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This interview is being conducted on April 8, 2009, with Dr. Carlo DiNello at the
Indian Prairie Library in Darien, Illinois. My name is Deb Barrett. Doctor DiNello
was born on April 24, 1934, in Pacentro, Italy. He is a retired doctor, and he does
programs on Europe here at the library. He learned of the Veterans History Project
through Joe Popowitch, our reference librarian. Doctor DiNello has kindly
consented to be interviewed for this project. Here is his story.
Early Personal History Sets the Stage for Military Service
You grew up in Italy. How old were you when you came to this country?
I was 14.
Fourteen! How did you get here – did your whole family move here?
My father had been living in this country since – he left a few months before I was born.
He left in early 1934. Mom and I remained there throughout the „30‟s. We lived there
through the war and the aftereffects of the war. We came here in 1950.
Were you reunited with your Dad?
Yes.
It must have been hard for him for you to be in Italy with all that going on.
Yes. It was not easy.
You really are a product of two cultures …
Exactly.
European – the Italian culture – then coming to the United States. When you came
to the United States what was your family situation: Where did you live? What was
your life like?
We lived in Chicago. Dad had always – he was an expert tailor, so he had been gainfully
employed since „Day 1.‟ And we lived in a very nice apartment on the west side of
Chicago near Douglas Park. So that was my first introduction to America.
Did you go to school when you came here?
Yes. I sat around the house for a couple of weeks and then I had to make a decision as to
what I wanted to do. I got a job at a factory, and even though I wasn‟t old enough to
work in the factory I did get a job at Monarch Bicycles – spraying bicycle fenders. It was
a very un-hygienic job. In those days they didn‟t pay much attention to these things.
And after just a few days I said, “My God! I left a beautiful village in Italy and here I
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am. This is not going to work. I‟m not going to be doing this the rest of my life!” And
so I rebelled against this way of life and I went to school. I applied at St. Ignatius High
School in Chicago, but they turned me down because my English wasn‟t „up to snuff.‟
So I went to a nearby high school – Harrison High School, on 24th and California. Those
people rolled out the „red carpet,‟ and said, “Yes, yes! We‟ll admit you and not even put
you on a regular schedule with the rest of the students. We will train you in English and
then you can go on to college if you want.” And that‟s what they did. They gave me
special training in English – special conversational English. After about a year and a half
they gave me a high school diploma.
After only a year and a half!
Yes. They gave me a battery of tests and apparently I must have done okay on those
tests.
How old were you when you got this diploma?
I have to do some mental calculating. Anyway, to make a long story short, I also went to
work, and in 1953 I applied to Loyola University. So, to calculate – in 1953 I was 19. So
I spent four years at Loyola and then I got into medical school. I was accepted by a
number of medical schools, but I decided to stay here in Chicago and went to LoyolaStritch School of Medicine. I got my degree in 1961 – June, 1961.
Had the medical profession been a tradition in your family at all? What took you to
that profession?
No, things came easy for me in the sciences as well as in the humanities – I loved the
study of humanities; I loved the study of classics. But somehow or other I felt this pull
toward the medical profession. I guess in those days I looked upon the medical
profession as being a prestigious profession, and I was attracted by that.
You were attracted by the prestige?
The prestige, this historical significance of the medical profession. I was a reader, so I
went all the way back to the old Greeks and I could appreciate the contribution of the old
Greeks, the Romans – my own people in Italy – as far as the beginning of medicine; the
evolution of medicine. And, naturally, later, I studied German in college and I
appreciated all the contributions made by Germany and England, Scandinavia and so on.
And all of this pulled me not so much into the daily nitty-gritty of medicine, but the
philosophical „being‟ of that profession. I retired in 1998, not because I wanted to retire
but I developed a brain tumor. So I was operated on and had radiation therapy. I had
problems, so I called it quits. Otherwise I could still be working today.
But because of the brain tumor your ability could be somewhat hampered.
Everything about me was simply affected adversely.
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You went to the Stritch School of Medicine at Loyola. Where did you do your
residency and internship?
I went to St. Ann‟s Hospital – which is now defunct.
…
Oh, you‟re kidding! I spent one year there as an intern. Then I went to Hines Hospital.
It was precisely at that time that Loyola also moved from the city to Maywood, so this
was a combined program – Loyola-Hines. And I did my residency in surgery.
What was it that made you want to go into surgery?
The fantasy, I guess.
What was the fantasy?
The idea that the surgeon was next to God. (Both chuckle)
And were you?
Boy, did I change my mind about that! I was a surgeon in Vietnam during my entire stay
in the military. I spent a year here, stateside, before going to Vietnam.
Did you complete all your education – your residency and everything – here before
you went into the military?
Yes.
The Draft and Early Military Service
How old were you when you went into the military?
I got married in 1965. I think it was June in 1966. I was 32 years old. I had a wife and a
child.
So you completed your medical training and you started working.
They caught me as soon as I finished my training – they were ready!
So you were drafted.
I was drafted, yes.
You said you had gotten married along the way.
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Yes, in May, 1965. Our daughter, Debbie, came along at the end of February, 1966. So
we had an infant that we dragged along into the Army.
So your family went with you into the military.
Yes.
Were you surprised when you were drafted?
No. I knew that it was coming. I was not surprised, not at all.
Because doctors were so needed.
Yes.
When you were drafted, where were you inducted?
I was assigned to Fort Lee, Virginia – … south … of Petersburg. But before going to
Virginia they sent me to Texas.
That was where you were inducted?
San Antonio, Texas. There they taught [us] how to march, how to salute, how to return a
salute, how to shine our buttons and all that stuff.
When you were inducted what was your first experience? When you got down
there, how did they greet you? What did they do?
Well, there was a huge number of doctors. There were many, many of us. They
welcomed us as a group, naturally, and then they put us through all the preparatory
training. Being a bunch of doctors, are we going to make great officers? These are all
highly individualistic, so they had to kind of cut us down to size, so to speak. They put
us through these basic training procedures.
