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This interview is being conducted on August 5, 2008, with Mr. Ron Armstrong at
the Indian Prairie Library in Darien, Illinois. My name is Deb Barrett. Mr.
Armstrong was born on October 23, 1942, in Chicago, Illinois. He is a retired
grocery salesman and buyer, and he learned of the Veterans History Project when
the library contacted him after seeing his picture in the paper in a story on the
traveling Vietnam Wall. Mr. Armstrong has kindly consented to be interviewed for
this project. Here is his story.

Life Before Military Service
So Ron, where were you living just before you went into the service? What was
your life like?
I was living in a house that my wife and I bought in Chicago Ridge.
Were you working? Were you in school? What were you doing?
At that time I was a Xerox repairman. I went around to all the places that had Xerox
machines. Xerox was state-of-the-art then. Nobody had copying machines that were
quite like the Xerox machines. They were a big time company. I repaired them. I really
liked that job.
So it was just you and your wife.
Just me and my wife. And we were living in an apartment on Archer Avenue, and we
just decided to buy a house. It was no sense giving the guy money every month, so we
went ahead and got financing and bought a house. It was a good move, too.
So, how did the military come into the picture? Were you drafted?
Yes. At the time, you were not drafted if you were married. That was the rule. So I
figured I was safe. But then they changed the rules of the game on me! And myself, and
there was another fellow named Corky Utrata who were drafted about the same time.
And when was that? Do you remember?
I think it was in September, 1966. And, also, the fellow who lived right next door to me
– his name was Ron Zack – he was drafted at that time, too.
So you were 24?
Maybe, yes, 24 or 25.
So you were older than some of them coming in getting drafted.
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Yes, most of them; I was just an old man in my company (both chuckle).
So they changed the rules and you got drafted. And you got drafted into the Army?
Correct.
And you decided to stay there? Or you didn’t look to go into any other branch?
You didn‟t have much choice. You did what you were told.

Induction and Basic Training
So where were you inducted and what were your first days like?
I was inducted, there was a place here in downtown Chicago. That‟s where I went and
took the test and everything.
What kind of test did you have to take?
I don‟t know – proficiency test, like an intelligence test. I think some of the guys were
drafted into the Marine Corps, too. But I was not. And one thing I think that was
interesting, when I got drafted it was about 6:00 in the morning you had to be there. And
outside there was a hippie handing out cards to you, “Don‟t go” or something like that.
And there was a big barrel there and a guy from the Army who said, “Throw it in there.”
So I did – everybody did.
Now how long – you said you were notified you were being drafted; you got a letter
or telegram …
A letter.
How long between then and the time you had to report for duty?
I think it was about a month or maybe two.
So you had a little time to prepare.
Yes. Actually, my father-in-law at the time passed away during that time, and my going
in was delayed a little bit.
How long was it delayed?
I think about three weeks or something.
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So it was about double the time you had to deal with the situation. So this must
have been a very difficult time for your family, then.
Yes, for my wife it was very difficult.
You were going in and her losing her father at the same time.
My ex-wife, I should say.
So, when you went in you took some tests. What else did you do?
I got a physical – tested your hearing and everything. And then they marched us all to a
downtown station – Union Station – and loaded us all onto a train at 7:00 at night. And
then we took off on the train for Ft. Campbell, Kentucky.
Were they regular trains, or trains just for the military?
I think they were just for the military.
So all of you were going to the same place, and you were going on the train.
Yes. Everybody on the train went to Ft. Campbell, Kentucky.
Did they give you your uniforms and everything in Chicago?
No, they gave them to us at Ft. Campbell.
So you still had your civilian clothes and whatever you brought with you to go down
to Ft. Campbell.
Yes.
You had a couple of hours on the train. What was it like? Did you know anybody
on the train with you?
You just picked some guy and you started talking to him. He was your buddy.
What was the mood like on the train?
Well, most of the guys just slept. It was sleeping cars on the train, so most of the guys
just slept. I think we arrived down there about 4:00 in the morning or something like
that. And then, typical Army, they got us off the train.
Very gently, I’m sure (both chuckle).
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Yeah, they were very kind about it (chuckles). And they loaded us on buses and we
drove from the train station to Ft. Campbell by bus. We were unloaded, and we took a lot
of tests down there, too.
Physical tests?
Mental. They wanted to see what your aptitude was and everything – whether you were a
mechanic or typist, or whatever you could do.
The best way you could fit into the Army. Do you remember what you were
thinking as you were going through all this? Were you nervous? Were you scared?
Yeah, you‟re unsure of yourself, you‟re not familiar with the surroundings, you don‟t
know what‟s going to happen to you next.
What did you know about Vietnam at the time? Had you seen news reports?
That I didn‟t want to go there! (both chuckle)
That was it, yeah.
That you score well on the tests and got out of the infantry. That was the main thing.
How long did all this testing take?
About four hours for the testing. They put us in temporary barracks – the barracks
weren‟t temporary; they were temporary as far as we were concerned. And I remember
one of the guys brought a Polaroid camera with him. And he made tons of money. He
went over and bought more film. He was taking a picture of everybody. They issued
uniforms to us. One thing I remember about the uniforms, they gave you a shirt with
your nametag on it. So you‟re going through the place and they‟re issuing shoes and
pants and whatever you needed. And this one guy, I was walking through and he said,
“Hi, Armstrong, how‟re you doing?” And I asked, “How the hell did you know my
name?” And he said it was right there on my shirt.
So when they were issuing you your uniform and all these things, what happened to
your civilian clothes? What did they tell you?
They don‟t do anything what wasn‟t legal. If you wanted them to they would ship them
back, or they‟d give them to a charity or something.
But you had to get rid of all your civilian belongings at that point.
Right. You shipped them all back home.
What were you allowed to keep?
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Your wedding ring, your wallet, stuff like that.
But all your clothes. Were you allowed to have any personal effects – like a book or
anything like that?
You were allowed to have a book or a radio or whatever; like this guy‟s camera – he got
to keep that.
But you could not keep your clothes.
No. They were all sent back.
