, and this is accurate,” and it’s not true—none of 
it’s true. War is chaotic. People are killed at a tremen
dous rate. And it’s all sanitized. It’s sanitized by the 
media, it’s sanitized by the military. If you read the 
“After Action Reports,” however, and any time there is 
combat, there is an After Action Report, you will find 
a completely different story. There was an After Action 
Report on the massacre at My Lai, in Vietnam, for 
example, and it gave a completely different version of 
it. 

Who is going to tell the children the truth about 
war if not authors? Who? 

Walter Dean Myers is the author of more than 70 best
selling works of fiction and nonfiction. He is the winner of 
over 50 of the highest awards in literature, including 
multiple Coretta Scott King Awards, National Book Award 
Finalist, the Michael L. Prinz Award, and the very first 
Virginia Hamilton Award. A military veteran himself, Mr. 
Myers is the author of several works on war, all connected 
to true events in one way or another. 
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