We’ve heard from other veterans who were drafted, and they talked about going
into their first assignment and getting down there, having their personal belongings
taken and being assigned boots and uniforms and all the gear they needed.
Everything was a line. Did they do the same to you?
No, they didn‟t put us in an assembly line situation. I think they treated us with just a
little bit more care.
More respect.
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Yes. We stayed at motels. We didn‟t live in the compounds. Most of us had families
anyway, so we lived in motels outside of the hospital in San Antonio where we took most
of our training. But they put us through a training schedule where we learned the basics
of military – like running and climbing, shooting weapons, throwing hand grenades,
firing machine guns. It‟s one thing to do all these things when you‟re 18 or 19, but when
you‟re 32 …!?
It’s a different experience!
It‟s not that easy.
I’m interested. Doctors are trained to save lives, and here they are showing you how
to …
They showed us how to fire weapons, but …
How did they approach it with you?
They approached it by telling us – “You know, you are an officer in the U.S. Army, and
you are expected to know how to handle weapons, if for no other reason than for self
defense.” Never in my year in Vietnam did I find it necessary to fire a weapon. Thank
God! Never.
You said you were going in as an officer. What level?
Captain.
They showed you how to do all this. They did some physical training with you.
Oh, yes. Calisthenics – all those goodies.
To build up your stamina; going on hikes and things.
We went on hikes. I remember they sent us on a night reconnaissance type of exercise.
There four or five of us. We had to travel during the dark hours of night and meet the
rest of the unit at a given location. Most of us were city-grown. We didn‟t know what
we were doing (Doctor DiNello chuckles), it was pitch dark, and even though we had a
compass. So, way, way out in the distance … we were in the middle of nowhere in Texas
– you‟ve been to Texas I take it? We saw [a] fire in the distance. We thought, well, we
had nothing to lose so we walked toward that fire. This was a cattle range, and they were
roasting a side of beef. So they knew exactly, as we approached, who we were because
apparently they had met other GI‟s in training. One of their guys said, “For a few bucks
you can have a nice steak and relax here, and tomorrow morning we will take you by
truck to your destination.” (Both chuckle.)
Did you take them up on it?
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What do you think! (Both laugh)
I think you did!
So this was my grand exposure to night reconnaissance. I shouldn‟t make light on this.
But we were not as pliable and docile as … 18 or 19 year-old individuals.
I wouldn’t think you would be, especially after going through medical school.
We were grown, mature individuals – at least I‟d like to believe that we were. So, three
months went by and I discovered steak – not that I didn‟t know what a steak was, but in
San Antonio you could get a T-bone with all the trimmings for two bucks. So I went wild
eating steak after steak after steak, to the point where I got so sick of steak that I couldn‟t
touch it anymore. And even today, if I eat two steaks a year that‟s two too many.
So Texas killed your appetite for steak.
That‟s right.
You said during this time of your training that the Army tried to break you down a
little bit – the practice is to break you down and build you up as a team. What sort
of things did they do?
They knew that some of the guys went directly to Vietnam following this stint in Texas.
But most of us were dispersed over the many Army compounds throughout the United
States. I wound up in Fort Lee, Virginia. I spent eight or nine months there. Then the
following June, 1967, they sent me to Vietnam.
So you were in San Antonio for how long?
Three months.
Your family was with you there, and then they traveled with you to Fort Lee.
Yes.
At Fort Lee, what were your living arrangements like?
My living arrangements – they gave us Army facilities. They had a very nice compound.
We were assigned a house within this compound.
What happened to you in Fort Lee? What were your responsibilities? Was there
more training?
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No, not more training; although in medicine everything you do is a continual training.
We were simply placed on the staff of the hospital – Fort Lee Hospital – and I was just
another staff physician. I did surgery.
You were in Fort Lee for how long?
Well, I had spent three months in San Antonio, so I‟d say we were in Fort Lee nine
months – not more than nine or ten months at the most.
So you were in the Army for one year before you were sent to Vietnam.
That‟s right.
Deployment to Vietnam
When you got the news that you were being sent to Vietnam, you knew this was
coming?
Well, we didn‟t, because some were sent over and others were not.
Do you know the criteria?
The criteria was that anybody with surgical skills would be preferred to be sent over to
Vietnam. After all, medicine in a war zone involves mostly surgery.
This must have been very difficult for your wife.
Yes. We had been married shortly and had a child. I was here in Chicago for Easter,
1967 – we had come home for Easter. One of my friends at Fort Lee phoned me and
said, “Your name came up for duty in Vietnam.”
And that’s how you found out.
Yes. So I high-tailed it back to Fort Lee, and there we began making preparations for this
change.
Did your wife go back to Fort Lee with you, or did she stay in Chicago.
No, all three of us went back to Fort Lee because it wasn‟t until June that they sent me to
Vietnam.
Did they give you any sort of furlough or free time before you left – time that you
could spend with your family and to secure any business that needed taking care of?
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I think they did, yes. Now, mind you, 41 years have gone by and I really can‟t remember
the specifics. But I‟m sure that we came back to Chicago for a brief time to spend with
the family and so on.
What type of arrangements did you and your wife have to make?
We lived, at the time right after we were married, in Oak Park. But when I was drafted
we gave up that apartment. We found an apartment in Hillside, and that‟s where my wife
and daughter stayed during my time in Vietnam.
Tell me what it was like when you shipped out to Vietnam.
We went to California.
By train, or you flew?
We flew. Well, I did, because Joanne and my daughter were in Hillside. So I flew to San
Francisco. We were in San Francisco/Oakland for several days. There I met some
friends from Fort Lee, and friends that I had made in Texas. And we were all to be
shipped to Vietnam. I do remember walking down Market Street in San Francisco in
uniform, and I do remember “hippies” coming up to us, saluting us and spitting in our
faces.
That was the height of the negative mood, antagonistic mood.
I will never, never forget that. That was just before taking off for Vietnam. We took off
from Oakland on Braniff – Braniff is no longer in business.
I remember Braniff Air Lines.