So, you went through this process of getting what you wanted. Was it just like a
series of line up and go down the line?
Yes. You were issued all your stuff, whatever it was. They make sure of your size and
everything.
So what did they issue you as far as a uniform? What did you get?
Fatigue uniform, and steel pots, utility belts and all the good stuff for the Army. And
dress uniform, too.
You got a dress uniform at the same time. Okay. So you got your shots and all that.
Yes – later.
You got your uniform and supplies that the Army thought you needed, and you
went back to your barracks. You said they were temporary. How long were you in
these barracks?
About three days.
Describe the barracks. What were they like?
Well, just a big, long room like you see in movies – big long room, all the bunks, double
rows; two rows of bunks, one down each side of the room, and double bunks. That‟s
about it. They had a washroom at the end called a latrine. That you learned fast – where
is the latrine.
You had to learn all the proper terms for everything.
Yes. The drill sergeants made sure you knew!
Do you remember your drill sergeant?
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I remember him. I don‟t remember his name.
When you went in the barracks, what did they tell you? Were you just assigned a
bunk, or cot, did you pick your bed?
Yes. You could do it there. Later on when we were shipped to our training company
that‟s where you were assigned bunks.
That first night you were in Ft. Campbell, did they have lights out at a certain time?
Yes. They did.
So the discipline really started right away.
Yes. All the scenery you saw – like you‟d see a bunch of guys running by, counting
cadence and stuff like that – that was really inspiring to see these guys training; PT and
all that. It was very inspiring.
It inspired you to do well?
Yes.
What time was lights out?
I think 9:00.
Did that seem early to you?
A little bit.
But there was no question about it (chuckles).
No, there was no question. “You people will be tired!”
What about your meals? Did you go together as a group to meals? Did you march
there?
Yes. What they‟d do, they‟d line everybody up. The sergeant would stand at the door,
and he would say, “Give me five.” And five guys would go into the mess hall. And he‟d
call for the next five, and so on until all the people were done.
How long did you have to eat?
A half-hour.

6

Was the food good?
Ummmm, no, not particularly, not too good.
What was the typical meal, like a typical breakfast or dinner?
At breakfast they would have eggs and sausage or bacon, or maybe pancakes, maybe
both. And they had big containers of milk – dispensers – and you could just go and get as
much milk as you wanted. We had one guy – a great big fellow – when I was offering
me he offered me 50¢ for my dinner roll.
You couldn’t go back and get more? You just went through one time and got your
food. You could go back for as much milk as you wanted, but the food was one time
through. Did you get any choice, or did you just pass the tray and they put the
serving on.
You passed your tray and they‟d give you whatever it was. Later on we had improved
meals. And that was because of my ex-wife. She came down to Ft. Campbell quite
often. She‟d drive down there on the weekends.
She was still your wife, not your ex-wife at the time?
Yes. And she saw how much weight I was losing. That wasn‟t because of the food, it
was because of the training. But she thought it was because of the food. And our
company was told that they had these trucks driving around the base, and we were told
we could not buy anything from the trucks – they had pizza and hamburgers – but we
could not go to the trucks.
Was that because you were in training, or was it just for the civilians on the base?
It was because we were in training. It was the order of the first sergeant. He said nobody
was going to use those trucks. So my wife wrote a letter to the commanding general of
the base and Dirksen, who was our senator at the time, and she complained about the
food. And we were out at the rifle range this one day, and we came back, and the first
sergeant rallied the whole company around him – except for me. I was not there. I can‟t
remember what I was doing, but I was doing something. And he took this letter and read
it to everybody in the company. He said, “I want to know who wrote this letter.” Of
course, I wasn‟t there; I would have known who wrote the letter, but I was not there. So
nobody said a word. They took the letter and compared it with everybody‟s letters
coming in and who addressed it, and they figured out it was me …
That it was your wife. Did you get into trouble for that?
Not really trouble, but I was told about it. We were on bivouac, and the Company
Commander said, “Armstrong, come with me.” I knew something was up. And he drove
me in his jeep back to see the Battalion Commander. And the Battalion Commander

7

explained to me about the letter and what it was about, and about going through the chain
of command and all of that. I said, “Yes, sir.” So nothing ever really happened. But I
think that particular incident is what got me sent to Vietnam.
Oh, you do.
Yes, I do.
You think it was retaliation?
Yes. Because I was actually – from all the tests – they asked me to go to OCS. And I
turned it down because it cost you a year to do all of that. And that meant for sure
Vietnam, after you got through with Officer Candidate School. So I did not do it. Maybe
that was part of it. But those two things are the reasons I got sent to Vietnam, I think.
You said your food got better after that letter?
Oh, yeah.
Do you mean the quantity, the quality?
Well, they would make something like stew that they could give you lots of. And it
really did get better.
Better tasting or more of it?
More, mainly.
You said the food got better after that letter, but you think it had more serious
repercussions. You said you were in Ft. Campbell for how long?
Until January, I think.
That was four months?
Three months.
So until January of 1967.
Yes. We were given a week off for Christmas, too. And that‟s one of my favorite
stories. We were on bivouac, and we did quite a bit of marching. I got a blister on my
foot, and because of the blister I was sent on sick call. I believe the first sergeant set up
that I went on sick call. It was his firm belief that they would put me – he had done this
many times – he figured they would put me in the hospital. So they sent me to the
hospital and I was looked at. This officer was looking at my foot and he said they were
going to have to put me in the hospital. I said, “But, sir, we‟re supposed to go home on
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leave.” He said I was going to have to go into the hospital. I said, “But, sir, I guarantee
you when I go home I‟ll be taken care of better than I would in the hospital. I‟ll have 24
hour nursing and everything.” So he agreed to let me go home. They gave me some
shots of penicillin or something like that, and they sent me back to the company. The
first sergeant was shocked to see me! “How come you‟re back here, Armstrong?” I said,
“Well, I‟m going home, first sergeant.” So he was amazed at that, I think.
So how long was this before you were supposed to go home for Christmas?
This was day I was supposed to go home.
Oh, the same day!
