Mr. Stephen Heimsath

Interview for the Veterans History Project at the Library of Congress

Today is January 16, 2014.  This is Patrick Callaghan with the Westchester Public Library in Westchester, Illinois.  Also present is Ryan Flores, a reference librarian here at the library.  Today we will be talking with Mr. Stephen Heimsath who served in the U.S. Army for about two and a half years and this interview is being conducted for the Veterans History Project at the Library of Congress.  Let’s go ahead and get started.  Steve, why don’t you tell us when and where you were born and a little about your family when you were growing up.

Okay, I was born in Chicago on the southwest side.  Basically, I grew up in a neighborhood right after WWII, all the neighbors were in the service, my family was also in the service, my uncle in the Navy, served on the Birmingham.  Another uncle served in the Army Air Corps, he was in the Pacific on Guam, the other uncle was in Europe.  The neighbor across the street was on the Yorktown when it went down at Midway and another neighbor next door was a Marine and served in the Solomons.  So basically I grew up with a lot of military people around me.  We watched Victory at Sea when it would come on Thursday evenings and have always been interested in military history.

Okay, so it sounds like you were surrounded by veterans and you mentioned some relatives and you have a tradition of service within your family then?  Can you tell us a little about that?

Well, I have one uncle who spent his entire time in the Air Force, a career in the military. My brother-in-law was a West Pointer, he spent his career and now he’s retired too.  World War II was different, everyone was involved in it in some capacity, that’s just the stories I heard, we were very pro-military, pro-Navy, patriotic.  At that time it was very popular.

Okay, why don’t we start from the beginning then, were you drafted or did you enlist?

I was drafted in May of ’65, 1965, after I turned 21.  There was never any question of not going in; I felt service was mandatory.  It was a little bit of a crap shoot where you would go. Vietnam was just starting to ramp-up, it was mostly just advisors then.  So I went into the service then, went down on Van Buren Street, a building with no windows, (laughs) a building with no return.  After your physical, you stepped forward to take the oath…some people didn’t.  They were hustled out of the room.  Never any question that I would not step forward to take the oath. Got on a train, and ended up in Fort Knox, Kentucky, basic, then on to Fort Gordon, Georgia, for signal school, and then off to the West Coast for a few days and then landed in Japan, and then landed in Vietnam a few days after that.
Did you know what Vietnam was?  Did you know you were headed there?

Yes.

Did you know what you were in for?

Pretty much. In signal school, after we graduated signal school, a bunch of us were shoved off to one side, and told we were the top third of our class. I figured that can’t be good (laughs). Then we marched over to a big auditorium and sat down and the curtains rolled back, and there was a big map of Vietnam. (Laughs) This is not good.  Then we had a week of jungle training after that primarily anti-ambush, because the signal corp. group that I worked with had large radio rigs, FM radio rigs with telephone carriers and  we traveled by truck. There was a history of ambushing during the French time so they were preparing us of how to break out of an ambush if we got into one, and little jungle survival stuff like that.
And this is after signal school?

After signal school, still at Fort Gordon. 

Would you be interested in talking about Basic Training?  I know some of the other veterans we talked to went into their experience with Basic Training, what it was like from the time they got off the bus to the time they completed it.
First thing I remember is the train ride back from Van Buren Street in Chicago, down to Fort Knox;  it was the last bit of solitude and privacy I had for the next 2 ½ years. We got there and we got our heads shaved, got some uniforms thrown at us, and boots and stuff, we had our kits, our TA 50’s and duffel bags, and the truck pulled up, and we started to climb in and they said “No, your duffel bags are riding, you don’t ride.” (Laughs). So we threw our duffel bags in and they made us basically trot alongside of the road on the gravel to our barracks. And we got in and I’ll never forget Sgt. Fisher was our drill instructor, a big tall guy with a chest full of ribbons and a Smokey the Bear hat, and he said “Sit down”.  We sat on the floor and he said “When I say sit down, I just want to hear one ass hit the ground”.  We all stood up, and he said, “Sit down”, up and down about five or six times, till we just learned how to kick out our legs out and drop all at the same time.  So that was Basic, the start of Basic, and it was downhill from there.
A lot of guys yelling at you and stuff?

