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Important Notes to Read
Before Chapter 1
1. I wrote the book as I think Nick would have written it about himself. He would not have hidden his mischief, mistakes, and struggles. He was beginning to confront them in his letters from military
training in 1967-68. That he wrote such sensitive, honest, and loving letters; that he showed kindness to many people; that he was
a character all day long and brought joy to those around him – all
are testaments to the person he became despite the anxiety and
insecurity life dealt him.
2. In childhood and even later, Nick was often called “Nicky.” I call
him Nick because that is the name he signed to almost all his letters. In all references to the country of Vietnam, Nick wrote it
“Viet Nam,” so I decided to use that form in the book’s title.
3. Maria Nixon was Nick and Jimmy’s foster mother for eleven years.
That is not her real name, however, and does not refer to any real
person who may have that name.
4. For this book, I chose to print all of Nick’s letters are printed in Lucida
Handwriting. I hope this typeface gives a feeling of the letters he
wrote in longhand. Also: except in correcting a few obvious spelling
mistakes, and creating paragraph breaks because Nick usually wrote
his letters in one long paragraph, I have changed nothing in his letters.
For example, Nick often used multiple exclamation points and question
marks, such as !?!. I have kept his style in this and other matters. Many
letters are printed in their entirety, and I have included some parts of
almost all his other letters. In all letters, I have taken out personal and
private comments, but that does not diminish the content of his letters.

6
5. When I use the exact words people spoke during interviews or
wrote in emails, I use Italic print, to avoid the annoying use of quota
tion marks. I do use quotation marks when I refer to other sources. The idea to use italics came to me after I read Carol Stack’s
book Call to Home, where she uses italics when she quotes people she interviewed.
6. I quote at length from materials the Massachusetts Department of
Children and Families sent to Jimmy and Stacia, Nick’s brother
and sister. They are reports, letters, and other items from the days
Nick was a foster child and ward of the state, from 1948 to 1966.
The department was then called the Division of Child Guardianship, DCG. When referring to or quoting from these materials, I
will simply indicate they come from DCG.
The reports and letters are a rich source of information, but they
are probably an incomplete story of Nick’s childhood, and may be
mistaken sometimes.
7. In 2011-12, when I interviewed people, they were remembering
events from forty-three to sixty years earlier. Everyone did their
best, but memories are fragile, wear out, and sometimes are embellished, diminished, or changed over time. Everyone commented
on the fragility of their memories. Nevertheless, people’s stories
do include much information about Nick and tell us the essence
of his life.
8. From September 1967 to July 1968, I visited Longview Farm,where
Nick lived from 1961 to 1965, usually four days a week, from four
to eight hours a day. I took detailed notes immediately after each
visit, and I use some of them in this book. (For more details, see
appendix B.)
9. Nick’s story ends with chapter 8. I hope you go on to read the epilogue and the two appendices that follow it.
10. I did not follow the academic practice of indenting long quotations. They would have been distracting.
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“It’s Very Sad, War is Sad”:
Letters from Vietnam

