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Fire Support Base Matterhorn: a fortress carved out of the grey-green mountain jungle. Cold monsoon clouds

wreath its mile-high summit, concealing a battery of 105-mm howitzers surrounded by deep bunkers, carefully

constructed fields of fire and the 180 marines of Bravo Company. Just three kilometres from Laos and two from

North Vietnam, there is no more isolated outpost of America's increasingly desperate war in Vietnam.Second

Lieutenant Waino Mellas, 21 years old and just a few days into his 13-month tour, has barely arrived at Matterhorn

before Bravo Company is ordered to abandon their mountain and sent deep in-country in pursuit of a North

Vietnamese Army unit of unknown size. Beyond the relative safety of the perimeter wire, Mellas will face disease,

starvation, leeches, tigers and an almost invisible enemy. Beneath the endless jungle canopy, Bravo Company will

confront competing ambitions, duplicitous officers and simmering racial tensions. Behind them, always,

Matterhorn. The impregnable mountain fortress they built and then abandoned, without a shot, to the North

Vietnamese Army...

Amazon.com ReviewAmazon.com Review

Amazon Best Books of the Month, March 2010Amazon Best Books of the Month, March 2010: Matterhorn is a marvel--a living, breathing book with Lieutenant

Waino Mellas and the men of Bravo Company at its raw and battered heart. Karl Marlantes doesn't introduce you to

Vietnam in his brilliant war epic--he unceremoniously drops you into the jungle, disoriented and dripping with

leeches, with only the newbie lieutenant as your guide. Mellas is a bundle of anxiety and ambition, a college kid who

never imagined being part of a "war that none of his friends thought was worth fighting," who realized too late that

"because of his desire to look good coming home from a war, he might never come home at all." A highly decorated
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Vietnam veteran himself, Marlantes brings the horrors and heroism of war to life with the finesse of a seasoned

writer, exposing not just the things they carry, but the fears they bury, the friends they lose, and the men they follow.

Matterhorn is as much about the development of Mellas from boy to man, from the kind of man you fight beside to

the man you fight for, as it is about the war itself. Through his untrained eyes, readers gain a new perspective on the

ravages of war, the politics and bureaucracy of the military, and the peculiar beauty of brotherhood. --Daphne
Durham

Amazon Exclusive: Mark Bowden Reviews Amazon Exclusive: Mark Bowden Reviews Matterhorn: AMatterhorn: A
Novel of the Vietnam WarNovel of the Vietnam War 

Mark BowdenMark Bowden is the bestselling author of Black Hawk Down: A Story of Modern
War, as well as The Best Game Ever, Bringing the Heat, Killing Pablo, and Guests
of the Ayatollah. He reported at The Philadelphia Inquirer for twenty years and

now writes for Vanity Fair, The Atlantic, and other magazines. He lives in Oxford,

Pennsylvania. 

Matterhorn is a great novel. There have been some very good novels about the

Vietnam War, but this is the first great one, and I doubt it will ever be surpassed.

Karl Marlantes overlooks no part of the experience, large or small, from a terrified

soldier pondering the nature of good and evil, to the feel and smell of wet earth

against scorched skin as a man tries to press himself into the ground to escape withering fire. Here is story-telling so

authentic, so moving and so intense, so relentlessly dramatic, that there were times I wasn’t sure I could stand to

turn the page. As with the best fiction, I was sad to reach the end.

The wrenching combat in Matterhorn is ultimately pointless; the marines know they are fighting a losing battle in

the long run. Bravo Company carves out a fortress on the top of the hill so named, one of countless low, jungle-coated

mountains near the border of Laos, only to be ordered to abandon it when they are done. After the enemy claims the

hill’s deep bunkers and carefully constructed fields of fire, the company is ordered to take it back, to assault their

own fortifications. They do so with devastating consequences, only to be ordered in the end to abandon Matterhorn

once again.

Against this backdrop of murderous futility, Marlantes’ memorable collection of marines is pushed to its limits and

beyond. As the deaths and casualties mount, the men display bravery and cowardice, ferocity and timidity,

conviction and doubt, hatred and love, intelligence and stupidity. Often these opposites are contained in the same

person, especially in the book’s compelling main character, Second Lt. Waino Mellas. As Mellas and his men struggle

to overcome impossible barriers of landscape, they struggle to overcome similarly impossible barriers between each

other, barriers of race and class and rank. Survival forces them to cling to each other and trust each other and

ultimately love each other. There has never been a more realistic portrait or eloquent tribute to the nobility of men

under fire, and never a more damning portrait of a war that ground them cruelly underfoot for no good reason.

Marlantes brilliantly captures the way combat morphs into clean abstraction as fateful decisions move up the chain

of command, further and further away from the actual killing and dying. But he is too good a novelist to paint easy

villains. His commanders make brave decisions and stupid ones. High and low there is the same mix of cowardice

and bravery, ambition and selflessness, ineptitude and competence.

There are passages in this book that are as good as anything I have ever read. This one comes late in the story, when

the main character, Mellas, has endured much, has killed and also confronted the immediate likelihood of his own

death, and has digested the absurdity of his mission: "He asked for nothing now, nor did he wonder if he had been
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good or bad. Such concepts were all part of the joke he’d just discovered. He cursed God directly for the savage joke

that had been played on him. And in that cursing Mellas for the first time really talked with his God. Then he cried,

tears and snot mixing together as they streamed down his face, but his cries were the rage and hurt of a newborn

child, at last, however roughly, being taken from the womb."

Vladimir Nabokov once said that the greatest books are those you read not just with your heart or your mind, but

with your spine. This is one for the spine. --Mark Bowden
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