Yeah, a lot of hollering and screaming, and I had been in ROTC in high school, so I basically knew the manual of arms, I had shotguns.  My father would take me out and I’d shoot a 22 in the family farm out in Aurora where my uncle had a farm, so I was familiar with a lot of that stuff, and with military type procedures and stuff, so I was able to get a little less screaming than some of the guys, totally against it and unfamiliar.
So then did you have weapons training in basic training?
Oh sure. We were issued M14’s, and ended up carrying them in Vietnam and I was happy to have an M14 as opposed to an M16.  M16’s were having a lot of trouble early on, they were jamming and sticking, and certainly you wouldn’t want that to happen.  But we got our weapons training, we did of course, all the PT (Procedure Training); 
long marches, basic first aid, that type of stuff, eight weeks of intense training where you were basically hollered at, degraded, put down, up until the last week. The last week you kind of practiced the normal stuff, we were also practicing marching, precision marching, drilling and there was going to be a competition at the end for the top platoon in military drill.  Our platoon came in second out of all of them, and Sgt. Fisher came up and said, “I’d be proud to serve with any of you guys in combat.”  And of course that makes you feel better, after being called a maggot and everything for seven weeks, started talking to you like a human being again.  And after that it was basically you’re in the service then.  You’re no longer a “boot”, and they address you as “trooper” instead of shit for brains or something.  
(Laughs), So they wear you down, then build you up?

Well they break you down, get you to operate as a unit, and at the end they build you all up and put you back together. It works. 

And then Signal school followed basic training, could go into that a little bit?

Yeah, Signal school was Fort Gordon, Georgia, just outside of Augusta. It was basically we had our MOS’s, (Military Occupational Specialties).  We took a series of tests in basic training, aptitude tests, I.Q. tests, skill tests, and by those tests they stuck you in different groups. I got fortunate enough to get radio, and we went there and the introduction was basically if you flunked you’d go to the infantry, so that was nice motivator. (Laughs). And it was primarily learning the radios, the FM radios, how to set them up in the field, what to do in those situations where things would break down and you didn’t have all the equipment, how to get things working, how to repair, first echelon repair, which is nothing on the inside, strictly on the panel, and if something breaks down you just replace the whole unit. Generators, how to harden the radio units which were, fit on a deuce and a half truck, they were pretty lightweight, they would tell us don’t think these are bullet-proof, and they would take a piece of the side of the unit and they would shove an ice pick into it, just to show you how easy it was to penetrate.  So we spent a lot of time sandbagging, getting them hard. After that we went on to the carrier side, how to set-up the land lines, repair lines, fix lines, and stuff like that.  We didn’t run too much cable.  If we had to run cable it would be like a 26 pair cable to the next big switchboard or something. We didn’t run it on the field so much.  And we usually had, because we needed a radio rig, a large fifty foot antenna.  They showed us how to camouflage a radio rig. And the only camouflage for a fifty foot antenna was a sign that said tree.  Which is no way it’s going to show it, you know that’s just too bad, they’re going to know where to shoot, (Laughs), if they wanted to stop the radios.  And what else, we learned how to erect all the stuff, move it into the field, break it down.  Destroy it if we had to leave, had to walk out.  How to get rid of the equipment.  And they tell you if you bug out and destroy your equipment, and it turns out you didn’t have to, you have to pay for it. (Laughs). That was just to make sure you weren’t too trigger happy to get rid of the stuff.  That was basically signal school.  It was I think, twelve weeks of signal school. 
And from there you said you went to California?