Reporting to Saigon
We went directly from Oakland to Tansanute Air Base outside of Saigon, Vietnam.
What do you remember about the mood on the plane?
It was somber, very somber.
This was a chartered plane, so there were just military on it.
Yes; very somber mood.
What sort of things did people do to pass the time?
We‟d simply read. It was very somber. I do remember these were mostly older
conscripts – officers.
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Older, meaning your age?
Yes.
Early thirties?
Yes. So the mood was low, no jollity; nothing.
Did the flight attendants, what did they say to you?
Well, they really did a wonderful job of boosting the morale. They were constantly
offering us snacks and drinks.
Trying to make you as comfortable as possible, and to make this as easy as possible.
Yes.
What was it like when you landed – when you got off the plane?
Well, even though I had been through this when I came over from Italy to the United
States, namely a change of environment.
A cultural change.
Yes. This was still something that really hits you – something that really shocks you –
knowing that you have landed in a country at war. So we were transferred from the plane
to a bus. I recall the driver of the bus was driving like a cowboy – speeding like a demon.
There was a torrential rain. So we arrived in Saigon – a suburb of Saigon – and this
torrential rain just kept coming down. And as the bus parked this driver chose a place
where there was a downspout that was pouring water right on top of us as we exited from
the bus.
That was deliberate.
I had a feeling that it was a deliberate action on his part – that he could have moved away
from there. We were drenched. We were taken to a place where we got out of our wet
clothes and took a shower. We were not even given towels. I remember this – no towels.
So those of us who had a towel in our baggage could dry up, but those of us who didn‟t
had to stand there and kind of flap in the wind and let the air dry us. So it took us a good
full day. We were individually welcomed and interviewed by a superior officer. In my
case it was a Colonel, and I got the impression that this guy had so much time on his
hands that he didn‟t know what to do with it. He went into the minutia of Saigon. If you
ask me what did [he] say that I learned, I really don‟t remember much at all.
What was your impression of Saigon and moving around the country?
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That was something else which we will come to. This Colonel was a West Point
graduate, according to what he said.
A career military man.
Yes, he was career all the way. He spoke well – he was quite eloquent and articulate. He
began telling me how the United States occupied a special place in the world and it was
our job to civilize people. And this was the beginning of many, many such encounters in
Vietnam. We were served an adequate lunch, and … continued – this barrage – about the
United States was there by necessity, not because we were bent on conquering. But we
saw a moral need for us to be there.
Sort of a national chauvinism.
Right. I wasn‟t convinced – I‟m not convinced now, and I wasn‟t convinced back then.
At the end of this day I was sent – by this time the group had been all split up – and I was
sent by jeep to the 17th Field Hospital in downtown Saigon, and our quarters were across
the street. I had a room with a comfortable bed and a refrigerator, and I simply lay down
in bed and I saw chameleons crawling on the wall and the ceiling. I wanted to swat them,
but there were too many of them. They were everywhere – chameleons; lizards! So the
next day began my new life in Saigon. It was a very attractive city. It had the FrenchEuropean imprint. I thought, not knowing any better, that Saigon was really a desert with
grass huts. Boy, was I surprised!
It was a lot more civilized than your initial thought had been.
Most certainly. The downtown area – you could always detect the negative veneer that
was places on any given location. But it was a civilized city. Then came Sunday, and we
thought of going to church. Someone told me there was a Roman Catholic cathedral
down the street. And I went together with a number of others. It was a beautiful gothic
cathedral, as you would see in France. It was a product of the French occupation from
years and years … before. The square in front of the cathedral was named after Kennedy
– Kennedy Square. The cathedral – the inside was very, very full of the architectural awe
that strikes you when you visit such a building. The Mass was in English. They had the
9:00 Mass for the Vietnamese, and then there was a Mass in French that followed the
Vietnamese Mass, and then for the American military it was the 11:00 Mass.
So they had a Mass in English, plus a Mass for the military.
They had one in French and one in Vietnamese and one in English, and other Masses,
because the Archdiocese of Saigon was big. Then we discovered that you could eat well
in Saigon. You not only could eat well in the BOQ‟s – the military compounds – they
had taken over all the fancy hotels in downtown Saigon, and these were quite excellent –
even luxurious – facilities. And these had restaurants where you could have not only
satisfactory meals, but very special meals; not to mention the many restaurants that were
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located throughout the downtown area. So I began quite early exploring the city of
Saigon, which, being an old city, had many cultural amenities – the theater, the opera –
which I never attended – and they had a symphony orchestra. But these were kind of
helter-skelter because of the war situation [that] was going on – not in Saigon itself, but a
few miles outside. But even in Saigon you could here the rumbling of the artillery.
What was the reaction of the Vietnamese people to you when you were there?
You could tell that there was a wall of coldness, but during the time that I spent on the
staff of the 17th Field Hospital I came to know a number of Vietnamese physicians, and
subsequently, together with other members of the staff, were invited to their homes. So
we established a close link.
You were able to establish a personal relationship with them.
Yes. While being at their homes we discussed, obviously, the present situation. They
were careful about what they said, and we were careful how we would engage these
people.
So that wall was still there, even though you got to know them.
Yes. But you could tell that this was a highly civilized society.
As opposed to the impression many people in the United States had about the
country.
Yes. It was a highly civilized society. And the question kept recurring, “What exactly
are we doing here?”
So all those people who said we were there to civilize them …
Civilize them to fight communism. But how were we fighting communism. We
certainly were not setting up a good example by bringing over all these civilian
companies – paying these guys from Texas fancy, fancy salaries. And they really lorded
it over the local populace. Prostitution was rampant.
So they acted like cowboys.
The bars. And this is what I remember, mostly, from my experience 41 years ago. And
that question still remains in my mind: Why were we there?
Did you, or any of the other doctors with whom you worked, did you come up with
your own theories as to why we were there?
Well, yes. But we didn‟t voice these opinions.
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Did you share them with each other?
