
i was only 19 lyrics
**The Story and Significance Behind "I Was Only 19" Lyrics**

i was only 19 lyrics carry a profound weight that resonates deeply with
listeners, especially those interested in songs that tell powerful stories.
This iconic Australian ballad, penned by John Schumann of the folk-rock band
Redgum, is more than just a song—it’s a poignant narrative capturing the
harrowing experiences of an Australian soldier during the Vietnam War. The
lyrics have transcended generations, offering a stark reminder of the
realities of war and its lasting impact on young soldiers. In this article,
we’ll dive into the meaning, history, and cultural significance of the "I Was
Only 19" lyrics, while exploring why this song remains so important today.

Understanding the Meaning Behind "I Was Only
19" Lyrics

At its core, the "I Was Only 19" lyrics tell a vivid story of a young man
thrust into the horrors of war. The song is semi-autobiographical, inspired
by the experiences of Redgum’s lead singer and other Australian soldiers who
fought in Vietnam. From the outset, the lyrics convey a sense of innocence
lost, capturing a youth who was “only 19” when he was sent to fight in a
conflict far from home.

The song’s narrative moves beyond mere storytelling, shedding light on the
psychological and physical toll of war. It speaks of the confusion, fear, and
trauma that soldiers endured, as well as the lasting scars—both visible and
invisible—that followed them home. This makes the lyrics a powerful anti-war
statement, resonating with anyone who has witnessed or experienced the
devastating consequences of armed conflict.

The Story Told Through the Lyrics

The lyrics take listeners through a journey:

- The recruitment and preparation phase, where a young man is eager but
naive.
- The arrival in Vietnam, highlighting the disorienting and dangerous
environment.
- The brutal realities of combat, including vivid descriptions of injuries
and loss.
- The return home, with the lingering effects of trauma and the struggle to
reintegrate into society.

These stages paint a comprehensive picture of a soldier’s experience, making



the song relatable and moving even decades after its release.

The Historical Context of "I Was Only 19"
Lyrics

To appreciate the depth of the "I Was Only 19" lyrics, it’s essential to
understand the historical backdrop. The Vietnam War was a controversial and
divisive conflict, particularly in Australia, where many young men were
conscripted through a national service scheme. The song was released in 1983,
a time when public sentiment about the war was shifting, and there was
growing recognition of the sacrifices made by veterans.

John Schumann wrote the song after speaking with veterans and hearing their
stories. The realism embedded in the lyrics was groundbreaking at the time,
as it challenged the glorified narratives often associated with war songs.
Instead, it presented a raw and honest portrayal of what it meant to be a
young soldier caught in a brutal and complex war.

The Impact on Australian Culture

"I Was Only 19" quickly became an anthem for veterans and the wider
Australian public. The lyrics opened up conversations about PTSD, war trauma,
and the treatment of returned soldiers. It played a crucial role in shaping
Australia’s collective memory of Vietnam and influenced how future
generations understood the war.

The song is frequently performed at commemorative events, such as ANZAC Day,
symbolizing respect and remembrance for those who served. Its lyrics continue
to educate listeners about the human cost of war, demonstrating music’s power
to foster empathy and awareness.

The Lyrics' Literary and Musical Qualities

Beyond its historical and emotional significance, the "I Was Only 19" lyrics
stand out for their poetic craftsmanship. The storytelling is linear but rich
with imagery, making it easy for listeners to visualize the scenes described.

Musically, the song’s folk-rock arrangement complements the narrative tone,
using a steady rhythm and melodic simplicity to keep the focus on the words.
This enhances the lyrical impact, allowing the story to take center stage
without distraction.



Key Lines That Define the Song

Certain lines from the lyrics have become emblematic of the song’s message
and emotional power:

- “And can you tell me, doctor, why I still can’t get to sleep?”
- “And I’d gladly face a beating, or a flogging, or a hanging, or a firing
squad.”
- “I was only 19.”