From there we took a week of jungle training, at Fort Gordon. And then from there we flew to California, and they took away all our civilian clothes. And we flew to California, and from there we went to the Oakland Army terminal, where we waited for transportation overseas. The one interesting note, at Gordon, Augusta being a southern town, we were no longer in basic, we had weekends off.  And a friend of mine and I use to go to this little restaurant, in a hotel, it was a nice bar, and the waiters would come in and take your order at the bar. And when your table and food was ready, they would pick up your drinks and take them in.  We were there five or six weeks, and as a routine, a nice evening out, get away from military food, military restrictions and life.  And then the final day, we thought we would go just before we shipped out, we thought we would get one more good meal before we’re back.  They had taken all our civilian clothes so we were in uniform; we were actually wearing class B uniforms, khaki uniforms.  And we there to the bar and we sat, and we’re waiting and we’re waiting and we’re waiting, nobody came.  Finally the bartender, we knew him and we said “Hey what’s going on?”  And he said “We don’t serve Yankees in uniform!”
Oh my God!

(Laughs). So we figured, ok this is the South, we forgot about that. So that was kind of interesting I thought.  

Ok, and then from there you said California?

California, Japan, we spent three days in Japan, and from there we flew into Saigon. Went to the famous or infamous Camp Alpha, which was the world’s longest chow line.  (Laughs), The build-up was just starting.
Ok.

And the chow line was blocks long. We use to tease, you know you’d get in for breakfast, and when you got out of breakfast, you went to the end of the chow line to get in for lunch. (Laughs). They let us acclimatize, you know get use to the hot weather. So we unloaded aircraft at night when it was cooler, to get acclimatized, and I think I spent about a week there.  Then we got onto a C-123, several of us got onto this twin engine prop airplane, and we took off, they were dropping off troops along the way, leaving Saigon, Qui Nhơn halfway up the country, up the coast. And this airplane, seemed to be, my brother-in-law who was Air Force, described it as a hundred thousand rivets flying in loose formation (laughs), it was just kind of a rattle-y airplane. You know you’re sitting on the floor, there’s no seats or anything. And the side of the airplane is full of oil, one of the piston engines was slinging oil. And we’re kind of looking out at it, and the cockpit was up above, and you can see into the cockpit, and the flight engineer came down, looked up at all this oil on the side of the airplane and went back up, and came down ten minutes later wearing a parachute, and we can see the co-pilot leaning over with a big smile on his face, (Laughs), yeah they were just pulling our chains. (Laughter), A little in-er-service harassment. (Laughs).  We landed on one spot, it was like in the middle of nowhere, and  I thought, God, I hope this is not my stop, and they didn’t call my name, and we ended up getting off at the end of the line, there was three or four of us, in Qui Nhơn. We came over the land, and they made another sharp bank, I don’t know what happened, over the South China Sea, and hung out there for awhile, and they came back in and it was dark, and the runway was a PSP runway, and it was illuminated with these little firepots.  Like a bad B-movie, you know? 

Ok.

And I thought this is starting out bad, (laughs). And they said, go wait over there and a truck will pick you up, and we had no ammunition, no nothing, so we just huddled around and waited, and a truck came and drove us back to where our 41st  Signal was located. 
So, let me put it this way, in your two and half plus years, how long were you on the ground in Vietnam?

About a year, just shy of a year.

Ok, could you go into that a little bit, I mean what were you comfortable with?

Being Signal, we were usually in protected areas.  In other words, the radios were terminals.  The worse one was when we were relay.  On a relay site for awhile, on top of a mountain, a large hill, a Vietnam mountain, shooting the signal down from the Qui Nhơn area and back down the side, I didn’t care for that.  Most of the time, initially my radio site was in a former French resort area, on the beach at Qui Nhơn. I was kind of walled in and pretty well secured, we had some troops around us, Qui Nhơn was, well, they didn’t want us to carry any weapons in the city. It was kind of like a truce area. We owned it in the daytime, and they owned it at night.  A lot of them lived there they didn’t want trouble, and very little trouble happened at Qui Nhơn while I was there.
So it was kind of an unspoken kind of understanding?
Yeah.

Interesting.

Yeah, I thought so.

Were you on edge in a situation like that?