Yes. I mean, if you had a friend you would sometimes go for a coffee in one of the
coffee shops downtown and talk about things. There were many, many officers who
were really gung-ho – that we were there to do this and that, and as it turned out we
didn‟t do this and this and that; we had to hightail it out of Vietnam.
So you were getting mixed messages. You were hearing one thing from the military
– we’re gung-ho, we’re here, we’re going to do this, rah-rah – and from your
Vietnamese friends you were hearing other things. So there was some dissonance in
there. How did you personally handle it?
Our Vietnamese friends didn‟t say much, because they were very appreciative of the fact
that they were employed by the U.S. military or private companies.
And they didn’t want to jeopardize that.
No. No.
You had conflicting feelings about what was happening. How did you handle that so
that you could work day-to-day? What did you do to relax – to sort of escape for a
little bit?
Well, I read a lot.
What sort of reading – I’m assuming it wasn’t just medical journals.
No, no. I read a lot – I read the classics. I discovered that Michener – remember
Michener? A funny incident about Michener: He had just completed writing The
Source. That was a big book. One of the visiting officers – the guy was like myself, a
Polish immigrant who came to this country and became a physician – he was reading The
Source by Michener, and he carried it in his back pocket.
He must have had a big pocket!
It was one of those military uniforms – he‟d carry it in the big pocket. One day he was
stooping and drinking from a fountain somewhere and he felt a ping in the back. Where
he was exactly, I don‟t know – he might have been outside of Saigon. He didn‟t pay
anymore attention to it. But when he got back and took it out, there was a bullet
imbedded right through this book!
So Michener saved him!
Yes. I guess he would have been shot in the butt. I don‟t think he would have lost his
life.
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No, but he would have been hospitalized … (both chuckle)
So this bullet didn‟t go further than through the thickness of that book. So he carried it as
a charm. Every once in a while he would display it with the bullet still imbedded, and
people would take photographs of it. I took a photograph of it and still have it. So,
Michener (both chuckle).
Michener saved him. Yes. Did you and the other doctors do things together that
would sort of give you peace.
Yes, and no. There wasn‟t much in the way of camaraderie. For instance, we had a staff
of many, many dozens of different doctors coming from all over the U.S. But to say that
there was a MASH-like camaraderie like Hawkeye …
Not for you and the others there.
No. We were still individuals. Once in a while, yes, and we would get to know one or
two or three, and we would kind of hang together, especially eating out. We tried not to
go out late at night – it was dangerous; at least they told us not to go out late at night.
And I spent a great deal of time – and I came to know my wife when I was I Vietnam. I
really mean that.
Because you wrote?
Every day. Every day I received a letter from Joanne. Every week I would get a package
of goodies from home – not only for myself, but for other people in the unit. And these
letters which are still in existence today could be formulated into a book. And it was then
that I really came to know Joanne as a person.
Because you were exchanging your thoughts.
And she, me. It was a revelation.
It was sort of an unexpected gift.
And sometimes a day or two would go by without my receiving such a letter – just
because you would send mail to Vietnam it didn‟t mean that you would receive it; a lot of
it ended up getting lost.
Was it censored?
No. It wasn‟t censored. And Joanne told me that none of the mail that I sent to her was
ever censored. I would imagine censorship did exist, but on a very selective basis.
Probably not for the type of work you were doing.
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No. I‟m not saying that my entire experience in Vietnam was all negative. There were
many, many positive things.
What was a typical day like for you?
We would get up very early in the morning, make rounds at the hospital and on weekends
we would take turns escorting visitors: The representatives – the “big boys” from
Washington. I say the “big boys” because during the time I was there I never saw a
Congresswoman.
There weren’t that many.
That‟s right. So on weekends we would be escorting these people. And most of them
just didn‟t seem to be interested in what they were doing. They just came to the hospital
because it was the thing to do.
They just came because it was good publicity for them.
Exactly. Yes.
So they would come and they would make their appearance and then do other
things.
Exactly. And then Sunday morning was also the time when the “top brass” would come
and have breakfast at the hospital and chit-chat with the many beautiful … [nurses] that
we had there.
Sort of like a private dating pool.
I didn‟t say that. You did! (Both chuckle) And then the Hollywood crowd – they would
show up at any time. Many of them were quite sociable and really showed that they had
an interest in listening to the troops. But some of them were quite obnoxious.
From those people you saw, who do you think had a sincere interest in visiting the
troops – who impressed you that way?
The guy from The Untouchables – what was his name?
Was it Robert Stack?
Robert Stack, yes, I think so.
He came and you were impressed?
Yes. He spent a lot of time. He would pull up a chair and sit next to the bed and really,
really carry on a meaningful conversation. He was even taking notes. “Let me have the
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name and address of your family so that when I go back to the States I can let them know
that I visited you.” Things like that. … [Robert] Stack.
That must have been refreshing to see someone like that.
Yes. But there were others. I do remember him. And the guy who was really obnoxious
and drunk; I will not mention his name. He came twice. The second time I think he was
told …
Don’t come again.
No, I don‟t think he was told that. He was told, “We have a nice cafeteria. Why don‟t
you go downstairs and have a nice cup of coffee.” So the day in Saigon – when we were
busy, we were busy. But when there were lull days … [when not much was] going on.
What was your normal shift?
There was no shift. We were on call 24 hours.
How much time were you normally in the hospital?
We lived across the street, so we could be called at any time. But we did have some kind
of a schedule. For instance, we would have a post-op patient and there would always be
somebody in the intensive care unit and if a significant problem would develop they
would call the surgeon who had operated to come down and stand by. But we did have
quite a bit of time. I, myself, together with a number of others, took advantage of the free
time we had. We would go and explore the destinations in Saigon – the Buddhist
temples, for instance. There was a large Buddhist temple just a few blocks away from
where we lived. I remember myself and other officers walking to the Buddhist temple,
and as we arrived … [a] monsoon rain started coming down. Have you ever traveled to
the Far East? You have these blue skies and all of a sudden clouds come in and rain just
pours. So we went inside the Buddhist temple. We had to leave our shoes outside and
when we came out they were full of water (both chuckle). So we emptied those of water
and we squeaked all the way back to the hospital. We used to go to Bangkok – Bangkok
was not very far, in Thailand. If we had a long weekend we would go to Bangkok. There
they had this very beautiful Buddhist complex with a golden dome – I‟ll show you some
pictures of it. So we went to visit this place. We left the shoes outside and this time it
didn‟t rain – somebody just picked up all the shoes …
And left!
