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“It’s always the same thing. ‘You don’t belong. You’re a 

woman. There were no women in Vietnam.”—from “The 

Women” by Kristin Hannah

In	her	best-selling	novel	The	Women,	Kristin	Hannah	
sets	the	record	straight:	there	were	plenty	of	heroic	women	
in Vietnam.

This	remarkable	work	of	historical	fiction	tells	the	
harrowing	story	of	one	woman’s	Vietnam	experience	and	
provides	an	insightful	look	into	the	nation’s	consciousness	
in the Vietnam era.

The	book’s	protagonist,	Frankie	McGrath,	the	daughter	
of a millionaire developer who lived 

on	Coronado	Island	off	the	San	Diego	
coast, decided on a whim to join the 

army	after	her	brother	Finley	was	
killed in Vietnam.

Despite	her	mother’s	difficulty	in	
accepting	her	decision	and	her	father’s	
outright	anger,	Frankie’s	tale	provokes	
all the emotions of Vietnam, both of 

those who served and those who were 

opposed—and, perhaps predictably, 

those	who	first	served	in	a	war	that	
they came home to contest.

The	book	begins	by	revealing	the	
dark complexities of the McGrath family and transitions 

quickly	into	the	jungles	of	Vietnam.	But,	with	Kristen	
Hannah,	like	all	great	writers,	it	is	always	the	relationships	
that carry the drama.

McGrath’s	relationships	with	two	men	she	met	while	
in Vietnam are a constant source of drama and unpredict-

ability	in	The	Women.	Like	the	men	in	most	of	her	other	
novels,	including	The	Great	Alone,	they	provide	a	striking,	
albeit	unpredictable,	contrast	to	McGrath’s	“good	Catholic	
girl”	roots	that	she	brought	to	Vietnam.

While	most	of	Hannah’s	female	protagonists	find	a	he-

roic path in her novels, the men in her novels are, predict-

ably,	unheroic	(although	spoiler	alerts	will	not	allow	me	to	
describe	the	nature	of	her	romantic	relationships	fully).

Besides	the	men	in	this	book	(whom	you	might	look	on	
charitably	as	misguided),	it’s	her	lifelong	friendships	with	
two other women nurses, Ethel and Barb, who become 

critical	players	in	Frankie’s	life	long	after	Vietnam.
Her	experiences	and	support	for	Ethel	and	Barb	poi-

gnantly	remind	us	that	it	is	our	close	relationships,	be	they	
family	or	friends,	that	carry	us	through	our	most	difficult	
days.	There	are	many	moving	passages,	like	this	one:

“Frankie	held	on	to	her	best	friend’s	hand	and	listened	to	
her stories, her pain, which was like her own. They talked 

for	hours	until	night	fell	slowly	around	them…”
You	might	remember	the	tragic	struggles	of	the	Allbright	

family	in	Hannah’s	novel	The	Great	Alone,	where	the	
father, a Vietnam vet and former POW, takes his family 

to	Alaska	to	escape	the	rest	of	the	world.	Or	the	tragedies	
endured	by	Vianne	and	Isabelle,	the	two	sisters	in	“The	

Nightingale.”
In	The	Women,	you	have	another	strong,	fearless	

woman,	as	there	are	very	few	‘weak’	women	in	Hannah’s	
novels.

Frankie,	who	wanted	so	desperately	to	follow	in	her	
brother’s	footsteps	by	joining	the	war	effort,	finds	a	sort	
of	peaceful	reckoning,	a	moral	purpose	in	her	life,	as	the	
book’s	narrative	takes	you	through	her	heroic	life-saving	
efforts	in	the	jungles	of	Vietnam.	Here’s	an	example:

“At	0300	hours,	a	red	alert	siren	blared	through	camp.	
Then	came	the	sound	of	incoming	choppers.	A	swarm	of	
them.	One	Dust	Off	after	another	landed	in	the	pouring	
rain,	full	of	wounded.	Frankie	and	Barb	and	Ethel	stum-

bled	out	of	bed	and	ran	to	the	helipad,	helping	to	offload	
them.	Frankie	spent	the	next	eight	hours…going	from	one	
surgery	to	the	next,	until	she	was	so	tired	she	could	barely	
stand.”