These phrases encapsulate the confusion, pain, and youthful vulnerability
that define the soldier’s experience. They highlight how the trauma of war
persists long after the fighting ends.

Why "I Was Only 19" Lyrics Still Matter Today

In a world that often glamorizes war or sanitizes its consequences, "I Was
Only 19" serves as a sobering reminder of the true price of conflict. The
song’s lyrics humanize soldiers, moving beyond statistics and political
debate to reveal personal suffering and resilience.

For educators, the lyrics offer a valuable tool to engage students with
history and social studies, making abstract concepts more tangible. Veterans
and their families find solace and recognition in the song’s honest
portrayal, fostering a sense of community and understanding.

Lessons We Can Learn From the Lyrics

- The importance of listening to veterans’ stories and acknowledging their
struggles.
- Recognizing that war affects not just soldiers but entire communities.
- Promoting peace and conflict resolution by understanding the human cost of
violence.

"I Was Only 19" continues to inspire artists, activists, and listeners
worldwide, demonstrating the enduring power of music as a vehicle for social
change.

Where to Find and Experience "I Was Only 19"
Lyrics

The song is widely available on music streaming platforms, and numerous cover
versions have been recorded, each bringing a unique interpretation to the



lyrics. For those wanting a deeper connection to the song, live performances
and documentaries about the Vietnam War often feature "I Was Only 19,"
providing context and enhancing the listening experience.

Exploring the lyrics alongside historical accounts or veterans’ testimonials
can enrich understanding, transforming the song from a simple listen into a
meaningful educational encounter.

---

"I Was Only 19" remains a timeless piece that captures the essence of a
soldier’s journey through war and its aftermath. Its lyrics continue to
resonate, reminding us of the fragility of youth and the lasting impact of
conflict on individuals and nations alike. Whether you’re hearing the song
for the first time or returning to it decades later, the story woven through
the words offers a moving, unforgettable experience.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the meaning behind the song 'I Was Only 19'?
The song 'I Was Only 19' by Redgum tells the story of a young Australian
soldier's experience in the Vietnam War, highlighting the trauma and lasting
impact of war on veterans.

Who wrote the lyrics to 'I Was Only 19'?
The lyrics to 'I Was Only 19' were written by John Schumann, the lead singer
of the Australian folk-rock band Redgum.

When was 'I Was Only 19' released?
'I Was Only 19' was released in 1983 as a single and later appeared on
Redgum's album 'Cut to the Quick'.

Why is 'I Was Only 19' considered an important song
in Australian history?
The song is important because it brought widespread awareness to the
experiences and struggles of Australian Vietnam War veterans, influencing
public perception and policy regarding their welfare.

What specific events are described in the lyrics of
'I Was Only 19'?
The lyrics describe the soldier's training, deployment to Vietnam, exposure
to combat and chemical agents like Agent Orange, and the physical and



psychological scars he carries after the war.

Has 'I Was Only 19' been covered by other artists?
Yes, 'I Was Only 19' has been covered by various artists over the years,
including The Herd and John Schumann himself in later performances.

Where can I find the full lyrics to 'I Was Only 19'?
The full lyrics to 'I Was Only 19' can be found on official music lyric
websites, Redgum's official releases, and authorized music streaming
platforms.

Additional Resources
**The Enduring Impact and Emotional Depth of "I Was Only 19" Lyrics**

i was only 19 lyrics have resonated deeply with audiences since the song’s
release, standing as a poignant narrative of war, youth, and trauma.
Originally performed by Redgum, an Australian folk-rock band, the song
captures the raw and harrowing experience of a young soldier during the
Vietnam War. Through its evocative storytelling and vivid imagery, the lyrics
transcend time and geography, offering listeners a powerful reflection on the
human cost of conflict.

The song’s lyrical content has been analyzed extensively for its honesty and
emotional weight, making it a significant piece in the canon of protest and
war songs. Its narrative style and the personal perspective of the
protagonist provide a window into the psychological and physical toll that
warfare exacts on individuals, particularly the youth who often find
themselves thrust into such harrowing circumstances.