Yes. So the first sergeant figured I was going in the hospital to stay there and I wasn‟t
going home. It didn‟t work out for him.
So you got home. Your family must have been very happy to see you.
Yes.
You said you had one week?
Yes.
So a couple of days before and a couple of days after Christmas. And New Year’s
you were back in Ft. Campbell?
That‟s correct.
Did you and the other guys do anything special for New Year’s, or was it just
another day?
I think we did something, but I can‟t remember anything about it.
What was a typical day like in Ft. Campbell for you?
Well, it depended on what training they had for you.
What time did you get up?
4:00.
How did they wake you up?
“You people get out of bed!” (Ms. Barrett chuckles.)
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The gentle approach!
Right. And then you got dressed and cleaned up the barracks.
How long did you have to do all of that?
About an hour total, with eating in there, too.
Eating as a group?
Right. In the company area, we had to run everywhere we went. So we‟d run to the mess
hall, run back to the barracks – wherever you went, you ran.
Your barracks were inspected before you went to mess?
Yes.
What happened if something wasn’t to his liking?
Well, one thing you had to do was polish the floor – the floor in the middle of the
barracks. Nobody could walk on it. It had to be perfect; like glass. And you only
walked down the sides. The platoon sergeant was the guy who inspected the barracks. If
he found something wrong he‟d yell and scream at you.
Did you ever get into trouble for something not being done?
No, I did not.
If somebody did get into trouble, what happened?
They‟d be given extra KP. Depending on what it was, the platoon sergeant might have
him do 50 push-ups. They would say, “Give me 50.” The guy would have to say, “1
drill sergeant, 2 drill sergeant.”
He’d have to count them off? (chuckles)
Yes.
Did everybody go through KP?
Yes. My name being Armstrong, my name was at the top of the list. My name was at the
top of the list every time I moved! I was the first guy who had KP.
So you were very experienced with those kinds of things.
Yes. I was very good at it.
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So you said you were at Ft. Campbell until January of 1967?
Yes.
And then what happened?
Then we were through with training.
That was your basic training?
Yes. They had a graduation ceremony for us.
Did your family come down, or your wife?
I think. No, I don‟t know. I don‟t think she came down for that. They had buses waiting
for us that night to go wherever. They issued the orders for everybody in the company.
You didn‟t know what they meant. If you had a MOS – military occupation specialty –
of 11Bravo, that meant you were going to Vietnam.
And that’s what you had.
You were combat infantry. And I was 11Bravo. I was sent down to Ft. Polk, Louisiana.

Specialty Training
You went to Ft. Polk. How did you get there?
An aircraft took us there.
So you flew down. How many of you were on the plane headed there?
I don‟t know – about 80 or so. It wasn‟t a commercial plane. It was a chartered plane.
So everybody on that plane knew they were going to Vietnam.
Well, they didn‟t know that, but you were pretty darn sure you were going to Vietnam if
you were 11Bravo.
Why were you so sure about that
Because of the MOS.
Okay. If the MOS said …

11

You were combat infantry.
So you went down to Ft. Polk. The plane landed and you were put on buses again?
Right.
And you were taken to …
You were taken to a company, and you were assigned to a company there.
What company were you assigned to?
I don‟t remember – A Company or something. I did not stay with that company too long.
Why was that?
The platoon sergeant called everybody into his little seedy office. He had each one of us
– he just interviewed everybody.
Just one at a time.
He was a very nice guy. He wanted to know all the in‟s and out‟s of everybody. So I
told him about my wife writing the letter, and the other complications. I had pneumonia
then.
When you went down?
No. At Ft. Campbell. I smoked a lot at the time. I had pneumonia. Every place we ran.
We would go out to the rifle range from the company area – we ran. I had a hard time. I
would cough and I couldn‟t run all that way. Every morning when I‟d wake up I‟d be
fine, but at night I‟d be running a fever. And if you wanted to go on sick call, you‟d had
to report it in the morning. And when I reported I had a temperature of 101° or
something, and I think you had to have 103° to go on sick call. So they‟d send you back.
And from that they got the impression that I was goofing off – I really wasn‟t sick or
anything; I just wanted to get out of duty. That was incorrect, but that‟s what they
thought. So, anyway, I told the drill sergeant at Ft. Polk the whole story, and he said,
“Okay.” He took notes on it and everything. So down there I got pneumonia again. One
night one of the guys went to tell – I didn‟t feel like going. And I was just sitting on my
bunk and this sergeant came walking by. He said, “What‟s the matter, Armstrong?” I
said I didn‟t feel good, I felt very hot. He felt my head – just like Mom used to do. And
he said, “Okay, I‟ll take care of you.” And he packed me up in a jeep and took me over
to the hospital there. And they diagnosed me with an upper respiratory infection and put
me in the hospital. So I was in there a few days. I recovered from it, and they let me out
to go back to the company. They did what they called – they recycled me. They sent me
to a different company …
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That was starting up again.
Yes. I believe that was because, first of all they wanted to get rid of me so there wasn‟t
any trouble, and that was a way to do it.
So you started with another company.
Yes. And it was pretty good. I had been through the first two weeks of training, and I
knew some stuff there. So they assigned me to this company, and I was able to help the
guys with how to use a claymore mine, what an anti-tank weapon was.
Tell me about the things you learned. What did you do in this type of training for
the infantry?
You learned how to set up a claymore mine. What you do it, you put the mine out there.
There was an electrical cord on the mine, and a detonator on the end of the electrical
cord. The claymore mine was the thing – it looked like an old Polaroid camera. What it
was, it was C4 and had bb‟s in front of the C4. Anybody came up to your position that
you didn‟t know, you‟d blow the claymore mine and it would ruin their day. You learned
how to set up a trip wire for the claymore mine – you set up a trip wire in front of it so if
the enemy would trip the trip-wire – the trip wire was about this big …
About six inches or so?
Yes. You put a wire on it, attach it to a bush, attach the trip wire to a bush. If anybody
hit the trip wire the mine would go off and you‟d see them blow your claymore mine.