If	you	are	over	60,	you	will	find	this	book	to	be	a	
page-turner	of	memories.	It	will	take	you	back	to	the	days	
of	Vietnam,	of	war	protests	and	government	corruption,	of	
Bob	Dylan,	The	Doors,	The	Beatles,	Simon	and	Garfunkel,	
and	the	songs	of	a	generation.	It	will	remind	you	of	the	
young	people	who	were	trying	to	find	a	way	forward,	both	
those who served in the war and those at home who lost 

loved ones.

It	is	also	a	family	story—a	family	that	reaches	a	breaking	
point	and	its	long	road	toward	reconciliation—a	reconcilia-

tion aided by both time and circumstance. Ultimately, love 

returns	to	Frankie	and	her	parents,	albeit	love	of	a	different	
kind—a love that is more honest than it had been decades 

earlier.

Hannah,	a	former	attorney,	told	Carol	Fitzgerald	of	
bookreporter.com	(a	great	website	you	should	check	out)	
this	past	March	that	she	began	writing	The	Women	in	1997	
and	was	told	by	an	editor	that	“…the	world	was	not	ready	
for	this	kind	of	story”	and	that	she	should	put	it	away	until	
later in her life.

Then,	more	than	20	years	later,	amid	Covid	and	living	
in	the	remote	Pacific	Northwest,	she	began	to	see	the	
enormous	sacrifices	made	by	nurses	and	doctors	during	the	
pandemic.

Hannah	felt	“they	were	sacrificing	so	much	for	us	and	
not	getting	the	support	they	deserved	and	needed.”Contin-

ued	Hannah,	“At	that	moment,	I	realized	I	wanted	to	write	
this	story	about	the	nurses.”

Hannah’s	novels	have	sold	more	than	25	million	copies	
across	50	countries.

If	you	have	‘meant’	to	read	a	Kristin	Hannah	book	but	
haven’t	quite	gotten	around	to	it	—	do	it	now.	You	will	be	
richer for the experience.

David R. Altman, a 2024 finalist for the Georgia Author 
of the Year Award, lives in Hoschton with his wife, Lisa. 

He enlisted as an Army Reservist in 1972, but his unit was 

never activated during Vietnam. He can be reached at 

altmandavidr@gmail.com.
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remarkable historical fiction

That	evening,	I	remember	distinctly.
Mama,	worn	out	from	a	day	of	sewing	to	make	extra	

money	for	bills,	had	gone	to	bed.	Daddy	had	gone	to	
a funeral home to visit a church member who had left 

this mortal coil to meet his just reward. In his case, I 

recall	this	was	not	a	good	thing	because	I	heard	the	
grown-ups	talking.

“Never	darkened	the	door	of	the	
church,”	opined	one.

“Too	busy	makin’	moonshine,”	
offered another.

That	night,	left	to	my	own	
devices, I plopped down in front 

of the television set, atop a red, 

crushed velvet pillow that Mama 

had made so that I could watch TV 

comfortably.

Why I chose that television 

of	the	week	movie	(remember	
those?)	I	am	clueless.	But	this	
I believe: It planted the seed in 

my mind to become a sports reporter. The reason was 

simple	and	brought	me	numerous	awards.	It	was	the	
people	and	their	stories	I	saw	on	the	fields	and	courts	
that captivated me. I knew there had to be more stories 

like	those	and	I	was	determined	to	find	them.
Other	than	once,	when	I	had	cried	a	single	tear	over	

a	Walt	Disney	movie,	it	was	the	first	time	I	shed	tears	
at a movie.

Perhaps, you remember it because it was a power-

fully-true	story	of	two	Chicago	Bears	–	one	white,	
one	African-American.	From	the	first	days	of	training	
camp, they became roommates and that friendship 

would	grown	stronger	and	deeper	with	tragedy.	They	
were	the	first	interracial	roommates	in	the	history	of	
the	NFL.

That	night,	on	that	pillow,	on	my	stomach,	I	watched	
the	movie,	Brian’s	Song,	and	never	left	the	television	
set.	Though	only	eight	years-old,	I	cried	through	the	
movie as I watched one of the best players in football 

history,	Gale	Sayers	–	played	by	the	incredible	actor,	
Billy	Dee	Williams	–	bond	strongly	with	Bears’	player	
Brian	Piccolo	–	played	brilliantly	by	James	Caan.	
Shelley	Fabares	as	Piccolo’s	wife	was	completely	real	
and	moving.	That	night,	with	no	one	knowing,	I	went	
to bed and cried.