And left (both chuckle!). So here we were [not] in military uniform; we were in civilian
… [clothes]. So we were all bare-footed. It‟s not that they gave you booties to wear, we
were bare-footed! So I remember we had to walk to the nearby downtown to buy some
shoes. And none of us were accustomed to walking bare-footed, so here we were …
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Careful as to where you were stepping (chuckles) …
…
Did you get any different reaction from the people when you were in your civilian
clothes as opposed to when you were in your military clothes?
Yes, I think so. I think … many people there differentiated between the military and the
civilians. Most of the people didn‟t demonstrate their feelings one way or the other, but
once in a while you would see that there were people who would look askance at you.
As the military.
Yes.
Were conversations easier with the people when you were in civilian clothes?
Naturally we didn‟t converse with people unless we were in a group like at a party.
You were in a field hospital. How many beds were in that hospital?
There must have been a couple of hundred beds in the hospital. It wasn‟t a big hospital.
There were bigger hospitals.
And were the MASH units the ones that would feed into this?
Oh, yes. Saigon did not have any MASH units, but out in the field, in combat zones, you
would have MASH hospitals. And that‟s where I would spend my second six-month
period.
So for the first six months you were at this field hospital?
Yes. The field hospital in Saigon.
Reporting to Cu Chi
And then you were sent …
I was sent to a MASH hospital.
Which MASH hospital were you sent to? Do you recall?
It had a number.
Everything has a number, right?
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The number is not on there, but you can see the picture.
It’s not on there. But this is the picture you took of your collection of medals and
things. What city or region was it in?
Cu Chi. We were located northwest of Saigon. What the distance was I really don‟t
remember. I would guess about 75 to 80 … miles northwest of Saigon. We were located
approximately ten miles from the Ho Chi Minh Trail. The Ho Chi Minh Trail extended
from North Vietnam into Cambodia, and then the Trail ended and entered South Vietnam
right next to Cu Chi where we were. So we were at a strategic location, and we were
mortared almost every night. They weren‟t trying to hit the hospital, but some of those
shells landed pretty darned close to the hospital.
What was the reason for your transfer? Did they rotate people regularly?
Yes. Sure. They kept the more experienced surgeons in Saigon because, naturally, many
of the wounded would be transferred to Saigon where they had better facilities.
So the MASH units, basically, were immediate care.
Yes. They were immediate care.
And something that would require more care would be sent to the field hospital.
Most of the transfers would be sent to Japan, to the – again I forget the name of the
hospital – in Yokohama, which is northwest of Tokyo. And every time we had a patient
who really needed special attention, especially burn patients. We had no facilities in all
of Vietnam to handle burns, so we would take the patient to Yokohama, and we would
accompany the patient.
So you were in and out of Japan.
I, myself, went to Japan three times to accompany the patients.
By helicopter?
It was a long distance. No, it was by fixed wing aircraft.
Was that straight from the MASH unit that you went there?
No. We would go by helicopter to Tansanute, outside of Saigon. Then from there to
Tokyo. I made three such trips during my stay in Vietnam.
So you would take the patient there. Would you stay there, or would you take the
patient and then return?
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We were supposed to eat a meal and get back to the airport and get on the next plane.
But I never did that. Never. And to the point where they threatened us with court-martial
…
If you didn’t get back soon.
If we didn‟t get back soon. On the way back to Vietnam – we didn‟t have any regular
planes, but we had what they called “Stars and Stripes” flights – “Stars and Stripes”
newspapers.
Right.
And they had these twin-engine planes loaded with bales of newspapers – Stars and
Stripes newspapers – that were being distributed throughout the South Pacific. So these
planes would take us to Manila, and we would get off in Manila and get lost (Ms. Barrett
chuckles). And from Manila to Vietnam we would take whatever we could get. We
would stay out for as long as ten days. And then, of course, the CO would really give us
hell [upon return].
For a group of intelligent people, you really had trouble getting around back and
forth! (chuckles) What was your impression of Cu Chi when you got there – I
mean, it was very different from what you had become accustomed to in Saigon.
It was abysmal – absolutely abysmal.
What was the camp like?
You mean our compound? It was just a patch of nothing. That picture will very well tell
you. It was out in the country, outside the town of Cu Chi. And Cu Chi also was ruled
by the Viet Cong. So we were constantly under the visual of the Viet Cong. I would
imagine many of the Viet Cong worked for us as civilians during the day and did their
„dirty work‟ at night. The MASH hospital was just a helter-skelter type of construct. But
we did do a good job.
Was it a series of tents?
Not only tents, but semi-permanent buildings like you see in that picture. We had a large
heliport where the helicopters would land with the wounded. We had a Quonset hut right
next to the heliport where we would do … triage. Are you familiar with the concept of
triage?
Yes – selecting how bad a person was and who to take care of first.
And we were limited as to what we could do. Most of the times we would be able to take
anybody, including civilian casualties – by that I mean Vietnamese civilian casualties –
but there were times when we would be overwhelmed. So that‟s when triaging was
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necessary. We would send into the operating room not the worst wounded, but those
who could benefit from our intervention. It was useless to take a soldier who was
wounded so bad …
So someone who was mortally wounded, it was don’t even start on him.
No. We would try, even with those who were very badly wounded, if we had the time.
But we didn‟t have that luxury. Now I have a very nasty story to tell.
What’s your story.
I don‟t want to record this.
[Transcriber’s note: Recording was stopped here for Doctor DiNello to tell his
story.]
Okay. So let me go back for a minute to the conditions you had when you were in
Cu Chi. You were living in tents?