In-Depth Analysis of "I Was Only 19" Lyrics

The lyrics of "I Was Only 19" are notable for their straightforward yet
deeply moving portrayal of a soldier’s experience in Vietnam. The song’s
protagonist recounts his enlistment, training, combat, and the lasting trauma
that follows. This first-person narrative approach invites the listener to
engage directly with the soldier’s memories, making the impact more intimate
and immediate.

The opening lines set the stage for a journey marked by innocence lost and
the brutal realities of war:

> "They gave me a tin hat, and they gave me a gun
> And they told me to kill them, or else be killed."



This stark introduction immediately conveys the high-stakes environment in
which the young soldier finds himself. The lyrics emphasize a forced
maturity, where a 19-year-old faces life-and-death decisions far beyond the
typical concerns of someone his age.

The chorus, with the repeated line "I was only 19," serves as both a refrain
and a lament, underscoring the youthfulness of the protagonist and the
tragedy inherent in his experience. It becomes a haunting reminder of how war
abruptly ends the innocence of young soldiers, transforming boys into battle-
hardened men with scars that often remain invisible.

The Historical and Cultural Context Reflected in the
Lyrics

Understanding the context behind the song enriches the interpretation of the
"i was only 19 lyrics." Written by John Schumann in 1983, the song reflects
the experiences of Australian soldiers in Vietnam, a conflict that remains
contentious and deeply impactful in Australian history. The lyrics reference
specific elements of the Vietnam War, such as the "Mekong Delta" and "the
dust and the jungle," grounding the story in a real, tangible setting.

The song also touches on the medical aftermath of war, describing the effects
of exposure to Agent Orange and other chemical defoliants used during the
conflict. Lines like:

> "And as I turned to run, a sudden shot of pain
> Went straight into my heart, and I collapsed in the rain"

highlight not just physical wounds but the psychological trauma that persists
long after the battles have ended. This candid depiction of post-traumatic
stress and injury was relatively rare in popular music at the time,
contributing to the song’s unique place as a voice for veterans.

Musical Composition Enhancing the Lyricism

While the focus here is primarily on the "i was only 19 lyrics," it is
essential to acknowledge how the musical arrangement complements the
storytelling. The song’s folk-rock style, characterized by acoustic guitar
and a steady rhythm, creates an intimate atmosphere that allows the lyrics to
take center stage. This simplicity in the music ensures that the narrative is
not overshadowed by complex instrumentation, thus preserving the solemnity
and gravity of the subject matter.

The melody’s somber tone mirrors the reflective and melancholic nature of the
lyrics, reinforcing the emotional resonance. This synergy between music and
words is a key factor in why the song has maintained its relevance and
emotional power across decades.



Why "I Was Only 19" Lyrics Continue to Resonate

The enduring appeal of "i was only 19 lyrics" can be attributed to several
factors that contribute to their timelessness and universal impact.

Authenticity and Emotional Honesty

One of the primary strengths of the lyrics is their authenticity. They are
based on real experiences, lending credibility and emotional weight that is
often missing in more generalized anti-war songs. This authenticity creates a
direct emotional connection with listeners, particularly veterans and those
with personal ties to military service.

Universal Themes of Youth and Loss

Although the song is rooted in the specific context of the Vietnam War, the
themes of lost youth, trauma, and the harsh realities of combat are
universal. The phrase "I was only 19" encapsulates the vulnerability and
abrupt transition from adolescence to the brutal responsibilities of
adulthood forced upon young soldiers worldwide. This universality allows the
song to transcend its original context and speak to broader audiences.

Educational and Memorial Significance

The "i was only 19 lyrics" have also played an educational role, often used
in schools and commemorative events to teach about the Vietnam War and its
human costs. The song serves as a narrative tool that humanizes historical
events, making them more accessible and emotionally impactful than
traditional textbooks or documentaries.