At times, yes.  In the daytime I felt comfortable. When it started getting dark, you wanted to get out of town as soon as you can.  It wasn’t a lot of leisure time; you were usually either working, or I being the new man I had the night shift, 9-9, 12 hours on, 12 hours off.  Seven days a week, you can’t beat that. And we had a few bad nights there, there was some trouble at the site, some gunfire, and whatnot, some tracers coming overhead and all that, you just kind of stayed down, you didn’t look around, didn’t stick our heads up. Normally there was some Green Berets there that they were after, course the Green Berets would take care of that with our Special Forces, they were with our Special Forces so they kind of took care of all that.  And I was happy there for awhile, it wasn’t too bad near the city and all that.  Then I went out to this 14th Aviation battalion group that was in Phu Tai or Phu Chi area, 14 or 15 miles out of Qui Nhơn. It was called Lane Army Heliport, after a fellow that was killed, Lane, a pilot.  I think there were three companies of helicopters there.  They had the Shark Mouths there, the famous; I don’t know if you’ve ever seen them, some of the helicopters had the Shark Mouth on the them, that was those guys there.  There we were on top of a hill, again, but fortunately we were inside the compound, which was pretty good, and basically ate out of a can all of the time.  Lived on top of this hill that they had cleared off, and ran the radios, that’s what we did.  I don’t know exactly when it happened, but they had gotten intelligence that there was a North Vietnamese Unit that was going to come down and attack the base. And they told us just sleep in your web gear.  Stay low, for three days we were pretty scared.  And I don’t know what time it was, thunderous explosions, tent flapped and everything, jumped out and there was all kinds of tracers flying around, and they were blowing their little bugles, at first I thought, was someone blowing a car horn? (laughter). That’s so terrible, and they were hollering and we could see the green tracers coming out of the bush around us, and of course we were well prepared, everybody went to their fighting positions and were firing back.  Our helicopters took off, and they started to fly the perimeter, with their lights out, dropping the parachute flares.  They wouldn’t fire cause then that would indicate where they were, but they were dropping parachute flares.  So that kind of held them at bay, they didn’t want to get into the light. And then suddenly the helicopters all left, and I said to myself, oopps, I can’t believe they cleared the field already, it didn’t seem like it was that long.  And then I hear a piston aircraft, sounded like a single aircraft, and then the sky just opened up, it was one of the spooky missions, Puff the Magic Dragon, I remember just sitting there in awe, cause it was just raining tracers.  Flew up and around and back and forth and went away and that was it. 
You’re not the first person to mention what it’s like to witness that.  It’s described as being able to put a round into every square foot of a football stadium in a matter of seconds.

It was unbelievable.  I was told, and since have read, that it was eighteen hundred rounds per minute, so (laughs) that’s a lot of stuff coming down.  They had three electrically operated mini guns, and it was a couple days later, the wind shifted, and at first I didn’t think anything of it, we were on our hill, we were isolated.  The only thing I was scared about was our hill was high ground.  If they could get some people on top of there, they could shoot down everywhere.  We were nervous, you know. I think tactically, they would want to take the hill, but they never got inside the wire.  So we scared them off.  A couple days later, the smell was unbelievable.  Gag you, I didn’t even come down from the hill because it just seemed to settle down, I tried to stay above the smell.  Probably a lot of parts, you know, they always tried to bury the bodies, so you could get a body count, but the local critters would dig them up and stuff.
So when you were over there, was it the kind of situation where you knew how many days you were going to be in Vietnam?

That’s right.

Ok, and was it also the kind of thing that you knew exactly how many days you had left until you were able to come back?

Yeah. We knew, our time was, a, we had a short timer’s stick, and when you got below thirty days you carried a short-timers stick and notch it up and all that kind of stuff.  It wasn’t like World War II; you know World War II was duration of the War plus six, six months.  They have so many points to go home and all that kind of stuff.  Here you did a year and you went home. Which I think was a lot easier.  Course you’re nervous the last month or so.
Yeah, I was going to ask when you’re in the home stretch, what was that like?