The LAW was all the light anti-tank weapons. We were required – each man had to carry
one, although we never saw a tank. Somebody made a lot of money on that. You‟d carry
them. In our situation, we had to dispose of them once a week and get new ones because
of the jungle and everything.
What about the rifle range?
We were firing then with M14‟s. They‟d teach you how to shoot it, and you had to
qualify.
What did you have to do to qualify?
They‟d have a target at 200 yards and you had to be able to hit the target so many times.
Whatever you did, you got a rating for – like sharpshooter; I don‟t remember all of the
terminology. I was a sharpshooter for the M14. That‟s what we learned in Ft. Campbell.
At Ft. Polk we had M16‟s that they were just issuing to everybody. I qualified with that
as a sharpshooter also. There, they talk you how to shoot the M16 machine gun. You got
a little bit of experience, also, with the .50 caliber machine gun. I think it was called the
M1 .50 caliber machine gun. And, like the LAW, you got to fire it there.
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So you’d know what it felt like to do that.
Yes.
Did you have any live fire exercises?
Yes.
What were those like?
They had barbed wire about two feet off the ground, and they had machine guns firing
over the top of it, and you had to crawl I don‟t know how many yards and, obviously, not
get up.
In order to get you accustomed to the sounds of combat.
Right.
Did anyone get hurt during those?
No.
Everybody kept down. That’s a lot of incentive to keep down! (chuckles)
Yes, that‟s a lot of incentive when they‟re firing live rounds!
So you were at Ft. Polk for how long?
For eight weeks. It‟s called – AIT: Advanced Individual Training. Maybe it‟s
Advanced Infantry Training – I don‟t know.
This is what you did for those eight weeks – you learned about the weaponry that
you were going to be using.
And you also ran a lot.
(Ms. Barrett chuckles) And you ran everywhere!
They have a test – a proficiency test – that you have to pass before you get out of basic
training.
Physical proficiency?
Yes. Pull-up‟s and the thing they call the horizontal ladder. You had to run a mile. I
don‟t know, I think it was in seven or eight minutes which doesn‟t seem too fast. But
when you have to do it, that‟s pretty quick. I qualified, but just barely for all the things.
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And we had to do it again at the end of AIT in Ft. Polk. In Ft. Polk I ran a six-minutes
mile, which is considerably better, and did more push-ups and pull-ups.
So your physical condition was better.
Right. But I thought I was in rock solid shape, until I got to Vietnam.
Where did you go after Ft. Polk?
Because I scored very high on driving tests, I was sent to Ft. Knox, Kentucky.
So that was in March?
Yes, to learn to be an APC driver – armored personnel carrier. That was a two or three
week course.
And you learned to drive different vehicles?
Just the armored personnel carrier. It‟s a troop carrier. I think you can take ten men on
one armored personnel carrier. And it‟s pretty well armored. It‟s aluminum armor. They
were not too good in Vietnam.
Yeah. I wouldn’t think aluminum would hold up all that well.
In fact, when they got shot with an RPG they went right through them. But I never saw
one of those in Vietnam.
So from March, 1967, when you were in Ft. Knox you said it was only a couple of
weeks.
Three weeks.
Final Leave Before Deployment
And then, where did you go from there?
I went home on leave – a month‟s leave.
After Ft. Knox.
Yes.
Was it around a holiday, or anything special?
No. They give you a month before you ship out.
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And you knew you were going to Vietnam right after that.
Right.
What was it like at home knowing this was going to happen in a month? What sort
of things did you do?
Just normal. Relax and went to a baseball game or movies or plays or something –
entertainment.
Shipping Out
Just try to get in as much relaxation as you could before you were shipping out.
Right. And finally we shipped out. Myself and a guy from Aurora named Ken Didier.
We became pretty good buddies in AIT, so we both flew on the same plane to the base,
wherever it was – the place that‟s right across the Bay from San Francisco.
Sacramento?
No.
Oh. I can’t think of the name, either, but I know which one it is.
Anyway, they had at the time a Naval facility there that was processing all of the guys
going to Vietnam.
So that where you had to report?
Yes. We went through there. We were there about three days and they got us ready to
ship out. It was about 4:00 in the morning we got up and by evening or earlier than that
we went off to an air strip. I can‟t remember where I was. It was a terribly long bus ride
– maybe about an hour‟s bus ride. Like I say, I don‟t know where it was. But we were
put on a commercial plane. They had movies and everything. I can even remember what
movie I saw.
What was that?
It was the one about the lions – raising lions.
Oh. Born Free.
Yes. Born Free was the movie. We saw that and we landed in Hawaii for a while.
Now this was commercial, so not everybody on there was military.
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No. Everybody was.
Everybody was.
It was a commercial plane, but it was chartered by the military. It had full service. It had
stewardesses and everything.
So you had better treatment than you had for a while! (Both chuckle)
And by the way, when we went to California from Chicago, Ken Didier and I went first
class.
Really! Now that was a commercial plane also, but not just military.
I think. No, it was not military. We had to pay for that flight. We tried our best to get
drunk (Ms. Barrett laughs). We did fairly well.
So you said you flew out to California, got on the commercial plane to fly out to
Hawaii. You guys were all in uniform, I’m assuming, since it was an all-military
flight.
Yes. And we landed in Hawaii and stayed about a half-hour, forty-five minutes or
something like that. We got on another flight. I think, but I‟m not sure, this one was to
Guam. We landed in Guam, spent a little while there – went and had something to eat –
and got another plane that was like a Japanese or Korean or something like that. I
remember on the runway that right in front of us there was a B52 taking off. It was really
fun to see it take off. And the plane – the whole plane, our plane – was rocking when the
B52 was revving up its engines to take off. The whole plane was rocking. And the sound
was coming right through the plane. It was really thrilling to watch it, like I said. Then
(Tape turns over)
Arriving in Vietnam
Okay. So you said you watched the B52 take off. Then you took off. And you
landed … how long were you in the air?