We were in Quonset huts.
How many of you were in each one.
These … [accommodations] were pretty big. I would say there must have been eight or
ten of us occupying these huts. Each of us had a cubicle.
All doctors?
Yes, all doctors. And because of the nightly bombardments by the Viet Cong, we would
not sleep in our beds, but under the beds. And we would surround the beds on all sides
with sandbags. Then we would put sandbags on top of the beds and be underneath. It
was hot, humid, and animals of all sorts would crawl in.
Why did you put the sandbags on top of the beds? Was it to protect from
explosions?
Well, if there was an explosion on the roof, all the splinters would hit us just the same.
Okay. So the beds were really comfortable then – underneath (chuckles)!
We didn‟t mind it. … We were in a combat zone!
What sort of food did you have while you were there?
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Cafeteria food – it was nothing special. In Saigon we were really spoiled. But in Cu Chi
it was just cafeteria food. Sometimes it was okay. Many … times it was not okay. But
we ate it.
What did you do for any sort of relaxation or recreation?
Well, there were the „jocks‟ among us who played basketball. They played bocce ball. I
did some of that, too. There was a swimming pool in Cu Chi, but it just wasn‟t attractive
at all, so we never went. The town of Cu Chi was off limits because it was dangerous.
Because of the Viet Cong.
We assumed it was Viet Cong territory.
Did you ever come across a situation where you knew you were dealing with Viet
Cong?
Yes. We would be sent out in groups for … [madcap]– to go into town and examine the
children and leave some medications. And one day a group from the MASH hospital was
invited by the mayor of Cu Chi for refreshments. So when they arrived – and our CO
was also with the group – when they saw the mayor, his family and the rest of the people
there had all been slaughtered by the Viet Cong.
So you go there and everyone was dead.
I wasn‟t there, but this group came back and they were shaking.
You didn’t know what was going to come after that.
No. We had good protection surrounding the hospital. We were in a compound – a large
division-size military compound. But the shelling at night was sometimes indiscriminate.
We [were] hit, not intentionally, but indirectly a couple of times. The shells would land
very close to the hospital, and the shrapnel would come through the Quonset huts.
Did anybody ever get hurt?
No. Nobody ever got hurt in the hospital.
Was any of that the result of the U.S. forces, or was it incoming from the Viet Cong?
We were so close to the Ho Chi Minh Trail, which was the reentry site from the north.
But who was firing at whom?
We knew they were trying to hit the transportation unit that was inside – they were
always trying to hit that. The other artillery battery farther down – they tried to hit that.
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But once in a while they would miss. And, of course, they didn‟t have the accuracy back
then that they have today. But, luckily, we never got hit directly.
But it sounds like they left the medical group alone.
We were treating Vietnamese civilians. We got a lot of them.
So you had not only military, but Vietnamese. So they left you alone.
Yes. They recognized that we probably treated Viet Cong as well without being aware of
it.
Right. Were you still able to communicate with your wife while you were there?
Yes.
Still writing every day.
Yes. That went on. Then I met my wife in Hawaii on the … [week] of the Tet
Offensive-[Jan. 68].
That was when you left.
That was when I was in Cu Chi … .
So, when you were in Cu Chi, you had to earn certain points in order to leave?
We had a number of R&R‟s – rest and relaxation. And we could choose any venues. We
could go to Japan, we could go to Hong Kong, we could go to the Philippines, go to
Thailand, Australia, New Zealand – they would send you anywhere you chose.
And what about your wife – would they send her?
Yes. They also paid for her trip to Hawaii. We met in Hawaii.
So how long had you been at Cu Chi when you took this R&R?
I spent six months in Saigon. I took this R&R – I would have to guess now – I guess I
must have been in Cu Chi a good month, plus, when I went to meet Joanne.
And you met her in Hawaii.
Yes – Joanne and Debbie, our daughter.
You flew out of Saigon to get there?
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Yes, from Tansanute, which was a big military airport. And that‟s when we saw, as the
plane was taking off, we saw that Saigon and the airport were under bombardment.
So this was the beginning of the Tet Offensive. And your plane was taking off just
as this was starting.
Yes. It was the last plane to take off from Tansanute during that entire period of the Tet
Offensive.
And how long did the Tet Offensive last?
Oh, I would imagine they had everything under control … [in a] week to ten days.
So, if you had been a few minutes later you would not have gotten off.
That‟s right. … And there were many casualties during the Tet Offensive – many
American casualties. In Cu Chi several people were killed – not from the hospital, but
from outlying units, because this was an organized assault on all U.S. forces.
And Tet was the Vietnamese New Year. This was 1968?
Yes. This was January, 1968. If you ask me for specific dates, I don‟t remember. I just
remember it was January.
So you had mixed feelings when you were taking off, when you learned what was
happening.
I had mixed feelings while I was in the air. Yes, we did find out. We were told after we
gained altitude what was happening back in Saigon. And when we arrived in Hawaii we
got all the newspaper and radio … [coverage] about the Tet Offensive. And, yes, I did
have a good time with my family there. But the thought that I would have to go back in
eight, nine, ten days – I don‟t remember how much that was.
Your wife must have been very relieved to have you there.
Well, yes. But at the same time there was the thought that I would have to go back to that
hell.
How long was your leave?
I can‟t remember. I would imagine nine or ten days.
So probably as long as the Offensive lasted. And then you flew back.
Yes. So, yes, I was having a good time, but at the same time I was wondering what was
going on back at the hospital in Cu Chi.
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How old was your daughter at this point?
Well, she was born in February and this was June. No, wait a minute. She was born in
February, 1966.
So she was two years old.
Yes, almost two.
I bet you didn’t want to let her go.
Yes.
So you had this time with your family and you turned around and went back to Cu
Chi. You must have been a little apprehensive when you knew what was waiting for
you back there.
… To say the least: Yes.
So what was waiting for you there?
Well, when I got back those people were resentful. They said, “You left.”
You mean the hospital people.