You don’t go out anymore (laughs), unless you’re told to go out.  You kind of lay low; they kind of leave you alone.  You know I didn’t take any chances, do any stupid things, like when I was first there we did some stupid stuff.  There was a Cahm, C-a-h-m, I think, the pre-Vietnamese people that lived in the area, the ascendants of these people, and they built these big tall pagodas,  stones were all black now, so it looked like these big black stone columns.  No mortar, just all stone on stone.  And a bunch of us decided, we could tell from our map that there was supposedly one there, we had some time, loaded in the truck, obviously took our weapons, and went out and visited the site. (laughs). And you know nothing happened.  Another time, we went over and visited a cemetery that had been there forever, a local cemetery, and I remember one guy was saying that when the Germans were here, they had the Buddhist swastika, and that time we actually drew some fire while we were there. So we just got out of there.  We weren’t there on any official thing, we were just tourists. We were walking the areas, you know.  Around Qui Nhơn normally it was relatively safe.  If you got beyond Checkpoint Charlie, you were locked and loaded before you went out because it was Indian country.
So no tourist shenanigans the last couple of weeks? (Laughs)

No, none of that! (Laughs).  Just hunkered down and stayed in.

What was it like coming home?

Well it was a little disappointing. You know I was glad to be home.  The way I felt then, I still feel right now.  Glad I did it, but I wouldn’t do it again.
Were you injured?

After I got home I had three weeks off.  Hung around at home. Everything annoyed me, TV commercials, all that stuff.  We weren’t treated well in airports. Ended up at Fort Carson, Colorado.  But they really didn’t know what to do with us. Because we were short-timers, we had six months left, five months left in the army. They didn’t want to let us go, they didn’t know what to do with us.  Most of us had more ribbons then the staff you know (Laughs). They put up with us with put up with them.  While I was checking out getting all my clearance papers to leave, some drunken I was told, staff sergeant plowed into me.  Broke both my legs, had a compound fracture in my left leg.  I remember, cause I was wearing my combat patches and all that, they were cutting off my boots and and my uniform, and some nurse said what a shame, just got back from Vietnam.  And then a priest came in and gave me the last rites, and I figured, I’m screwed. (Laughs),
Oh my God.

Apparently not.  I had a compound fracture, torn fracture.  I had bruises and bangs and a lot of blood.  Fortunately, I was a block from the hospital when this guy hit me. 
Oh ok so you were right there?

I went inside, they got me patched up, the army did a great job. Had a doctor who was a National Guard, pretty low key, he wasn’t real gun-ho military, so he told me once you can bend your knees forty-five degrees, this is after six months, you can go home on leave.  So I had full leg casts on and all that stuff.  Found it almost impossible to bend my leg, cause I guess being in a full leg cast all that time.   I finally got it, got a few convalescent leaves and all that.  But traveling back and forth, course I traveled in uniform to get the half fare.  Not treated very well. Not by the airlines, but by passengers and stuff.
Civilians.

Yes. The older guys would always buy you a drink on the airplane. The hippie generation, the younger people, even some older people would kind of look at you, you know.  So I was more or less not happy with the reception.  It kind of left a bitter taste in my mouth.
Was it any different when you got home to your family, your neighbors?

You know all my neighbors came out and all that stuff.  They were fellow servicemen.  I always felt what Tom Woolf felt.
The writer?