Nicholas S. Conaxis is one of the 58,271 names listed on the Vietnam
War Memorial Wall in Washington, on Panel 55E Line 007.
!"#$%&'()(*)#%!'+"(
,-".'/0)1"-(/)#&'((
')2/-34)5/$)2!4)67/$)'-/"&&0-34)8/$)"!1)9".4):('-.
'-;3)%1)/$0):!"/09)(/'/0(
1-'!<&"!4);'(('#$:(0//(
':=:(/)>54)?78@)/%);'3)>A4)?75B
(Nick never lived in Franklin, as we will see later.)
During his twelve days in Vietnam, April 23 to May 5, 1968, Nick
wrote letters to at least four people: his sister Stacia, William Beckler
(an older friend), Tasha Lingos, and Marsha Greenberg. With individual variations, they contained the same reflections about his life as
a soldier in Vietnam.
Below are those he wrote to Bill Beckler, which I first read in the
fall of 1968. All are undated.
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Dear Bill:
Presently I am at Cam Rayn Bay amid a drenching
monsoonal rain and a nearly tangible degree of anticipation. The rain goes unheeded as thoughts are directed
to and about the War. The war still remains remote as we
are in a very secure place. However within 2 days I will
be an active participant in an event that is the American way of life. The topography is resort like, with sandy
shores and gently sloping mountains surrounding the
bay. Sadly the war detracts immensely from its intrinsic
beauty. Civilians work at the base with robot like efficiency. Amazing the energy generated by such tiny creatures.
The women are particularly vain, or at least much more
vain than I would have expected. This, I am sure, is a result of sex-starved and imposing G.I.’s.
Cold water, canned milk and outhouses are a way of
life which will take some time to get accustomed to. These
inconveniences are mitigated somewhat by a lack of emphasis on military courtesy. An imminence of death results in unprecedented equality. There is a syntheticness to
the closeness but regardless there is very little rank pulled.
Mail will be essential to morale and virtually the only unbiased news media. I purchased some more of [Bertrand]
Russell’s works. I’m sure if the army realized that he presented a very serious proposal for the trial of [President]
Johnson as a war criminal they would be quick to deprive
me of some very interesting literature!!
Underground publications are strictly prohibited, a
reminder of our supposed freedom of press!! I am confident everything will be fine.
Please write.
Love Nick

Alex Liazos
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Dear Bill,
Just a brief note to keep you abreast of the developments.
Tomorrow we proceed to our units in the central highlands near the Cambodian border. Naturally stories differ
according to each narrator, but I’m confident it isn’t as
bad as some people say. We went on patrol yesterday and
encountered some Montagnards (aborigines). I bought
this fantastic hand made pipe for $5. This is relatively
high but I am certain it brings an interesting heritage
and certainly held a great deal of sentimental value for
the old man. He was reluctant to sell it (he was smoking
it at the time) but finally relented.
The natives are pitiful, asceticism is an unquestioned
way of life. Infant mortality is high and various diseases
infect the majority of the population. This country doesn’t
need soldiers it needs social workers. I became attached
to some small children and ended up giving away half of
my rations and any trinkets I could scrounge. They react
readily to any kindness and are very grateful. The elders
by their knowledge of the value of money aren’t as authentic but still very pitiful. Nudity is very prevalent with
the only clothes they own being military items or rags. It’s
very sad, war is sad and I’m wet – Monsoon has started.
Please write.
Love, Nick
Dear Bill,
I’m currently at Pleiku and war becomes a stark reality of piercing fear and unmitigated discomfort. The agony of human suffering can only be comprehended after
a direct involvement. Vivid war stories by wounded G.I.’s
inspire awe and then a deep feeling of sympathy for the
wounded and dead. These mentions aren’t intended to
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spur concern for my plight because I am alive and have
all my limbs.
Water is rationed making showers a coveted luxury. My
last shower was better than a week ago. I manage to keep
my teeth clean but the rest of my body is rotting away. The
dirt blankets the area with a dingy film and a too deep
breath I think would be lethal. The food is comparable to
Hayes Bickford with very little fresh produce. For my birthday [August 6] I could use some canned fruit!! It is only
tolerable because I am thankful I am not in infantry. It
is impossible to over emphasize the value of mail. Remind
the twins to write if they have time.
My being here further reminds me of the value of an
education, not only for personal betterment but more so
to preclude having to be here. Each day seems to be one of
philosophic rationalization, while never totally engrossing myself in the war effort. I’ve talked to many shorttimers who have changed from anti-war to pro war. I am
convinced it is merely because they have completed their
tour and are anticipating praise for their valour!?! I can
honestly say I wouldn’t want anyone here even though I
have to be. This reversal seems a little feeble to me, almost
like many of last year’s Red Sox fans!! It also makes me
wonder about demonstrators. If they weren’t subject to the
draft I doubt if they would be such active participants.
Well Bill No news except the war. Please write and give
my regards to Mary, the twins, and Longview.
Nick

To the right is a copy of one of these letters in Nick’s own handwriting.

Alex Liazos
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In a letter he wrote to his sister Stacia from Vietnam on May 1,
1968, he closed with these words:
It’s very real over here and I must admit I’m scared
shit. I hope the year flies. (I read this letter in November 2011.)