Yes. They said, “You left and we were stuck with all the big problems that had arisen.”
As if I knew there was going to be the Offensive. But it was an exciting time.
You talked a little bit about the compound. I wanted to ask you specifically, since
you did surgery, what were the operating rooms like?
Well, the facilities were primitive, but I must say that we had equipment that was the best
at that time. First of all, we had top notch anesthesia. We had mostly nurse anesthetists,
but then we had MD anesthetists – anesthesiologists – and they would simply roam
around and wherever help was needed they would be there right on top of the situation.
We had lab facilities which were quite good – not excellent, but good. If we needed
something really out of the usual we had to send to Saigon, and sometimes if there was a
really unique situation they would send the patient to Japan.
How many operating tables were in the room?
We had a whole Quonset hut. And there must have been ten, I would say, operating
units.
So you could do ten surgeries at once.
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At the same time, yes. We were well staffed with surgeons in the various specialties.
Since you were so close you must have seen quite a few soldiers come through, as
well as civilians.
Well, now, remember triage was at the center of things. That isn‟t to say that we were
maximally busy all the time. But if it came to operating on a U.S. soldier or a
Vietnamese civilian, we would naturally take the U.S. soldier first and then the
Vietnamese civilian next.
From the time that you spent in Cu Chi, obviously there were a lot of horrible things
that you saw.
Yes.
What were some of the good things that you saw: Any positive experiences that you
had; things that you look back on now and kind of make you laugh or smile.
There was very little laughter. You‟re accustomed to seeing MASH on TV!
No, no, no (chuckles).
Hawkeye Pierce. We didn‟t have anything like that.
Did you have any experiences where some humor came through basically to break
some of the stress you were dealing with?
Well, Bob Hope came at Christmas time. And I have slides of this. I have given
presentations of this – Bob Hope. Bing Crosby‟s son – I understand there was no love
between Bing Crosby and … [his son].
[Transcriber’s note: I believe the interview stopped here for a short time.]
So you said Bob Hope had come through and you went to some of those shows.
Oh, yes, of course! We were in Cu Chi. It was the pit! So Bob Hope and all his
entourage – they took two huge military trucks, parked them together, and they built a
stage. And they had a choir and they sang Christmas carols, and it was nice.
So you think they were safe because this was something that was really well
broadcast – because you said you were in such a dangerous area.
Well, with Bob Hope‟s arrival – he not only went to our place but he went all over
Vietnam – special security measures surrounded them. So there were helicopters and gun
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ships you could hear in the distance. The Viet Cong was not about to expose themselves
in a situation like that – there were too many gun ships up in the air.
So you spent Christmas there – Christmas of ’68.
Christmas of 1968. Yes.
What was Christmas like for you there?
Well, at Christmas, all the denominations had their religious services there in a Quonset
huts reserved for a chapel. I don‟t know which was the first one to go, but regardless of
what religion we belonged to we attended every one of them; to the point where they had
to tell us to get out because there wasn‟t enough room. So they opened the windows – all
the windows – on both sides of the Quonset hut. Not only was the chapel full for all the
services, but there was a large crowd surrounding the chapel. And we stayed for all the
services.
Why was that?
Well, you tell me that. It was Christmas. If there is a time when people really feel
solitude, when you feel family that is not next to you, that‟s it – that‟s the time.
So the emotion is so strong that you form a bond of some sort.
Yes. It was so quiet you could hear a fly buzzing around. Everybody was quiet, somber,
thinking.
Was the fighting down at that time?
Well, once again, you see the Viet Cong was merciless. So we had gun ships that always
patrolled the skies. Are you aware of what a gun ship was?
Yes.
They had two quad-50 machine guns – one on each side. And when that thing started
firing it left very little [undamaged!]
Nothing was left.
So the Viet Cong respected those gun ships. Sometimes they would try to fire at them,
but then that would have been suicidal on their part because those gun ships would
quickly turn around and blast away. So – what else would you like to know about?
So you were in Cu Chi. You told us about your trip, after you were there for about
a month, going to Hawaii. You came back and you continued? You were there
another five months?
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Yes.
And was your time in the military up then, or were you transferred somewhere else?
It was up. … They were not very nice to us. They didn‟t give us any medals. People
under those circumstances would be pampered by little things, but the relationship
between us and the commanding cadre was not good at all.
You were in two different worlds.
To the point where they approached us with medals and we said, “Shove them. We don‟t
want them.” So they didn‟t bother. But when the time came for us as individuals who
had reached the end of their stint, they begged us … [to stay]. They said if we signed for
an additional six months they would give us the immediate rank of Major. And then you
could make the rank of Lieutenant Colonel.
Did they convince many people to stay?
They need not convince the [drafted]… . And this was not the end. When we arrived …
Let’s just go back a minute. Was your time up based on time spent?
Yes.
So how did you find out your time was up? How did you know?
You knew it was up. We were counting.
Redeployment and Discharge
How did the official word get to you?
Oh, the official word was several days before we would be given documents that stated
on such and such a date we would be severing our relationship with the U.S. Army. And
we even had the date of departure out of Vietnam. And we flew to Anchorage, Alaska.
And there we found another cadre of officers who tried to convince us to sign for an
additional six months.
So they tried every step of the way.
And each time they would increase the perks that they were ready to offer us. And the
final one was in Oakland. That was where we were given the discharge papers – in
Oakland. Once again, they served us a very nice dinner, and then during dinner they told
us about the benefits of staying in the Army in the medical corps. And they promised us
the sun and the moon.
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So you were discharged in June or July of ’68?
At the end of June, 1968.
What were your feelings? What were your thoughts that you remember when you
were leaving Cu Chi and then when that plane took off from Vietnam for the U.S.
It was a euphoric feeling. …
What about the people you left behind in Cu Chi? Was there anyone you would
have liked to stay in touch with, or anyone you were worried about?
Well, worried about, no. because Cu Chi was bad sociologically, and even from the
standpoint of the dangerous element – there was always that danger element. But, unlike
the TV serial, MASH, there was no camaraderie – that feeling like that clown with MASH,
what was his name; the Arab?