I would say an hour and a half or so. This was our last contact with any civilian. There
were a bunch of “lifers” on the plane – that had been in the Army all their lives. These
poor stewardesses. They were little oriental girls – Korean, I think. And they gave them
a hard time. They were really awful. Then, when we got to Vietnam, we went into
Pleiku. And Pleiku was like semi-tamed down, but anything could be there. And when
this plane landed it came down real fast, hit the runway, coasted to a stop, opened the
door, they pulled the ramp up, we got off the plane, and boom! That plane took off –
circled around the other way.
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So it was like dumping you off and taking off again.
Yes. And, like I say, a commercial plane to do something like that, you knew there was
something, some reason for it.
So what was your first impression when you were dumped off this plane, and you
got up and looked around – what was your first impression?
Well, they had buses there for us. We got on the buses, and the buses had this big, thick
wire on all the windows to keep a grenade from coming in the bus. And all the huts –
they were called hooches in Vietnam – all the hooches and the dirt roads, and all the
people and everything. It was like a shock to look at that and know the people were
actually not in the movies – they really lived like that.
It was such a different way of life.
Right.
And how did the people react to seeing you and the other men?
It was normal for them. Pleiku was an Army base. They were all probably making
money from us during the day. And they were probably VC at night.
So you were at Pleiku. How long were you there?
Just a couple of days. They were assigning you to where they needed you. Didier – the
guy I was with – he got assigned to fourth division. They had a patch with four leaves on
it. I was assigned to the first cavalry. I had no idea what that was. So then they finally
flew us out to wherever we were going. And I was flying to An Khe, Camp Radcliff.
That‟s the last I saw of Didier. I saw him back here a few times, but …
Missions in Vietnam
So you landed in Vietnam of May of 1967. You were 24 years old. Your family was
still back home. You made some friends in the military and they were scattered
around, and you ended up in An Khe.
There were a few guys there who were in armored personnel carrier school with me.
Is that the job you ended up doing in Vietnam?
No, not at all. I never saw an armored personnel carrier.
What job did they give you in Vietnam?
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I actually became a rifleman. When I got to my company they had just sent their RT
home – radio telephone operator – and just out of default they said, “You‟re an RTO;
strap this on your back. Strap this 30 pounds on your back. Oh, and here‟s your pack with
all your stuff in it, too.” We had a rucksack.
What was in your rucksack?
I don‟t remember exactly what I carried in my rucksack. It was like carrying your
suitcase around – anything you wanted was in your rucksack and it had to be with you all
the time. They wind up weighing about 30 pounds or so: extra ammo, c-rations.
Tell me about your c-rations. What was in there? What did you eat?
They were pretty good. You kind of got recipes for each one. Like they had what was
called the B1A unit, and those had sliced ham and crackers and cheese. They always had
a cake of some kind. So, what you‟d like to do was get the ones with pound cake in
them. They were real good. And you saved that pound cake up. The B2 units all had
some kind of fruit in them – fruit cocktail; some of them had apricots which I didn‟t like
very much. Ham and lima beans – we saved those for the Vietnamese. When there were
Vietnamese around you gave those to the Vietnamese because nobody liked ham and
lima beans. They had beans and franks which was pretty good, and meatballs and
spaghetti which was also pretty good. Let‟s see if I can remember any more.
And these were cold. How did you heat them?
All the B2 units were like a lunch. The way you‟d heat them, they would either give you
heat tabs. You take a can – the small cans, they weren‟t very high cans – and take out
your can opener, your church key type can opener, and open them all around the bottom,
turn it over and open it all around again. So you vent it all the way around. They fold in
and you could place a can in there real nice. You‟d put a heat tab in there, light the heat
tab and put the can in there to heat it up until it was heated up enough. You could also do
that with water. They had coffee, too – instant coffee with cream and sugar. Also
packets with three cigarettes in every one. You‟d heat them up, and that‟s the way you‟d
put your lunch together. And sometimes – we all carried C4 with us, and C4 is a plastic
explosive – you could take a little bit of C4. That stuff, you‟d light it and it burns so hot,
you could almost hold a can a foot from it, and it would burn so hot you could heat it up
anywhere. You could set it down, then.
Those were the meals you had out in the field. You were at a base some of the time.
When you were at the base …
Just at the beginning, at the base. That‟s it. When you were sent to the field you lived in
the field.
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When you were at the base, you got there and you got all your stuff and learned
what you were going to be doing. You said you were only there for a couple of days.
Were you sleeping in barracks, in tents?
In barracks. They had built buildings there.
And when you let there, were you in tents? Were you going to certain spots?
Well, you were asking me what we carried in our rucksacks. We carried what‟s called a
poncho.
Like for rain …
It doesn‟t fit very well. It‟s very loose. We also had poncho liners. And some carried air
mattresses in their rucksack. At night you would get sticks and set up – a long stick and
two sticks on the end. And you would take your poncho and your buddy‟s poncho, snap
them together and make a tent, instead of carrying a shelter-half around. So that‟s what
you did. And the poncho liners were excellent for blankets. So every three guys made
one hole – you‟d dig a hole every night, and the three guys would stay in one hole. So
one guy would carry the razor, another would carry the razor blades, another would carry
the shaving cream. That‟s the way you got all your shaving done.
The buddy system.
Yes. You never had to carry two. You were with a guy who had what you needed. The
same with him.
You said you went out in the field and you didn’t go back to the base. Were you
going towards someplace? What was your mission?
Well, the first place I went was a place called LZ-English. We had a company area there,
and the first guy I met in the company area was a man named Sergeant Freed. He was
the first sergeant in the company, and he had a giant red mustache. He looked like
something out of the movies. The first thing he said was, “You see this mustache?” You
say, “Yes, first sergeant.” “This is the only one you‟re going to see in this company!”
We‟ve been trying for years to get him to cut it off – reunion stuff – but we can‟t do that.
While we‟ve over there, his wife passed away. So he was sent back when his wife passed
away. He had a couple of kids, and he made arrangements for his kids and he came back.
Voluntarily?
He did not have to come back. He came back to be with his men.
You were on your missions. You said you went out into the field. What was your
mission – what were you supposed to be doing?