I first read the letters to Bill in the fall of 1968. I have never forgotten them. As I read them now, forty-four years later, I can remember
the passages that made me stop and think, that changed the course of
my life in some important ways: His concern and care for the children;
his reflection that the people of Vietnam needed social workers, not
soldiers; his understanding of the limits of freedom in the army; his
critical reflections on the war, especially that working-class men were
fighting it; and so much else.
In my dissertation in 1970, I said that the letters were “a shock
of recognition for me. The more I read them, the more they moved
me… I can say that those four letters were the most important
influence in the writing of this report.” (The fourth letter to Bill
is found in chapter 6.) Nick’s letters did not introduce me to information and ideas I did not know. Critiques of the Vietnam War
were prevalent in the 1960s. I had already been to anti-war demonstrations. But his words, his actions, and his death added a deep
emotional impact on me. The horrors of the war became more real
and more personal.
Here, then, is a short history of how this book came about. (For
more details, see Appendix B.)
From 1964 to 1970 I was a graduate student of sociology at
Brandeis University in Waltham, MA. In 1967 I had to decide on
a topic for my dissertation. With the approval of the dissertation
committee, I decided to research and write about the Longview
Farm for Boys, in Walpole, MA. Longview was a small residential
group home for about twenty boys from thirteen to eighteen years
old. They were classified as “emotionally disturbed,” but they were
essentially boys from dysfunctional or absent families, and most
had committed only minor crimes.
The New England Home for Little Wanderers, which operated
Longview Farm, and William Beckler, the director of Longview,
agreed that I would be allowed to spend time at the home to observe
and talk with the boys and staff.
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So, from September 1967 to July 1968, spent from four to eight
hours at Longview during four days of each week. I kept careful daily
notes of each visit.
In early May 1968, word came that Nicky Conaxis, who had lived
at Longview from 1961 to 1965, had been killed in Vietnam on May 5.
For the next few days many people at Longview who had known Nick,
especially Bill Beckler who had been very close to him during his stay,
were devastated. I decided not to attend the funeral on May 21, for
reasons I explain in Appendix B.
I moved to New Haven, CT in September 1968 to teach at Quinnipiac College (now University). Sometime that fall I either wrote or
called Bill to ask him if he could send me anything I might use in writing about the boys, their stay at Longview, and its effect on their lives.
He sent me copies of fifteen letters from former and current residents
of Longview. Among them were four from Nick, the three you read
above and another letter Nick wrote Bill in March 1968 (printed and
discussed in chapter 6).
In the fall of 1968, the protests against the war in Vietnam were
escalating. Many college students, among them Quinnipiac College
ones, were becoming more opposed to the war and participating in
various protest actions. I joined in many of these actions. It was in this
social climate that the letters came to me. They forced me to change
what I was planning to write about Longview and the boys. I had
planned to write, and did write, about daily life at the home, the boys’
relationships with their families (usually struggles to reconnect with
parents), and boys-staff interactions. But Nick’s letters showed that to
understand what shaped the boys’ lives I needed to look outside Walpole and Longview. (See Appendix B for an elaboration of this point.)
I went on to teach at Quinnipiac College from 1968 to 1971. I
moved to Massachusetts and began teaching at Regis College in September 1971. I don’t remember now how often I thought of Nick
and the letters during the 1970s and early 1980s. Teaching, children,
visiting my family in Albania in 1980, a divorce, and other matters
preoccupied me.
Then came April 1985. Many of us took an overnight bus from
Watertown, MA (where I lived then) to Washington to protest U.S.
involvement in the civil war in Nicaragua. Early in the day, before the
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protest march began, a friend and I decided to visit the Vietnam War
memorial wall, she to look up a friend and I to look up Nick. I wrote
an account of the visit in a column for the Watertown Sun of April
11, 1990. (See Appendix B for the full text.) In “A Tribute to Nicky
Conaxis,” I quoted parts of the three letters from Vietnam and talked
about what they had taught me. I concluded:
“In April of 1985 I rode the bus all night to Washington, DC, to
join thousands of others to protest the Reagan administration’s support of the Contras who were killing children and older people in Nicaragua. Before we began the long march to the Capitol I visited the
Vietnam Memorial. As I moved slowly towards Nicky’s name, I was
overcome by the tragedy of his death, and I cried and sobbed, silently.