Comparative Perspectives: "I Was Only 19" and
Other War Songs

When compared to other iconic war songs, "I Was Only 19" holds a distinctive
place due to its narrative depth and regional specificity. Songs like Bob
Dylan’s "Masters of War" or Edwin Starr’s "War" take broader, more
generalized stances against conflict, often adopting a protest tone. In
contrast, Redgum’s song is personal and introspective, focusing on the
soldier’s lived experience rather than abstract condemnation.

This personal focus allows "i was only 19 lyrics" to avoid clichés and



provide a nuanced understanding of war’s complexities. The song neither
glorifies nor outright condemns but presents a human story marked by
confusion, fear, and pain, inviting empathy rather than anger.

Pros and Cons of the Lyric’s Approach

Pros:

Deep emotional engagement through personal storytelling

Specific historical references add authenticity and educational
value

Memorable refrain enhances lyrical impact and recall

Accessible musical arrangement foregrounds the narrative

Cons:

The focus on one individual’s experience may overlook broader
political contexts

Some listeners may find the detailed imagery too graphic or
distressing

Regional specificity might limit immediate connection for non-
Australian audiences

Despite these potential limitations, the song’s lyrical content remains
compelling and relevant, particularly as conversations around war, trauma,
and veteran care continue globally.

Legacy and Continued Relevance of the Lyrics

Decades after its debut, the "i was only 19 lyrics" have become emblematic of
the Vietnam War experience in Australian culture and beyond. The song has
been covered by various artists, used in documentaries, and referenced in
literature, underscoring its lasting influence.

Moreover, the song’s themes resonate with contemporary discussions about the



mental health challenges faced by veterans, making the lyrics not just a
historical artifact but a living testament to ongoing struggles. As societies
grapple with how to support those affected by war, "I Was Only 19" remains a
powerful reminder of the human stories behind the headlines.