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Well, what we were doing – I don‟t know who said what – but they sent us someplace
and helicopters would come in en masse, and the company would get on the helicopters
and take off on an air assault. What this was, we would have ARA ships in front of us
(aerial rocket artillery). And all of a sudden you would see explosions out in front of
you, and that was the LZ you would be going to. The artillery would be firing, then the
ARA would go in – just to soften up the LZ. They‟d fire all their ordnance, get out of
there and we would go in. Guys would jump off – you jumped off the helicopter as fast
as you could to get them out of there. The guys on the other side would jump out and the
helicopter would take off and leave you there. One time we were jumping off a
helicopter, and all the guys on the other side of the helicopter got shot.
It just depended what side you jumped off of.
When they were jumping off that side of the helicopter they got hit.
Snipers, machine gun?
Just NVA – I don‟t know how they got them.
So your job was really to clear the area of the enemy.
Yes. And most of the time the Air Cavalry was called in because we were air mobile. If
somebody got in a fire fight with somebody we went in there.
So you would be dropped in an area, fight however long you needed to. Would they
pick you up then and take you someplace else, or did you march someplace?
Sometimes, I don‟t know why, but it would seem like they would fly you down in a
valley and you‟d have to walk up a hill. They never flew us to the top of the hill so we
could walk down! (Both chuckle)
In all these fights …
That was an exaggeration.
In all these fights, did you capture any enemy? Were you ever face-to-face in handto-hand combat?
Yes. A couple of times we captured them.
What was the reaction? What would you do when you captured them?
Let me give an example – a war story. One time we were walking down this road. As
always it was hot as heck. For some reason – I don‟t know whether somebody called him
or what. I had a radio – that was the advantage of it; you always knew what was going
on – so all of a sudden our platoon leader, who was a second lieutenant, said we were
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going back the other way. Maybe we started out the wrong way or something. So we
started walking back the other way, and here came two VC out of this hill on one side of
the road, cross the road and were going to disappear in the brush. So I was carrying an
M79 at the time. I shot the grenade launcher and everyone was letting them have it with
their M16 machine guns. So I think we just got them pinned down. There was a river
between us and them – a little creek – but the bridge was out on the creek. They were on
the other side, so we had to cross the creek. So we did that. We went up the hill a little
ways and caught up with one guy. All of a sudden there was a shot. This guy O‟Brien
said something about “He‟s dead.” I believe – I didn‟t see him – but I think O‟Brien
might have shot him. That‟s what caused his death. The other guy disappeared. We
knew he had gone under the bridge – the bridge had fallen and there were big slabs of
cement. He had gone under the bridge. So we went down to get him. We were all
sneaking up on him with our M16‟s. And this guy, Bowman, said “What‟s the matter
with you guys? He‟s scare to death of us!” He went down and picked him up by the
back of the neck and captured him. And he was right.
So what happened with the prisoners? Did you tie their hands behind their backs?
Did they march with you? Were you picked up by a helicopter?
They were picked up by a helicopter. We had specialists that worked with them.
Who would handle the prisoners.
Yes.
Did you engage in any – did you, yourself engage in any close-up fighting, hand-tohand fighting?
Not hand-to-hand.
Just close up.
Yes. Like I was telling you about that fellow, Freed. He was wounded. On that
particular day, this hill – it was by itself. I liken to a monolith. And for several days
aircraft were flying over this hill and taking shots from there. They were trying to drop
bombs on the place, but they were taking shots from machine guns or something on the
hill – trying to shoot down jet aircraft. So we were told to go up and tell them it was
nasty doing that (both chuckle). So we did that. We went up this trail. And the trail
wound around up the side of the hill and got to the top. We were going up there. Myself,
Little John, Freed and one other fellow – I think his name was Lambert – the four of us
took off by ourselves, up a different way; over rocks and things, not on the trail. And the
company went up the trail. Well, when we got up to the top there was nobody up there.
And we couldn‟t figure that out, first of all. When we started looking around, there were
three claymore mines there. So we figured it was the VC, the NVA, who had set up the
claymore mines. I think it was Little John who went over and disarmed three mines.
Freed found something else – he was poking something with his bayonet; he thought it
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was booby trapped. When he was doing that, this machine gun opened up on him from a
small hill that was down below and got him – got him in the leg; really messed him up
bad. I called and I got med-evac for him. They, of course, asked if the LZ was hot. I
told them, “no,” because I wanted them to come in and get Freed out. So they came in
and got him out. By this time the company caught up with us. What they were doing, the
NVA had set these claymore mines up so that when a whole bunch of us got to the top of
the hill, they would blow the claymores. They‟d mess up a whole bunch of guys.
And the machine gunner was watching as you were disarming everything.
So he shot free, and we were mad at him – we didn‟t like guys that shot us. We decided
we were going to get him. A group of us – maybe about six guys – we actually walked
down right in front of where he was. We walked down the trail and up the hill where he
was. We got maybe from here to that post away from him, but we couldn‟t get any
further. We were afraid he‟d get us. So the guys with the M16‟s would fire on him and
I‟d come up with my M79 and fire at him. Well, from here to there, an M79 round – I
didn‟t even think of this – but it will not arm.
Because it’s too close?
Yes. It has to have so many spins before it will arm. So the M79 will not be a grenade at
that point. It will just be a big bullet. So we kept doing this – firing the M16‟s and
coming up with the M79. Finally I got him in the head. That ruined his day.
I’ll bet it did. I can certainly understand the feelings that you had for somebody
who had hurt your buddy. Had you handled guns before you went to Vietnam,
other than in the military?
Yes.
You did. What were your feelings? I mean, this was a close shot that you had with
this guy. Obviously you killed him when you hit him in the head. What was your
frame of mind.
I was relatively happy.
You were happy that you got the guy who got your buddy.
It didn‟t bother me at all as far as conscience. That was a subject of debate as we were
walking through the jungle – “What‟re you going to do if you walk up and theres a
„Charlie‟ right in front of us? Are you going to shoot him or not? Or wait for him to
shoot?” I‟m going to shoot him. That‟s the safest thing. I‟m not going to check his ID
or anything else.
So you got the guy and went on to your next mission.
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Those are the pictures I was telling you about. They had pictures of this one dead guy.