I stood staring at his name, thinking of the sharing of his food with
the children and of the dead children in Nicaragua and of my being in
Washington that day. I stood there for a long time. I felt his presence
near me. At last I had come to know Nicky Conaxis.”
Since 1990, almost every year on Memorial Day I read Nick’s letters again, read the column I wrote, and listen to Eric Bogle’s “No
Man’s Land” and “And the Band Played Waltzing Matilda,” two powerful songs against all wars and the deaths of young men. “No Man’s
Land” tells the story of Bogle’s visit to a cemetery in France where
thousands of young men killed during World War I are buried. Facing
the grave of William McBride, Bogle says:
Well how d’ you do
Private Willie McBride
Do you mind if I sit here
Down by your grave side?...
And did you leave a wife
Or a sweetheart behind?
In some faithful heart
Is your memory enshrined?
And though you died
Back in nineteen sixteen,
To that loyal heart
Are you forever nineteen?
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Thirteen years later I wrote a second column about Nick. It was
sparked by the war in Iraq and my participation in a protest against
that war on April 5, 2003. I entitled it “Forever Nineteen,” but the editor of the Watertown TAB changed it to “Another cruel and senseless
war is happening” (April 11, 2003). (See Appendix B for the text of
that column.) I included parts of Nick’s letters again, and I turned to
Eric Bogle’s “No Man’s Land”:
Did you really believe them
When they told you the cause?
Did you really believe
That this war would end all wars?
Well the suffering, the sorrow, the glory, the shame
The killing, the dying, it was all done in vain.
For Willie McBride, it all happened again,
and again, and again, and again, and again.
Sometime in the late 1990s I began thinking of writing a biography of Nick. The first mention was in an application for a sabbatical
leave (a half year with pay, without any teaching duties, and devoted
to research and writing) from Regis College. Instead I began writing a
sociology text during the 1999 leave.
But Nick has never left my thoughts and plans since then. At the
end of each academic year, faculty typically write an annual report
of their work over the past year and their research and writing plans
for the next few years. Usually I mentioned my hopes of writing a
biography of Nick.
In 2006, as I was nearing retirement, it seemed a good time to finally write about Nick. Bob Erickson, veterans’ agent for the town of
Watertown, found an address and phone number for Stacia Xerras,
Nick’s older sister, in Peabody, MA. We talked on the phone in early
August 2006, and we met at her house for dinner on August 14. It was
during that visit that I first learned of Nick’s family history and his
life in foster homes before he went to live at Longview Farm for Boys
in Walpole, MA, in 1961. (See below for an outline of his life.) For
reasons I explain in Appendix B, I did not pursue the project in 2006.
Primarily, teaching and grandchildren took all my time and energy.
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In May 2007 I retired from teaching, with two projects in mind (in
addition to spending time with my grandchildren). One was to learn
more about Colin Turnbull’s The Forest People, a book I loved and used
in my classes for forty years. (For what I wrote, see turnbullandthembuti.pbworks.com.) The other was about Nick. Even though I finished
The Forest People project in 2009, it took two more years before I would
start the research on Nick’s life.
And it took a song, Janis Ian’s “The Last Train,” to provide the
spark I needed. On December 7, 2010, a little before noon, I was
going to pick up my grandson Aleco at his school. As I was driving I was listening to WUMB in Boston. I did not pay attention to
the beginning of the song, but then something turned my attention
to the lyrics about Vietnam. I pulled over to the side of the road,
listened to the rest of the song, and wrote down the title and singer.
The words and the music were haunting, and for me will always
remain haunting.
That evening I went to Janis Ian’s website and listened to The Last
Train many times. I bought the CD and played it daily for months. The
music, the words, the memory of Nick would not leave me.
How long, how long has this train been gone?
Was there a man who asked for me?
I thought he’d wait to say so long
I’m later than I meant to be
The station master closed his eyes
Said – My dear, the trains are gone
Though forty years ago this night
the last train left for Viet Nam
She said – My hair is lit with gray
No roses bloom upon my lips
it seems like only yesterday
he graced me with a lover’s kiss
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Then in the distance, thunder pealed
A whistle pierced the cricket’s song
and you could see the sparks and the wheels
of the last train back from Viet Nam
It stopped just long enough to board
and as she ran, time set her free
A young man helped her through the door
and said – I knew you would wait for me
There’s many a young boy who won’t come back
Many a young girl who waits alone
Sometimes they meet on life’s long track
They board that last train and go home