Uh huh. And he said it’s true, that the college protest against the Vietnam War ended the same day they ended the draft.  My interpretation of the college protesters were moral and physical college. Maybe you didn’t agree, with that war, but war do you agree with, you know?  I like the Vietnamese people, they were pretty nice, it was a big culture shock.  You know they’re totally different than us in behavior.  They seem to be pretty nice.  I had one guy while we were on the mountain at that airbase, we built ourselves a little hutch that we decided, the Koreans in our area were the Tiger Division, they were in charge of securing Highway One.  They liked us.  A lot of these guys wore the White Horse Mountain Division patches from the Korean War. So you know they know the U.S.  saved their bacon there, so they treated us very well.  And they said if you can get us some cement, we will make you cinder blocks. They had a little factory there.  So we just got in line one time down at the harbor in Qui Nhơn. Got a truck loaded with cement, they made cinder blocks, and we made a nice little brick cinder block house.  But none of us were bricklayers, (laughs), so they had a program where they would have the Vietnamese come into the base, local indigenous personnel they would come in and help, but they would have to leave before sundown.  This Interpreter guy, whose, we hired the group you might say, the army kind of paid us, but we would give little stuff.  They helped us build this cinderblock house for our radio rig in the back so we could sleep in there and off the ground.  One of the group turned out to be VC (Viet Cong).   We woke up one night and there was a Bamboo Viper snake, a deadly snake, they called it a thirty second snake, they said sit down, light a cigarette, make yourself comfortable because you got about half a minute. (Laughs).  Anyway we caught it, butt stroked it into oblivion, carried it out on a stick and all the people around there panicked and ran away, the Vietnamese.  And I’m thinking how in the heck did a snake like this get into our tent?  I mean the top of the hill was pretty much barren.  I don’t see a snake coming up the hill at night, crawling across the turf you know.  It wouldn’t be a spot where they would hunt.  They basically stayed in the more forest areas. About three or four days later, one of these big long centipedes with the big fang showed up in our tent, and our Interpreter said, “Oh they always travel in pairs.”   What’s he talking about?  Male / female? ; he found another one the same day.  So he was trying to warn us.  And I came in one afternoon after I went down to start the generators, I had my canteen sitting on my shelf near my cot. And he sat down on my cot, the Interpreter, and he turned the canteen over and he had written in red markers that we had, “Water, no drink”.  And he turned it back like that and put it back against the wall.  So he had poisoned the water, this Viet Cong guy. 
You didn’t know who it was?

There was a bunch of them there.  He knew who it was, he was afraid to tell us.  So we were building a bunker at the time, after that little mortar attack, we were reinforcing our bunker, we were motivated to fill sandbags and we had all these people helping us. Not too far from where we were, there was an old French narrow gauge railroad, which was no longer usable because they kept blowing it up.  So we went there and gathered a bunch of railroad ties and all that, and we put a little roof on our little bunker, and sandbagging.  And everybody was out there working and this guy, this Interpreter kept going like this to me, like he wanted me to walk over.  And I found the guy that was in our radio rig, I got out my forty-five, and he started showing me pictures of his family and all that.  (Laughs).  I don’t want to see pictures of your family.  I’m not going to shoot you, but I don’t want to see your family.  So we called our fast action group, so they came out and grabbed him and they called a Vietnamese Intelligence group that was just down the road from us, five or ten miles away, South Vietnamese, and they came and picked him up and took him away.  One of the MP’s (Military Police) said to me, he would have been better off if you shot him.  (Laughter).  But I didn’t want to shoot anybody like that.  He didn’t have a weapon or anything you know.  It’s scary ‘cause you didn’t know who was who.  And we never heard what happened to him.  He was like nineteen or twenty years old at the most, maybe younger. Just a kind of punk kid, but you know it was like but they had what they called cowboys in Qui Nhơn. These were like Vietnamese teenagers that walked around with western shoes and little hats; you know western style hats and western style shirts.  They were basically the bad guys. The tough punks.  Not Viet Cong necessarily, but just kids being bad. 
Wow.

Yeah, we were driving along one time, and there was one of these cowboys in front of us on his  little bicycle riding along, with his little porkpie hat.  And from behind us came a Vietnamese army truck went passing us and him and they slammed on their brakes and three guys jumped out and two guys grabbed him and threw him in the back of the truck and the third guy threw the bike in.  I asked this one guy what’s that?  And he said, “The draft”.  (Laughter). 
That’s their draft huh?

Their draft (laughs), I said well ours is a little better than that.  (Laughter).