Oh, right. And that was the one …
And we took those pictures home with us.
The one who had shot him. You were talking about the VC and NVA – the Viet
Cong and the North Vietnamese Army. The North Vietnamese Army would have
had uniforms, but the Viet Cong wouldn’t – they were guerilla fighters. How did
you know when you saw those two that they were VC?
You never knew.
You just assumed that they were.
Yes. This guy was for sure NVA, because there was a picture among those pictures that I
printed – the LZ Bravo ones – of me and Boland and me and Brown with the machine
gun that we took from him. Oh, by the way, I left a little part of the story out. He was
out of ammo!
The guy was out of ammo.
We didn‟t know that – nobody knew that. But he had shot his last round at Freed.
(Tape stops momentarily)
It‟s fun to tell war stories.
We heard a lot at that time about some of the booby traps that might have been set
up by the North Vietnamese or the Viet Cong. Did you encounter any booby traps
along the way besides the one you had mentioned?
Quite a few of them.
What sort of things did you encounter?
Well, there were things in the trees – they would swing down with spikes on them. The
main thing was something called the “pungy stick.” All the hill tops were full of pungy
sticks, and you had to be careful when you did an air assault on a hilltop.
Tell us what the pungy sticks were.
The pungy stick was a piece of bamboo which is maybe about 11/2‟ to 2‟ long, and it‟s
razor sharp. It went into a sharpened tool point, and usually dipped in cow dung.
So there would be bacteria.
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And they were planted all over the hilltop. If you jumped off the helicopter you could get
one in your leg.
And it would get infected.
That took you out of action for at least three weeks.
You had to treat not just the wound but the infection.
Yes. That guy, Joe Kelvis -- the guy that article was about – was wounded with a pungy
stick. I never got wounded at all. I actually got hit with some fragmentation from a
grenade in my hand.
It did a little nerve damage?
Yes. But I never reported it.
Why didn’t you report it?
It wasn‟t a problem for me.
While you were there and you were doing all this – living out in the field and all this
– did you have any opportunity to go back to a base for a little rest?
Yes.
How often did that happen?
I heard at Cantigny there‟s a film they show about Vietnam at the end of when you go on
the tour. They said there that troops were sent back once a month for three days. We
didn‟t have anything like that. You got an R&R – rest and recuperation. You got to go
on a very nice vacation somewhere, like to Australia, or Bangkok, or Hong Kong.
How often did that happen?
Once.
Just once in your whole tour.
Yes.
Where did you go?
Hawaii.
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That was nice – back to a state.
Yes. I met my wife there.
Your current wife.
No, not my current wife.
Oh, your ex-wife – she met you there for that time. And how long were you there?
I think for five days – four or five days.
How long had you been in Vietnam when you got your R&R?
I think about eight months.
Maybe a little less than half of your tour?
No. My last part in Vietnam was spent at Camp Radcliff – the main base of the First
Cavalry.
Which was in what town?
An Khe. What happened was, they had a training school there – I don‟t know if they
called is jungle training school or what. But if you went to this school and you came out
first in the class, you got a stripe. So if you were an E4 it made you an E5 or whatever.
While I was going to this school, I saw orders that were cut by my company, to promote
me to E5 from E4. So I finished this school, and I came out first in the class, so that
made me an E6. When I went back to the company the orders had disappeared.
Really.
Yes. I think the first sergeant pulled the orders. He told me later on that there wasn‟t
going to be any E6 in his company with less than two years in the service. He made me,
what they called NCOIC in base camp.
Non-commissioned officer, but what’s the IC?
In charge. So I was there by myself pretty much. I had the job, and new guys coming in
to the country, I would issue a weapon to them and send them out to the field. They
would go up to the airport, say where they were going and they‟d go out to the field to
meet with the company.
So you were in Vietnam for about eight months, you had your R&R to Hawaii for a
few days. It must have been hard to go back.
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Yes, it was.
Did you already know that when you were going back you were going to this school?
Or did you think you were going back into the field?
No. I actually did go back into the field.
Coming Home
You did go back into the field first. How long were you in Vietnam altogether?
One year. Everybody counts down their time – especially in a infantry company. You
count down your time. When you get down to fifteen days or something you carry
what‟s called a short-timer‟s stick and cut notches in it. If you‟re a short-timer and there
was an ambush – what we‟d do is send out an ambush and a LP every night; a listening
post. The short-timer‟s, somebody would volunteer to go on an ambush in their place so
they didn‟t go if they were a short-timer.
Because they had already put in their time.
One guy, Arnie Albon, he was at this reunion that I was just at, he got hit with twenty
days left. That‟s sad, when you spend all your time in Vietnam – all you‟re going to have
to spend – then get wounded. It‟s okay if you get wounded in the first ten days or
something like that.
But not at the very end.
Actually, it‟s a million dollar wound if you get hit right away.
Because …
You‟re done!
The short-timer’s stick – how many days?
There was no rule. A guy started carrying it if and when he wanted to.
So it was just an informal tradition that someone had just started doing. Did you
carry a short-timer’s stick?
No, because I was in base camp. But I counted down, boy!
And when you got to the day …
They took you to Da Nang the day before. You waited around there, and they‟d finally
call your name. You were dressed up in your dress uniform – the summer type uniform –
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and wait for the plane. The plane would come in, you‟d get on the plane, start to roll
down the runway, it finally takes off and everybody on the plane cheers.
You’re finally getting out of there! And where did the plane take you?
Seattle. What they did in Seattle, they gave you new dress greens. They actually had
tailors there, on site. It was 6:00 in the evening when I went there, and they had tailors
on site. They measured you for your dress greens and everything. They issued them
right there and you were all set, ready to go. Then they had a steak dinner for everybody.
But I didn‟t want to wait around for a steak dinner.
You just wanted to get home. Were you discharged at that location?
No. I took the plane home.
A military or civilian plane?
A civilian plane.
Were you in uniform?
Yes. I landed at O‟Hare. It was about 5:00 in the morning, or something like that. I just
got a cab and took the cab. My wife was staying with her mother at that time. I took the
cab to their house. It was about 6:30 in the morning. I think I surprised them a little bit.