Oh. Klinger? You didn’t have Klinger there.
No. We didn‟t have Klinger there.
So everyone was pretty much just out for themselves.
Exactly.
So that must have make it more difficult to be there.
Yes. It was understandable. Every one of these guys had families. They were recently
married with children, and the doctors‟ draft extended to age 35.
Just about the age you’d get through medical school and … [specialty training!]
… Yes.
Homecoming and Life After Military Service
So you got to Oakland and your wife and daughter were there.
No. I told them not to bother to fly to the west coast. I flew into Chicago and they were
all waiting for me at O‟Hare.
It must have been some reunion!
Yes. It was a great feeling; a great, great feeling, [indeed].
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So your wife and daughter were waiting there, and other relatives?
Oh, yes. … There was a crowd, yes.
So you were discharged and signed everything in Oakland and you flew home to
Chicago. What did you do when you got home? What was the first thing you said,
“Now I can finally do this!” You could finally relax and enjoy something.
Well, we still had this apartment in Hillside. And from there I enjoyed myself and
relaxed for two or three days. And then the realities of a new life immediately dawned
upon me. So I went back to Loyola [University] and joined the staff… . Loyola didn‟t
move to Maywood until 1970. I went back to St. Ann‟s and I was given a job in the
emergency room. That was St. Anne‟s Hospital. And Hillside is right next to Elmhurst,
so I went to Elmhurst [Hospital] and they gave me a job in the emergency room … . This
was how I spent the rest of 1968 and 1969. I also opened up an office. … I shared an
office with somebody else on North Avenue … . So I began to exercise my surgical
practice, but at the same time I relied upon my work in the emergency room at St. Anne‟s
and Elmhurst hospitals.
So you worked at both hospitals.
Yes. And then in 1970 Loyola moved from their school next to County Hospital in the
city out to Maywood and I was asked to join the staff. But I was never really fully active
there.
Was that by your choice?
Yes. I was invited and so I went. They were just trying to establish themselves. It was
very difficult in many, many ways. Their compensation was minimal, and so I
concentrated on Elmhurst Hospital. And finally, in 1970 they … [asked me to join the
staff]. And I joined the staff. And I worked from 1970 on the staff at Elmhurst until
1998.
You said you worked in the emergency room. Did you still do surgery?
Oh, yes.
And that was from your practice in your office?
Yes.
Do you keep in touch with anyone you met in the military?
Well, I began attending all the big meetings. And Chicago always attracted many of
these medical congresses. …
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VETERAN DELETED THE NEXT TWO PARAGRAPHS FROM HIS TYPED
INTERVIEW.
Impressions of War from Two Perspectives
I do have a question for you. As a child you were in Italy during World War II.
Yes. I was born in 1934. The war ended in 1945, so I was 11 years old.
So you had war experiences as a child, and then as an adult you were in another
war. How did that experience as a child affect what happened to you when you
went in as an adult.
Well, first of all, these were two entirely different experiences. I lived in a little town –
Pacentro in the mountains of the Abruzzi, which has made headlines in the last few days.
It was such an idyllic place. … We were occupied by the Germans; the feeling being that
the front would be coming through the mountains right through our valley. So we had
two companies of the German Vermacht. And you could tell that Germany was really
down on its knees because those soldiers must have been 16, 17, 18 years of age.
Awfully young.
Just teenagers! And the people of the town went out of their way to be nice to them, to
feed them. Their food was horrible. … So, not that we had an overwhelming amount of
food. But still, little towns can really get by even in the worst of times. And during the
holidays everybody would invite these young boys of the German Army to partake of
their dinner, especially at Christmas and Easter. So when they were … [ordered] out of
our town some of them almost cried. They didn‟t want to leave.
They had formed bonds with them.
Yes. Yes. And I was 11 years old at the end of the war.
And that’s when you came to the U.S.
I came to the U.S. later. I was 14.
But that experience was different than what you saw.
Vietnam was a more direct involvement. You see, Italy had been a co-belligerent with
the Nazi‟s until 1943. The country never willingly participated in the war: never … . It
was simply the fascist party that collaborated. But, still, we did experience some
negative things, like in the city next to us they had a railroad station so they bombed the
city to destroy the railroad. And we were up on the hill watching the bombardment. And
in those days we were without TV or anything. At least now on TV you see all these
nasty things. But then, in those days, those were real images; real happenings.
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And that was my question. You experienced this as a child and then you finally saw
it as an adult.
And I didn‟t like it. I said, “How many times do I have to go through this.” But what
could I do.
But that certainly has colored your thoughts about military conflict and war in
general.
No, I am not anti-military. I am not a pacifist. I think that you need to defend yourself
and to defend your interests. But this is still a big world with many fires that are lit up.
And how many of these fires are we ready to … [extinguish]. Especially [with] the
economic situation of today.
Right. We’ve talked about how your military service affected your life. You had
some horrible experiences. You also had two very huge benefits in your life:
Getting to know your wife better, and training …
Well I would say that was a kind of a [peripheral] thing. It wasn‟t a big thing.
But these two things had a positive effect on your life.
Sure. … Also, the fact that I came to live for one year in the Far East – the Far East was
as far as the moon up until then. But here I was in the midst of the Far East. And I
visited Hong Kong. I visited Japan, … the Philippines, … Thailand. And now, whether
or not you are actively attentive to these things is immaterial. Because a lot of it you
simply soak, as if by osmosis. So those memories, many of them, are as fresh in my
memory as if they happened yesterday. And my wife and I went to China three or four
years ago – we spent five weeks there. We went to Hong Kong. We spent … one week
in Tibet. And it was a marvelous experience.
Is there anything we haven’t covered that you’d like to say?
There is a heck of a lot more (chuckles).
Anything more that you’d like to share before we end the interview?
No, not really. I think that there are many recollections that are not good involving
individual people that are still alive today.
Well, in that case, thank you very much for sharing your story. We are going off
record now.
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