So I guess all your experience starting from Basic up until when you got back home, how would you say that influenced your approach to life?  What did you take away from the service that you kind of carry with you?

You know I knew that I came across the fact that there is evil in the world, that evil exists.  That  the difference between Vietnam and the United States is so stark.  At first I was repelled by the poverty and the condition and all that stuff and then I learned that this is just the way these folks were.  I kind of warmed up to them a little bit.  I never went native, that’s what the marines called it, going “Asiatic”,  I guess (laughter).  But I learned to appreciate their style and their life and all that stuff.  You know, what it’s like to be under the gun.  You know these people have been at war, you know the Japanese treated them very poorly, and the French weren’t too much better, but certainly better than the Japanese.  And then the Communists when Ho Chi Mein took over it was back down again. It all kind of brought it home to me when I was at work, this is not too many years ago, I worked for the University of Chicago.  I’m a Design Engineer there, and this guy in Chemistry asked me if I would do a project with this girl who was a PhD candidate there, and she was Vietnamese, and I started talking to her getting her perspective.  She was telling me her father was in the Vietnamese army and then spent ten or twelve years in an education camp and got out and not too long after that she was born, and they got a chance to leave.  She said the Vietnamese called them the bad people because the father worked with the Americans so they left.  She said they never starved, but they were always hungry and their roof always leaked.  I think she said they went down to Houston to settle in and she said they got a second floor apartment, with no furniture in an older building and it started to rain and the roof leaked.  The whole family just started to laugh.  (Laughter). We came all this way to America, and the roof still leaks!  (Laughs).  
The irony!

Yeah, but she was a PhD candidate at the University of Chicago, so I think they did ok. (Laughs).

Yeah right.

But from my perspective it was better than a college education.  It’s the kind of thing you can’t get.  You can’t read about it you have to be there.

The experience.

Smell it you know.

How about the fraternity of being in a platoon?

Well you always feel closer to the guys around you because you depend on each other.  I think there’s some cliquishness, but there’s a lot less cliquishness because there’s no whites there’s no blacks there’s just green guys.  You depend on everybody and you watch everybody’s back;  it’s kind of that fraternity type thing.  And you come back with a new found respect for Veterans.  You know you can’t really get it from the war movies, you don’t really know what’s going on.  It’s just like a lot of drudgery and boredom, then every so often you wet your pants (laughs).  I still feel close to all that.  I joined the VFW, but I haven’t made a meeting yet. Two guys came to my house, back when Clinton was putting the fuselage of the Enola Gay in the Smithsonian, along with an apology to Japan.  That’s ridiculous, that really kind of wrangled me.  But these guys convinced me to join.  I remember when I was a kid there was at least, I lived near 63rd and Kedzie, there was at least two VFW halls.  The one closest to my house was the Luzon buddies, these guys from the Philippine war, from the Philippines in World War II.  So I always had this affinity for the VFW, but never thought to join until then.  One of these days I guess I’m going to make a meeting. (Laughter). 
Well do you have any closing remarks, anything you would like to get off your chest before we wrap it up?

