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John Ponton grew up on Long Island, at Massapequa, N.Y., "just around the corner from Ron Kovic," the Vietnam veteran whose memoir, Born on the Fourth of July, inspired the movie with Tom Cruise. 

"His sister Susan used to baby-sit for me, and my brother and I played touch football and stick ball with his brother, Tommy," Mr. Ponton recalled. 

Like Ron Kovic, he was a child of the '60s. Instead of Vietnam, however, his life led to Dowling College - where he wrote for the literary magazine while majoring in organic chemistry - and, later, to a career as a Ph.D. - level research chemist, most recently with Wright Corp. in Wilmington. 

"I was getting good grades," he said, "and when the (draft) lottery came around, I got a high number," high enough to stay out of the service, he said. "But I had to wonder, what would've happened if I had been one of these other guys?" 

That quest, which began in college and continued for 30 years, led to a novel, MacArthur Park, about six young friends navigating that stormy era in American history. Mr. Ponton recently gave a signing for it at Wilmington's Bristol Books. Another is coming up at 5 p.m. July 27 at Books-A-Million, 3737 Oleander Drive. 

"The events of the '60s were like an express train, uncontrollably and relentlessly speeding right at you," Mr. Ponton said. "You could try to get out of its way, park yourself in the middle of the tracks and try to stop it, or grab onto it as it zoomed by you and try to hold on for dear life. In any case, there were no easy choices. 

"I think a lot of people think this was a bad era, that we made mistakes and that we ought to sweep it under the rug," he added. Yet he believes the '60s left a valuable heritage. 

"We need diversity in our culture," he said. "The American way of life accommodates diversity. No other country on earth could've handled this turbulence. 

"We're still here. We still have the same form of government. No other country on earth could have accommodated this." 

Mr. Ponton said he has the highest respect for the U.S. armed forces. In Vietnam, however, he thinks these servicemen were trapped, fighting a war on terms that made it impossible to win. "It was the veterans, in particular, who said, 'Hey, man, this has got to stop. This was not the war of my father.' " 

The tone of the book was set by the Jimmy Webb song MacArthur Park, which became a hit for Richard Harris in 1968. Other song lyrics punctuate the action, from the perspective of the teen-age characters. U.S. Army combat photography and other period photos are woven into the text. 

Although he finished the outline of MacArthur Park in college - and made a false start on another war novel - Mr. Ponton finished his first serious draft in 1990, while he was living in Columbia, S.C. Several drafts followed, mostly in longhand on yellow legal pads, often written during visits to Myrtle Beach. 

Like other authors, Mr. Ponton - who's lived in Wilmington for the past eight years - collected a large stack of rejection slips. One agent showed an interest in the book but then went out of business. Eventually, he published MacArthur Park as an e-book, then in paperback through 1stBooks Library ("http://www.1stbooks.com/"), a company that specializes in "on-demand" publishing - printing just enough copies as orders arrive online or by mail. 

"It's very rewarding, but a lot of work," the author said. "I really appreciated the artistic control. For example, the design for the book jacket was essentially my idea." 


