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Each year, Americans pause to recognize the sacrifices and service of military
personnel who served during the Vietnam War. Among these observances, Vietnam
Veterans Day stands as an essential reminder of the bravery, resilience, and enduring spirit
of those who fought in one of the most contentious conflicts in U.S. history. Originally
established as a national movement to honor Vietnam veterans, the day has since been
embraced through state and local observances, particularly in Gilroy, California. These
ceremonies serve not only as moments of remembrance but also as ongoing
acknowledgments of the sacrifices made by Vietnam veterans, many of whom endured
great hardship both during and after their service.

The history of Vietnam Veterans Day is rooted in the broader movement within the
United States to honor those who served in Vietnam, a conflict that spanned from 1955 to
1975. The Vietnam War was a Cold War-era struggle that involved North Vietham and its
communist allies fighting against South Vietham and the United States, which sought to
prevent the spread of communism in Southeast Asia. The war was characterized by
guerrilla warfare, widespread bombings, and intense societal division. American
involvement escalated significantly in the early 1960s, leading to over 58,000 U.S. fatalities
and countless lifelong injuries and traumas. Returning veterans faced social rejection,
protests, and widespread negative perceptions fueled by political turmoil and media
coverage. Many endured feelings of alienation and difficulty reintegrating into civilian life,
wounds that often persisted long after the conflict’s end. The conflict was characterized by
guerrilla warfare, extensive bombing campaigns, and chemical defoliants such as Agent
Orange, which caused long-term environmental and health consequences. The toll on
Vietnamese civilians was catastrophic, with estimates of civilian casualties reaching into
the millions.

Throughout the war, Americans were deeply divided on the war effort. Public opinion
shifted against the conflict, fueled by media coverage revealing graphic images and reports
of atrocities. Anti-war protests erupted across college campuses, cities, and towns
nationwide. The “hippie” movement, civil rights advocates, and veterans’ rights groups
called for an end to U.S. involvement. Society’s attitude toward returning veterans was
often hostile and dismissive. Many soldiers arrived home to hostility, because of the bitter
political climate and lingering societal resentment. The term “baby killer” a label that



cruelly labeled young soldiers became part of the rhetoric that branded Vietnam veterans
as villains rather than heroes.

For many Vietnam veterans, the experience was traumatic and stigmatizing. They
carried physical wounds, but also invisible scars PTSD, depression, and survivor’s guilt.
During their return, many felt alienated, or even betrayed, by the country they fought for.
Society’s rejection was compounded by inadequate mental health support, leading to high
suicide rates and long-term health problems. Despite their service, many veterans were
ignored or misunderstood for decades. It wasn’t until years later, through activism,
education, and public acknowledgment, that society began to recognize their sacrifices
and the injustices they faced.

The push for official recognition of Vietnam veterans gained momentum in the early
1980s. Advocates argued that their sacrifices deserved acknowledgment, and that the
nation had a moral obligation to honor their service. A breakthrough occurred in 1981,
when the U.S. Congress passed the Vietham Veterans Day Act, sponsored by Idaho
Congressman Larry LaRocco a Vietnam veteran himself. LaRocco believed that a specific
day of remembrance would foster healing and national reconciliation. President Ronald
Reagan signed the legislation into law on August 24, 1982, officially designating March 29th
as Vietnam Veterans Day across the nation. This act marked a historic acknowledgment,
moving the country forward in its effort to restore honor to its veterans.

Following federal recognition, states, counties, and cities began adopting their own
resolutions and ceremonies. California, with its high veteran population, became a leader
in fostering remembrance activities. The city of Gilroy, in Santa Clara County, has issued
resolutions recognizing Vietnam Veterans Day multiple times in years 2010, 2015, 2020 and
most recently 2023. The Gilroy City Council officially acknowledged the day, emphasizing
appreciation for local veterans’ service and dedicating resources for educational and
memorial events. Similarly, Santa Clara County’s Board of Supervisors has passed
proclamations in numerous years beginning as early as 1991 reaffirming their support
through subsequent years, including 2005, 2015, and 2020. These official acts serve to
reinforce community gratitude and highlight ongoing efforts to educate the public about
Vietnam’s history and the sacrifices of those who served.

The significance of Vietnam Veterans Day today extends well beyond ceremonial
observances. Itis a day for society to recognize the ongoing struggles of Vietnam veterans
the physical injuries, psychological trauma, and social alienation that many still endure.
Recognition must be an ongoing process, not limited to one day. Communities like Gilroy
exemplify a collective commitment to honoring those who sacrificed, ensuring their stories
and sacrifices are never forgotten. This collective acknowledgment fosters healing,



promotes understanding, and encourages society to provide the mental health support,
healthcare, and social services that Vietnam veterans need. Celebrating Vietnam Veterans
Day also serves as a reminder that honoring service involves continuous education,
Memorial Day-like respect, and comprehensive support for those who bore the burden of
combat. Itisrecognition that service and sacrifice are lifelong commitments owed by
society, and that the moral obligation to honor our veterans is unceasing. As Gilroy
continues to uphold these traditions through ceremonies, educational events, and
community outreach it affirms that the legacy of Vietnam veterans remains an enduring
pillar of the community’s collective memory and moral conscience.

In conclusion, Vietnam Veterans Day is a vital observance not just a day of
remembrance, but a call for ongoing recognition, support, and healing. It affirms the
deeply rooted values of patriotism, sacrifice, and resilience that define the American spirit.
As communities like Gilroy lead the way in honoring their veterans, they set an example for
the nation that gratitude for service, acknowledgment of sacrifice, and commitment to
healing must never fade. Itis through these acts that we fulfill our moral obligation to those
who serve and ensure their sacrifice is honored for generations to come. As the city
continues to uphold ceremonies, educational efforts, and community programs, Gilroy
affirms its dedication to keeping the legacy of Vietnam veterans alive.