Things	might	have	been	different	if	it	hadn’t	been	a	
true-to-life	movie	and	Piccolo	had	not	died	at	the	age	
of	26,	leaving	a	wife	and	three	daughters.	The	movie	
was	so	powerful	that	it	wound	up	with	a	30	percent	
share;	meaning	that	at	least	30	percent	of	American	
households	watching	television	were	tuned	into	the	
movie. Today, with the exception of the Super Bowl, 

a	great	rating	is	somewhere	between	a	five	or	an	eight	
share.

Recently, I happened upon that movie on Turn-

er	Classics	Movies	while	I	was	looking	for	a	series	
to	watch.	I	knew,	absolutely	knew	I	shouldn’t	start	
watching.	For	this	reason:	I	remember	how	I	cried	
when I was 8.

It’s	ironic	how	things	work.	Just	that	day,	I	thought,	
“I	never	cry	anymore.	Have	I	cried	out	my	allotted	
tears?”

In	the	past	18	months,	I	have	lost	four	precious-

ly-close people to what I believe is a better place. It is 

a place of happiness that is far removed from this vale 

of tears and sorrows. Another died before I had time to 

recover	from	the	first	one.	I	had	loved	them	all	for	so	
long.

One	night,	after	my	husband	had	gone	to	bed,	my	
sorrow	I	could	no	longer	contain.	I	fell	to	the	floor	of	
our bathroom, scrunched myself into a ball and cried 

silently	for	an	hour,	waiting	for	the	second	to	die.	
Then	came	two	more	deaths	before	I	had	finished	my	
sorrow	over	the	first	two.

It	was	seconds	before	the	first	tear	came	during	Bri-
an’s	Song.	I	wanted	to	turn	it	but	the	actors,	the	script,	
the soundtrack and, especially, the story, refused to let 

me.

That	year,	it	won	media’s	most	prestigious	award,	
the	Peabody	and	five	Emmys.	Wiping	away	tears,	it	
left	me	wondering,	“Why	don’t	they	make	heart-touch-

ing	movies	like	that	anymore?”
Ronda Rich is the best-selling author of St. Simons 

Island: A Stella Bankwell Mystery. Visit www.rond-

arich.com to sign up for her weekly newsletter.
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I’m	not	looking	forward	to	Thursday	night’s	presiden-

tial	debate	between	Joe	Biden	and	Donald	Trump.
Two	old	farts	there;	one	shows	signs	of	dementia,	the	

other	is	totally	nuts.	Neither	should	be	running	for	pres-

ident — that they are is a testament to the sickness of the 

current U.S. political system.

Of the two, Trump is the bet-

ter	performer	having	had	years	of	
practice	on	his	television	show.	He	
knows how to turn a phrase and he 

knows how to play to his MAGA 

supporters. They want to see him 

trash Biden and anyone else who 

stands in his way. To the MAGA 

crowd,	 it	 really	 doesn’t	 matter	 if	
Trump	 is	 telling	 the	 truth	 or	 not,	
they just want to see a show.

For	his	part,	Biden	is	more	seri-
ous and conventional, but has lost 

a	 step	 when	 under	 pressure.	 I’m	
not	sure	he	can	go	toe-to-toe	with	

someone like Trump, who is a verbal steamroller.

To	have	a	chance	in	the	debate,	Biden	will	have	to	get	
under	Trump’s	skin,	make	him	angry	and	try	and	knock	
him	off	his	performance.	The	only	 thing	Trump	really	
gets	angry	about	is	being	cast	as	a	“loser.”	Given	that	he	
lost	in	2020	and	recently	lost	in	his	NY	criminal	trial,	I	
expect	Biden	to	repeatedly	throw	those	things	at	Trump.

Even	so,	I’m	not	sure	the	debate	will	change	anyone’s	
mind about who they will vote for. While there are some 

undecided independent voters, the nation has become 

so	polarized	 that	most	people	have	already	made	 their	
minds up. The only question really left is who will turn 

out	in	the	swing	states?
Black	 voters	 are	 critical	 for	 Biden,	 but	 there’s	 not	

much enthusiasm so far for Biden in the black commu-

nity.	 Women	 are	 another	 key	 demographic	 for	 Biden	
and	the	tossing	of	Roe	vs.	Wade	and	the	ongoing	efforts	
to	 restrict	 abortions	 might	 gin	 up	 some	 female	 voter	
turnout,	but	will	that	be	enough?