No, I don’t have any gripes or any grudges.  My tour wasn’t a horrible thing. It was kind of average.  Now there was some people who had it a lot worse, and some people who had it a lot better, but all in all it was an experience you can’t get anywhere else.  You learn about yourself and you learn about other people.  I got to see another culture, you know the horrors of  let’s say conflict and war, some people get killed.  I saw a kid bleed out because they couldn’t stop the bleeding from an accidental discharge, it was just the way it was.  It does change you.  My wife will drop a pot in the kitchen and I will jump up and holler at her.  She still can’t figure it out why I don’t like bangs going off behind me.   Don’t do that, try not to do it.  She said, “I didn’t do it on purpose.”  I said you have to understand that this is just a trigger. But I don’t feel any disability, even my legs, I’ve gotten through it.  I’m pretty much recovered, I mean I’m in pain, but when you have it since you were twenty-two, it almost becomes an old friend, when you get to be Seventy.  
Some of the other Veterans in their closing comments address, you know, they share their general feelings about the Military, what they may say to someone of age now who’s able to enlist.  Do you have any thoughts one way or the other on that?
You  know I’m still glad there are people thinking of the Military even though the draft is gone. I think if you get right down to it, I think the Military is the most honest branch of government.  Of course there’s bloated this and overruns on that, you know a lot of these two hundred and fifty dollar toilet seats are actually not two hundred and fifty dollars, they’re some Black Ops program going on and that’s the way they hide it. I trust people who have been in the Military more than I do non-military people.  I mean it’s what stands between us, I mean if you think about… that’s why I’m a kind of history (buff).  World War II and World War I, if you read what went on in the countries that were conquered by these people.  And I saw this in Vietnam, they treated…the North Vietnamese treated the South Vietnamese terribly the Viet Cong.  If any of the girls would hang around the GI’s, sometimes you would see them and they would be all beat up and their eyes swollen shut and all that stuff.  You see the brutality.  The United States Military is nothing like that, they have a code of conduct, they’re held to it, and you don’t screw up.
High moral standards.

High moral standards.  

Anything else?

That’s it.

Ok well great interview and thank-you for sharing your memories with us today.

Well you’re welcome.                   

Ok, so you did want to mention before we wrap it up about the situation with your sister?

Right.

Ok, why don’t you go into that a little bit.

My brother-in-law was a West Point-er. He chose the Air Force. They were at Hahn Air Force Base in Germany while I was in Vietnam. And I wrote her a letter, multiple letters. But one time I said, “Carol, if you got any extra books or something, send them along.” You know, send them to me. I gotta have something to read, you know, because we’re just sitting there, right, most of the time, monitoring the equipment. So she said she’d do it, and, apparently, overdid it, like my sister likes to do. And I got a call from, at the time I was TDY with this aviation outfit, Fourteenth Aviation Battalion. And that’s a top of the hill scenario. We had a small tent on the top of the hill. Anyway, I got a call from my base first sergeant in Qui Nhơn. He said, “you better get down here and pick up my mail.” He was furious. I got a Jeep, drove down, and there’s three big boxes for me, you know. Put them in, took them back, and they’re all books. Ah, great, you know. I’ll never read all of these. Three days later I get another call from the first sergeant, and he’s furious. And he says, you better get down here right now. Drove down and there were like twenty-three more boxes of books. And he says, “I think you’re running an export-import business.”

Right. [Laughter]

“And if I catch you, you’re going to jail.” I says, “Sarge, these are books my sister sent. My brother-in-law, being in an Air Force area, put them on an airplane and fly them over.” Addressed to me, like my mail. No charge. Air Force. I says, “I’ll donate them, you know, to the Forty First Battalion.” He says, “Get them out.” Pile them in the Jeep. Drove them back. And when I got back, the two guys sharing the tent with me said, “you can’t keep these here.” You know, “there’s no room in our tent.” It just so happened that this colonel who was in charge of the battalion came whizzing by on his Jeep, and I gave him one of these [gestures]. I asked him if I could take to him, and he said, “sure.” And I says, “I have some books.” He says, “how many?” I says, “I don’t know, twenty-six cases of books.” And he says, “where did they come from?” I told him, “my sister is at Hahn Air Force Base, and she organized this thing.” And he says, “what do you want for them, you know, what’s your angle?” I says, “I’ll donate them.” He says, “what’s your angle, what do you want?” I said, “just write a nice letter to my brother-in-law and sister thanking them.” You know, so he wrote this letter to the Air Force Base, and they set up a library there, distributing the books to the pilots and the crews and all that stuff, and I kept the books that we wanted to read. And he wrote that letter. 

Very nice.

[Laughter]

She didn’t know she was getting you in hot water then?

Well, you know, it’s the Army. Air Force is a different world.

[Laughter]

Alright, well, thanks again. 

Ok.

Good interview, and thanks for sharing. 

You’re welcome.