When you came back and you were in your uniform – you took that civilian plane
back – how did the people on the plane treat you? Did you get a positive reception?
Did anyone say anything?
Nobody said anything. There was myself and two sailors on the plane. We talked to
each other, but nobody said anything to us. I heard of guys who were spit on and
everything at the airport. One thing, after I was home for a month, I had to go to Ft.
Benning, Georgia – which I thought was silly after I had been in Vietnam – but I had to
go to Ft. Benning, Georgia and play war games against officers‟ training school down
there. That was actually a lot of fun. I was going to tell you something about that – Oh.
While I was there …
In Ft. Benning?
Yes. The Democratic convention was here in Chicago.
Oh, right – 1968.
So they got us together and told us to get ready to go to Chicago. And we had full field
gear like we were going to Vietnam or something. And they issued weapons and sent us
to the air strip. We had to wait there in case they needed us in Chicago.
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So you were ‘on call’ but you didn’t have to come.
No. They never called us. It would have been really nasty if they did.
Yes, it would have been. So you were in Ft. Benning for how long?
At Ft. Benning, I don‟t remember exactly. I went in July, I think.
July of 1968.
And I came back in September. I got out completely in September.
Discharge and Return to Civilian Life
And where were you discharged?
In Ft. Benning.
You were discharged and you flew home on a regular commercial jet. What was
your discharge like? Did you just sign papers?
Yes, mostly.
Did anyone try to talk you into re-enlisting?
Yes. They did. They offered a promotion and everything. But I got what‟s called an
“early out.” I wanted to go to school.
So that you could go to school, and get there in time for the year to start. And what
sort of training were you going to get in school?
I went to the U of I.
In Chicago?
Yes. I was a business major. I have a degree in management.
Were you able to take advantage of the GI Bill?
Yes.
Did you have any time in the Reserves after you got out of the Army?
No, I did not. I was all done with the United States Army.
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Completely done with it. You said you had gone to school – that was the reason for
the discharge. But when you were discharged and you got home, what was the first
thing you did?
I kissed my wife! And my wife and I, we still owned the home in Chicago Ridge so we
got in the car and went there and did the appropriate thing.
(Ms. Barrett chuckles) You made up for lost time!
I had to take a shower first – to get Vietnam off of me.
I believe it!
That was an interesting thing. Like when I went to Hawaii. The first thing I wanted to
do was flush a toilet and run some water – you never saw that in Vietnam.
Take advantage of modern plumbing. You said you got a degree in management
from the University of Illinois in Chicago. You told us you were a grocery buyer.
I went to work for National – do you remember National Tea Company, National Food
Stores? A friend of mine was a district manager for them at the time. He got me a job
wrapping produce, and that‟s how I got started in the grocery business.
And you had some friendships that lasted beyond the war – people you’ve talked
about and organizations. You said you’re part of the VFW, and an active member
it sounds like. Do you attend reunions?
Yes.
Anything special – any particular types of reunions or meetings with people after
the war that you want to share?
I‟ll probably think of something after I leave here, but I can‟t think of anything right now.
I like to go out to Cantigny. It‟s a very nice place.
Robert McCormick’s …
Yes. It‟s a very nice place. It‟s kept up beautifully. Their tank park out there – they
have all kinds of tanks. They have recently put in an M1A1 Abrams tank – that‟s the
tank they‟re using in Iraq right now. Those things are incredible. That tank can go 45
miles an hour down the road, sight a target, turn it‟s turret on the target and zero it in
perfectly at three miles.
Wow!
(Tape 1 ends, tape 2 begins.)
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It sounds like the Abrams tank is quite a weapon.
Yes. It has a 500 gallon tank – it holds 500 gallons of fuel. And they have to fill it up
twice a day.
Wow! I can imagine it would take a lot of fuel.
It uses 1,000 gallons of fuel a day. Imagine that out of your local gas station!
Lasting Impressions
How did your military experiences affect your thinking about war and about the
military in general?
Well, right now, as part of the VFW we have a welcome home program. The first time
we did it we called the USO at Midway and went out there and greeted two Marines who
were coming in. The USO guy was wonderful. He had it all set up for us so we could go
through security and everything. We had to be screened by security, but he had it set up
so we could do it. We greeted these two Marines, like I said. And they had radioed the
pilot of the aircraft in advance – a Southwest Airlines – and told him about the two
Marines who were on there. So he had all the passengers stay on the aircraft until they
got off. And they announced it in the terminal that two Marines were coming in. And
everybody started applauding. It was very nice. And we got an escort from the Chicago
Police and went all the way out – someplace way out west – farther than Hillside.
Anyway, the bikers were out there – about 100 bikes or so – and we went from this place
and the bikes were leading the way. The police had all the roads blocked off for us and
we ended up at this real nice bike shop and they had a party for them. It was very nice.
A Vietnam guy appreciates that.
I understand. It was a very different reception than people got coming back from
Vietnam.
Yes. We do this whenever we hear about a guy. And the Village of Orland Park has
marquees at all the fire stations and various places around the village. And every time a
guy from Orland Park comes home they put it up on all the marquees in the village. I
think that‟s very nice, too.
How did your service affect you personally – your life?
I got PTSD. I think the service was the reason for my divorce from my first wife.
Was it just the separation, or also the post-traumatic stress?
I think it was the post-traumatic stress, and I was drinking quite a bit. And it also did
some good, because I met my second wife at UIC.
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I saw your wedding ring, so you’re still married.
Yes. I‟ve been married to her for 35 years, and we have three kids. One of them is a
writer for Entertainment Weekly. My son works at Whole Foods downtown. My other
daughter still lives at home – the youngest one – she‟s 22, and she‟s still living at home.
She‟s the baby photographer.
Is there anything we haven’t covered in the interview that you’d like to talk about
before we go off record?
Yes. I‟m a member of Reber-Tesmond Memorial Post 2604 in Orland Park. I‟m the
Junior Vice Commander there. That‟s about it.
Thank you for sharing your story with us. We’re going off record.
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