The words and music I heard that cold December day have never
left me, especially the last four lines. I think of them, and Nick, daily.
I don’t think I would have written this book had I not heard “The Last
Train.” To appreciate this book, the consequences of the Vietnam War,
and Nick’s life, you might listen to Janis Ian before you read on. Just
go to her website, Janisian.com, click “Listening room,” and it’s in the
CD Folk Is the New Black.
On Sunday morning, May 8, 2011, finally I began the research. I went
on the Internet and googled “Nicholas S. Conaxis.” There were about
fifty hits, most of them listings of his military service and death. But I also
came across remembrances of and tributes to Nick. People wrote on the
Vietnam Veterans Memorial Fund website and other places.
Virginia Porter, a classmate from Nick’s 1965 Walpole High School
class, wrote twice.
On June 24, 2006, she wrote:
Problems of Democracy was my favorite class and you were the most
thoughtful guy who always made the best point… You paid the ultimate for the
“Problems of Democracy.”
On May 5, 2010, she said:
Hi Nick. Wanted to say hello today, May 5. On this day in 1968 they say
187 service members made the ultimate sacrifice. You were not alone then and
you are remembered with them today. Ginni.

Alex Liazos
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Tasha Lingos’ words were a striking reminder of “The Last Train.”
She wrote on February 28, 2003:
My Dearest Nick – Hopefully our lives together continue into eternity.
Loveth Forever Tasha
Ted Fitzpatrick, a friend and football teammate, said on July 3, 2002:
Thank you for your true blue friendship, Nick, and for giving “the
last full measure of devotion” that President A. Lincoln spoke of. You’re
young forever.
And Andrea Murdock, a friend, wrote on June 11, 1999:
Funny Nick. Always good for a practical joke. Dear friend and partner in
“crime.” When you left Boston, my heart went with you. In my memory you
will always be young and handsome and full of hell.
A few days later I found remembrances on other websites. Linda Smith,
another classmate, on August 17, 2002, wrote on thewall-usa website:
remember the smile, the glint, in his eye. a friend to all. Warmth of spirit,
love of life. so sad, to see this go, in the space of a moment. Gone, but never
forgotten. A memory, to hold on to.
Eugene Alexander, who was in basic training at Fort Jackson, SC
with Nick in the fall of 1967, writing as “Alex44” on the footnote.com
website, said:
To my good friend from basic – Nicky – I just found out. You were a class
act and I’m so sorry that you couldn’t live a longer life. I know you are in a bet
ter place – at peace & with a big smile on your face!! Rest in Peace, brave friend.
When I talked with Alexander in July 2011, he said that Nick got us
through basic training with his jokes.
When I read these memories and tributes to Nick I knew that I
needed to find people who knew him, to find more letters he wrote, in
order to understand his life and death. Thus began my journey of discovery. The following is a summary of that journey. (For more details,
see Appendix B.)
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There were two important limits and problems in my search.
1. People suggested I talk to some other friends of Nick’s. Some
of them I could not find, and some that I did find did not respond to letters and phone calls.
2. People who talked with me were very cooperative, but all pointed
out that they could not remember fully and clearly events and
experiences of fort to sixty years ago. But some memories were
clear and vivid, as you’ll see.

People could not recall many dates and places, but they all did their
best to remember. Here is an outline summary of Nick’s life. It covers
the major points in his life.
!"

!"
!"
!"

!"
!"

!"
!"