On	the	other	side,	Democrats	are	split	over	the	Israe-

li-Hamas	war	and	the	destruction	in	Gaza.	While	I	doubt	
the pro-Palestinian faction would vote for Trump, they 

may not turn out on election day to support Biden, ei-

ther.

At	this	point,	Biden	is	the	underdog	in	both	the	debate	
and the election.

•••

While	Republicans	seem	to	have	gained	some	Jewish	
votes	 from	 the	 Israeli-Hamas	conflict,	 the	GOP’s	 sup-

port	for	Israel	is	largely	cosmetic.	On	the	political	right,	
there’s	always	been	an	anti-Jewish	undercurrent.

That’s	particularly	true	within	the	Christian	National-
ist movement that has become more mainstream within 

the GOP.

Once	a	 fringe	worldview,	Christian	Nationalism	has	
become	stronger	in	recent	years	as	it	has	blended	right-
wing	politics	with	religion	in	a	bid	to	make	the	U.S.	a	

“Christian”	nation.	What	they	really	want	is	a	theocracy	
where	their	religious	beliefs	are	imposed	on	society	at-
large.

That	flies	in	the	face	of	the	idea	that	the	U.S.	is	a	na-

tion	of	religious	freedom	where	all	religious	beliefs	are	
to	be	respected.	Among	those	who	would	lose	under	a	
Christian	Nationalist	government	would	be	Jewish	cit-
izens.

We saw evidence of this Christian Nationalism re-

cently	when	Louisiana	put	its	Ten	Commandments	rule	
in place for public schools. That move was in part a bid 

to	draw	a	lawsuit	that	the	state	could	litigate	to	the	Su-

preme Court where state leaders believe their efforts to 

establish	Christian	Nationalism	might	get	a	sympathetic	
ruling.

For	the	most	part,	Christian	Nationalism	is	a	creature	
of	 white	 evangelicals,	 31%	 of	 whom	 want	 to	 see	 the	
nation do away with separation of church and state, ac-

cording	to	Pew	Research.
Interestingly,	49%	of	Jews	hold	an	unfavorable	view	

of	Christian	Nationalism	according	to	Pew.
Given	Trump’s	open	courting	of	Christian	National-

ists,	it’s	difficult	to	see	American	Jews	supporting	him	
even	if	 the	GOP	is	giving	lip	service	to	supporting	Is-

rael.

•••

But	Democrats	have	their	own	problems,	too.	The	far-
left’s	support	of	Palestinians	 in	Gaza	has	given	rise	 to	
blatant	antisemitic	acts	on	some	college	campuses	and	
even in the New York subway.

While	 Jewish	 voters	 have	 mostly	 supported	 Dem-

ocrats	 in	 recent	 years,	 the	 leftwing	 of	 the	Democratic	
Party	is	causing	some	Jews	to	rethink	that	support.

Despite	all	these	complex	religious-political	entangle-

ments,	80%	of	Americans	believe	religion	has	lost	influ-

ence in American society. It may be that view which is 

the	current	pushing	Christian	Nationalism	to	the	fore	in	
today’s	political	environment.	When	people	perceive	a	
disconnect between what they believe and what society 

believes,	there’s	always	a	backlash.
Christian	Nationalism	is,	to	a	large	extent,	a	backlash	

to a society that has become more diverse and more 

open.	 The	 acceptance	 of	 gay	 marriages	 was	 probably	
one	of	the	key	societal	changes	that	drove	Christian	Na-

tionalism	from	the	fringe	to	the	mainstream.
But America has been down this road before. Many 

white Americans reacted with hostility and violence to 

the	Civil	Rights	movement	of	the	1950s	and	1960s.	But	
things	changed	in	society	despite	that.

Today’s	hostility	toward	American	culture	by	some	is	
probably	a	spasm	that	will,	eventually,	fade	as	new	gen-

erations come into leadership.

The	question	is,	how	much	damage	will	be	done	to	the	
country by the extremists on both sides before modera-

tion returns?

Mike Buffington is co-publisher of Mainstreet News-

papers. He can be reached at mike@mainstreetnews.

com.
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