The song’s ability to evoke empathy and provoke reflection ensures that the
lyrics will continue to be studied, performed, and cherished for years to
come, standing as a poignant narrative of youth, sacrifice, and the cost of
conflict.
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  i was only 19 lyrics: Someone Like Adele Caroline Sanderson, 2012-03-13 Read the full,
enthralling story of the 20-something London girl who took the music world by storm. This fully
updated paperback edition of the bestselling biography, Someone Like Adele, also now includes the
story of how Adele found happiness with boyfriend (and rumoured husband) Simon Konecki; became
a mother; and came to record the towering theme song for the James Bond movie, Skyfall. Find out
about her upbringing as the child of a single mother in north London and her time at the BRIT
School for Performing Arts & Technology in Croydon where her peers included Leona Lewis and
Jessie J. Learn how her early performances after graduating from the BRIT school along with a
MySpace demo led to her being signed up XL Records, and then voted the Brit Awards Critics'
Choice even before her debut album, 19, was released. Discover how real-life heartbreak inspired
many of her iconic songs, including ‘Rolling in the Deep’ and ‘Someone Like You’; and how a diverse
range of musical influences - from the Spice Girls and Gabrielle to Etta James and contemporary
Nashville sounds - contributed to her record-smashing second album, 21.
  i was only 19 lyrics: Catalog of Copyright Entries Library of Congress. Copyright Office, 1977
  i was only 19 lyrics: Nirvana Marc Burrows, 2025-02-10 Nirvana's meteoric rise and tragic
end, details their impact on music with a day-by-day account. After Nirvana, everything changed.
Kurt Cobain and his band ushered in a new era in music, bringing the authenticity of US
underground punk to mainstream rock audiences. Award-winning biographer and music critic Marc
Burrows dives into the world of Nirvana, providing an exhaustive day-by-day account of the lifespan
of the band, from their early days touring the dive bars of the Pacific North-West through the release
of �Smells Like Teen Spirit' and Nevermind, the dark masterpiece of In Utero and Kurt Cobain�s
tragic death in 1994. The timeline is augmented by hyper-detailed footnotes, diving deep into the
songs and albums, the impact and the fascinating unexplored corners of one of the most exciting and
impactful bands that have ever been.
  i was only 19 lyrics: Poems and Song Lyrics of Faith and Hope Shane Rishell, 2009-05
Poems and song lyrics of faith and hope is a collection of writings that have been a work in progress
over the last 20 years of my life. Writings that reflect the power and love that God has for us. From
his passion he has for humanity by sending his son Jesus to die for our short comings, to show us
how to live, love and forgive. Along with his power to deliver us from issues that plague our lives so
that we can freely worship him and give him the glory for all that he has done for us.
  i was only 19 lyrics: The Complete Lyrics of Johnny Mercer Johnny Mercer, Robert Kimball,
Barry Day, Miles Kreuger, Eric Davis, 2009-10-20 The seventh volume in Knopf’s critically acclaimed
Complete Lyrics series, published in Johnny Mercer’s centennial year, contains the texts to more
than 1,200 of his lyrics, several hundred of them published here for the first time. Johnny Mercer’s
early songs became staples of the big band era and were regularly featured in the musicals of early
Hollywood. With his collaborators, who included Richard A. Whiting, Harry Warren, Hoagy
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Carmichael, Jerome Kern, and Harold Arlen, he wrote the lyrics to some of the most famous
standards, among them, “Too Marvelous for Words,” “Jeepers Creepers,” “Skylark,” “I’m
Old-Fashioned,” and “That Old Black Magic.” During a career of more than four decades, Mercer
was nominated for the Academy Award for Best Song an astonishing eighteen times, and won four:
for his lyrics to “On the Atchison, Topeka, and the Santa Fe” (music by Warren), “In the Cool, Cool,
Cool of the Evening” (music by Carmichael), and “Moon River” and “Days of Wine and Roses” (music
for both by Henry Mancini). You’ve probably fallen in love with more than a few of Mercer’s
songs–his words have never gone out of fashion–and with this superb collection, it’s easy to see that
his lyrics elevated popular song into art.
  i was only 19 lyrics: Billboard , 1995-04-01 In its 114th year, Billboard remains the world's
premier weekly music publication and a diverse digital, events, brand, content and data licensing
platform. Billboard publishes the most trusted charts and offers unrivaled reporting about the latest
music, video, gaming, media, digital and mobile entertainment issues and trends.
  i was only 19 lyrics: Conversations with Contemporary Cinematographers Jacqueline Frost,
2021-03-17 Packed with gems of wisdom from the current 'masters of light’, this collection of
conversations with twenty leading contemporary cinematographers provides invaluable insight into
the art and craft of cinematography. Jacqueline Frost’s interviews provide unprecedented insight
into the role as cinematographers discuss selecting projects, the conceptual and creative thinking
that goes into devising a visual strategy, working with the script, collaborating with leading
directors such as Martin Scorcese, Spike Lee, and Ava DuVernay, the impact of changing
technology, and offer advice for aspiring cinematographers. Interviews include Maryse Alberti, John
Bailey, Robert Elswit, Kirsten Johnson, Kira Kelly, Ellen Kuras, Edward Lachman, Matthew
Libatique, John Lindley, Seamus McGarvey, Reed Morano, Polly Morgan, Rachel Morrison, Rodrigo
Prieto, Cynthia Pusheck, Harris Savides, Nancy Schrieber, John Seale, Sandi Sissel, Dante Spinotti,
Salvatore Totino, Amy Vincent and Mandy Walker. Filled with valuable information and advice for
aspiring cinematographers, directors, and filmmakers, this is essential reading for anyone interested
in the art and craft of cinematography.
  i was only 19 lyrics: Forum , 1987
  i was only 19 lyrics: Love Me Tonight Geoffrey Holden Block, Distinguished Professor of Music
History and Humanities Emeritus Geoffrey Block, 2024 In this Oxford Guide to Film Musicals,
renowned author Geoffrey Block introduces scholars, students, and general readers to the
remarkable musical film, Love Me Tonight (1932) from a accessible musicological perspective,
giving readers of all stripes new ways to hear this classic film.
  i was only 19 lyrics: Island Song Lyrics Larry W. Jones, 2003-06 Larry W. Jones has written
over 3,500 song lyrics with island based themes. Most are in the sytle of the hapa haole
return-to-paradise tradition of the golden years of Territorial Hawaii--Volume 7, title page verso
  i was only 19 lyrics: A History of Classical Scholarship John Edwin Sandys, 1921
  i was only 19 lyrics: Billboard , 1949-11-26 In its 114th year, Billboard remains the world's
premier weekly music publication and a diverse digital, events, brand, content and data licensing
platform. Billboard publishes the most trusted charts and offers unrivaled reporting about the latest
music, video, gaming, media, digital and mobile entertainment issues and trends.
  i was only 19 lyrics: Billboard , 1999-06-12 In its 114th year, Billboard remains the world's
premier weekly music publication and a diverse digital, events, brand, content and data licensing
platform. Billboard publishes the most trusted charts and offers unrivaled reporting about the latest
music, video, gaming, media, digital and mobile entertainment issues and trends.
  i was only 19 lyrics: Another Op'nin', Another Show Andy Beck, Brian Fisher, 2006 This
collection features musical theatre repertoire by some of Broadway's best composers, perfect for
auditions or performance. These are the songs that singers young and old, male and female, love to
sing - freshly engraved with clear, playable piano parts. Includes a full page of background
information for each song about the composer, the show it came from, and the character who sings
it. A must-have for beginners and pros (with or without the recorded piano tracks). Songs include:



Almost Like Being in Love * But Not for Me * The Colors of My Life * Hey There * I Got Rhythm * I
Only Have Eyes for You * Make Them Hear You * Send in the Clowns * Try to Remember, and more!
  i was only 19 lyrics: Billboard , 2000-05-27 In its 114th year, Billboard remains the world's
premier weekly music publication and a diverse digital, events, brand, content and data licensing
platform. Billboard publishes the most trusted charts and offers unrivaled reporting about the latest
music, video, gaming, media, digital and mobile entertainment issues and trends.
  i was only 19 lyrics: Berkmann's Pop Miscellany Marcus Berkmann, 2021-06-03 Marcus
Berkmann was for many years the pop critic of the Spectator, waiting like most freelances to get
fired. He's also the author of the bestselling Berkmann's Cricket Miscellany, concentrating on the
ridiculous true stories and the weird characters of that most eccentric of sports. Here he combines
the two, in a wildly entertaining ride through the galloping absurdities of pop, from Elvis Presley's
real hair colour, through Janet Jackson's more intimate piercings, to Courtney Love's hatred of
cheese. Why does Bono always wear sunglasses? Did Ozzy Osbourne really urinate on the Alamo?
What actually happened at Keith Moon's 21st birthday party at the Holiday Inn in Flint, Michigan?
There's sex, there's drugs, there's violence, there's even a little rock 'n' roll from time to time. But
mainly there are vital questions, now finally answered. Which notable guitarist has unfeasibly tiny
hands? Which Britpop star was forced to wear lederhosen as a child? Who said, 'The majority of pop
stars are compete idiots in every respect'? And was she wrong?
  i was only 19 lyrics: Broadcasting , 1976-10
  i was only 19 lyrics: Billboard , 1942-09-26 In its 114th year, Billboard remains the world's
premier weekly music publication and a diverse digital, events, brand, content and data licensing
platform. Billboard publishes the most trusted charts and offers unrivaled reporting about the latest
music, video, gaming, media, digital and mobile entertainment issues and trends.
  i was only 19 lyrics: The Athenaeum , 1894
  i was only 19 lyrics: Catalog of Copyright Entries , 1930
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