Nick’s parents, Ourania and Stephen (Stavros) Conaxis, came
from Greece. His father came to Lawrence, MA, sometime around
1920, went back to Greece in the mid 1930s to marry Ourania, and
returned with her to Lawrence around 1940.
Nick’s sister, Stacia, was born in 1942, brother Jimmy in 1946, and
Nick on August 6, 1947.
In 1949, their father died from tuberculosis.
In 1948, while her husband was hospitalized, their mother had a
mental breakdown and was hospitalized for most of the rest of
her life. Eventually Stacia went to live with a Greek family in Watertown, MA, and Jimmy and Nick grew up together with foster
families around and in Rowley, MA. Their mother died in 1994
and was buried next to Nick in Peabody, MA.
In 1961, Jimmy and Nick went to Longview Farm in Walpole, MA.
Jimmy returned to Rowley in 1962, but Nick stayed in Longview
and graduated from Walpole High School in 1965.
During the academic year 1965-66, Nick attended Manter Hall
School in Cambridge, MA, to improve his academic record in
hopes of attending college. It was probably at Manter that Nick
was introduced to opposition to the Vietnam War.
In the summer of 1966, Nick lived and worked on Cape Cod, MA.
In the fall of 1966, Nick enrolled at Umass - Boston. But he and
two friends dropped out of college at the end of November and
went on a trip to California and back.

Alex Liazos
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He returned to Massachusetts in early 1967 and lived with his sister Stacia in Peabody.
He was drafted in the summer of 1967 and in September he went
to basic training at Fort Jackson, SC, followed by artillery training
at Fort Sill, OK.
Nick arrived in Vietnam on April 23, 1968, and was killed twelve days
later, May 5. He is buried at Cedar Grove Cemetery in Peabody, MA.

The following is a summary of the people I talked with and the information on Nick’s life that I gathered.
!" Stacia and Jimmy talked with me about their brother, and Stacia
gave me all the letters Nick wrote to her, as well as many other
documents about his life.
!" Four friends from Nick’s Rowley days (1950s) shared their memories of Nick.
!" Sixteen people from Walpole, mostly classmates, also shared their
memories.
!" Seven people, two of them high school classmates of Nick, talked
with me about Nick’s life after he left Walpole in 1965.
!" Two people, one from Walpole, shared stories about Nick during
their basic training in Fort Jackson, SC.
!" Four people – Stacia, Bill Beckler, Tasha Lingos, and Marsha
Greenberg – sent me copies of letters Nick wrote them from military training and from Vietnam.
!" I have some second-hand information in the notes I kept in 196768 while I was studying Longview Farm as a Brandeis University
graduate student.
!" I have been unable to find anyone who lived with Nick at Longview
Farm in Walpole (other than Jimmy, who also lived at Longview
during the 1961-62 school year) or who went with him on a trip to
California in late 1966.
!" I wrote a letter to the Walpole Times looking for people who knew
Nick. It was the most productive way to find people. At least half
of the interviews resulted from that letter.
!" In June 2012 I was given copies of various documents covering the
years 1948 to 1966, when Nick was a foster child.
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Details of the above and of other means I used to find people are given
in Appendix B.
In 1984, a Vietnam veteran told Appy: “Those guys who died, their
stories died with them. I’m not sure people really want to hear the kind
of stories they could tell. I think a lot of people just want to bury the
war.” (Appy, WorkingClass War, p. 9.)
It is the story of one of these men who died in Vietnam that I want
to tell here. Nick was not a war hero. He was in Vietnam for only twelve
days. But he was a son, and a brother, and friend to many people, all
of whom still miss him, still remember him. His letters moved me and
affected my life. I undertook this journey to get to know him, to respect
his life and memory, and to remind all of us of a difficult and tragic
era in our history. We must not bury the memory of the Vietnam War.
And his story, as you see in the outline of his life, was a difficult and
troubled one. Deprived of a family and growing up in foster homes, he
endured anxiety and uncertainty for his entire life. But he also managed to be funny, friendly, mischievous, and sensitive. His friends knew
and loved the outgoing Nick, but he hid his anxieties from them. From
military training, he wrote many thoughtful letters criticizing the military, the war, and social conformity. From Vietnam, as you read in his
letters, he showed concern for the children, the people, and the land
around him. He is a “hero” for overcoming a hard life, reaching out to
people, and making them laugh.

1950
Nick, middle, with Jimmy, left, and another foster child

