
Summary* 

Diary of a Young Man, 1968-1969 is a candid, first-person memoir built from the author’s 
recovered journal entries from a formative six-month period in late 1968 and early 1969. The 
diary follows a 23-year-old Army clerk as he finishes his Vietnam service and moves through a 
restless sequence of experiences in Vietnam, the Philippines, Central America, and Panama, all 
while trying to understand who he is and what sort of life he wants to build. What emerges is 
not a polished retrospective but a raw time capsule of a young man thinking aloud in real time. 

The book’s central movement is outward and inward at once. On the outside, the narrator 
hitchhikes, travels by boat and bus, meets strangers and 
lovers, recovers from a motorcycle crash, and drifts 
toward the end of military service and the beginning of 
civilian life. Internally, he wrestles with questions of 
freedom, sexuality, politics, religion, intelligence, 
ambition, and authenticity, often testing ideas against 
immediate experience. The diary captures a mind in 
motion, unsure of its future but intensely alert to the 
world around it. 

A major part of the book’s appeal lies in its unfiltered 
voice. The entries preserve the texture of the original 
notebook writing, including digressions, blunt 
judgments, erotic encounters, philosophical reflections, 
and uneasy self-scrutiny. At the same time, the author’s 
retrospective framing gives the diary a second layer of 
meaning: the reader can see, in these youthful notes, 
the seeds of the life that followed, including graduate 
study, a career in mediation and teaching, marriage, 
travel, and later literary work. 

The memoir also functions as a cultural document. It places one young American’s coming-of-
age inside the upheavals of the Vietnam era, the counterculture, and a changing global 
landscape, where war, travel, language, class, sex, and ideology all collide. The result is a vivid 
record of a generation at a crossroads, told with unusual candor and a strong sense of historical 
immediacy. 

Ultimately, Diary of a Young Man is about becoming through experience. It shows a young man 
stumbling, observing, desiring, and thinking his way toward adulthood, while the older author 
reframes that journey as the beginning of a life still unfolding. The diary’s power comes from its 
honesty: it lets the reader witness both the confusion of the moment and the shape of the life 
that later emerged from it. 
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