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Interviewer: My name is Celeste Evans, and I’m interviewing Mr. Sam Hughes, on November 

15, 2001, at his home.  My first question is, when did you enter the armed 

services, and in which branch did you serve? 

Veteran: I entered the Army in May of 1964.   

 

Interviewer: You were an engineer in the Army?   

Veteran: Yes. 

 

Interviewer: What was your family’s reaction to you joining the service? 

Veteran: I don’t recall much reaction at all, because I had gone to a military school for five 

years, and back in those days they had the draft, so it was just kind of one of 

those things you had to do.  One way or another, you were going in, so there 

wasn’t any reaction at all. 

 

Interviewer: How old were you when you joined the service? 

Veteran: I was 22 years old. 

 

Interviewer: Did you leave a wife or children when you left, or were you single? 

Veteran: No, I was married at the time. 

 

Interviewer: What did you do in the Army? 

Veteran: My first assignment was at Engineer School in Ft. Belvoir, Virginia.  There I was 

an instructor and taught several different classes.  One of them was rear options 

class, and I taught photo interpretation and photo geology.  That was my first 

assignment.  After that, Vietnam was cranking up, so they made me the 
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commanding officer of the 547th Engineers, and I organized that unit and trained 

it and took it to Vietnam, and there I took over the mapping supply from the 

Vietnamese and set it up for the U.S. forces in Vietnam. 

 

Interviewer: During your time in the armed service, where were your duty stations? 

Veteran: The first one was Ft. Belvoir, Virginia, and from there we branched out a little.  

We had some down in Quantico, we had some down at a camp near 

Fredericksburg, but these were just extensions of Ft. Belvoir.  We did some 

training at Ft. Heidelberg over in Maryland, some at the Army Map Service in 

Washington, D.C.  Next my duty station was in Saigon. 

 

Interviewer: What are your memories of your service training? 

Veteran: I spent five years at Virginia Tech, where I was in the cadet corps, so I had a lot 

of military training there, primarily in the way you wear your uniforms, customs 

of the military, and that sort of thing.  Part of the R.O.T.C. training was a lot of 

history, a lot of tactics.  Then, between my junior and senior years, we went to Ft. 

Bragg, North Carolina, for rather intense training.  I think one of the purposes 

there was to test you mentally, physically—to see if you could handle the 

requirements.  The training was tough, and lasted about six or eight weeks.  One 

of the purposes, I think, was to wash out the ones that were weak, and a number 

of people didn’t make it.  It was pretty tough training.  The 82nd Airborne was 

doing the training, and they knew that we were all going to become officers, so 

they had the chance to get in the first blow, and they had a lot of fun with us.  All 

in all, though, it was good training for what we did.  The training after that, 

immediately after I went into the service, we had the Army Engineer’s Basic 

Training, which was an intense eight week course.  Physically it wasn’t tough, 

but it was a lot of classroom work where they taught us how to build bridges, put 

in mines with these maps, and engineering type things. 

 

Interviewer: I know that some of these questions may be sensitive, but what are your 

memories about Vietnam and about any fighting you did in the war?  If you want 

to go into detail you can, but if you don’t want to, that’s fine. 
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Veteran: I could probably talk about that for a long time, but I’ll highlight some of it.  If 

you’ve got some more questions, I’ll be happy to answer those.  First of all, I had 

orders to put my men and myself on a ship in California, but no orders to get off 

the ship, and I couldn’t find anybody to tell me where I was supposed to go.  So, 

we had to just kind of go on faith that we’d find out where we needed to be.  I did 

have one man that told me to call a Colonel Griffiths in Saigon when I got in the 

country, and maybe he could tell me where I needed to go.  I kept calling, and I 

finally got in touch with him in the second port we were in in Vietnam, and he 

told me to come on to Saigon.  When we got down to the last stop that the ship 

was going to make, we got off the ship and had to find our own way to Saigon.  

We rode a C-130 to Saigon.  An interesting thing happened on the way, in that 

they lost all of our records, so the Army didn’t have any records of who we were 

or where we were.  We finally found our records in a rice warehouse on the south 

side of Saigon.  The only transportation that I had was to hitchhike, so I 

hitchhiked around Saigon to get things put together.  They didn’t know where to 

put us, so they put us in a tent city, and we all lived in tents right near the airport, 

which was kind of interesting with all the aircraft taking off at about sunrise.  

Saigon was an interesting city—had a lot of unique smells and sounds, and 

heavily interwoven with a lot of people, and of course none of them spoke any 

English.  Then we moved and had to take over the maps from the Vietnamese.  

The first assignment was to move all of their maps from one side of Saigon to the 

other side.  We didn’t have anywhere to put them or any way to move them, but 

that became my problem.  We managed to solve that problem and finally found 

our equipment up north.  I sent some men up to get it and bring it back. 

 

Interviewer: You had to find your files and equipment on your own? 

Veteran: On our own.  We just had to make it happen.  Then we started to move the maps, 

and the Vietnamese didn’t have any inventory control system.  All they knew is 

they had a lot of maps, and so we had to inventory them.  All of their map cases 

were made out of mahogany with random length boards, so when you took the 

maps out all the boards fell out, so you had a bunch of little boards to make all 

these map boxes from.  So, we got it moved, and it we got it done ahead of time.  

It was interesting to see all the big trucks going through Saigon.  We all lived 
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right where we worked in an old warehouse, and then later I moved out and lived 

with the Special Forces, which was a very unique group of people.  From there, 

that was their headquarters and I would ride with the major, and we’d deliver the 

payroll down to his men that were scattered throughout Vietnam.  That was 

always interesting.  I didn’t fly Air America, which was a civilian aircraft 

company.  When I got back, I found out that it was the CIA that was flying it.  A 

lot of interesting experiences going into mostly delta towns, and one interesting 

thing was the engineers had set up water supplies for them in the villages by 

digging wells to try to help the people, but as a result of that, when they would go 

to visit another village with relatives, they would get sick when they drank their 

water, so it was kind of questionable as to how much we were really helping 

them.  Saigon was very interesting.  It had a lot of colorful streets.  One of my 

favorite streets was called Flower Street, and it had nothing but flowers on it, 

kind of like Fannin Street is in Houston, but the businesses were a lot smaller.  

Then they would take their siesta time from about twelve to two every day.  

They’d just shut down, fold out their hammocks, and take a nap.  There was a lot 

of violence going on.  We really didn’t know who the enemy was.  Another thing 

that was negative was that a lot of us drank too much.  One of the things we could 

do was go to the officer’s clubs, and they were on the top floors of the major 

hotels.  Many times there would be officers in the whole hotel, so my friends that 

I knew in school would come by and we’d go down to the clubs.  The regular 

price for drinks was 25¢ apiece, and at Happy Hour, they were 10¢ apiece, so for 

a dollar or two, you could drink a lot more alcohol than you should.  We had a 

curfew of twelve o’clock where everybody had to be off the streets, so in order 

for me to get back, we’d go down and either rent a taxi or a rickshaw, and the 

rickshaw’s were motorized.  It was a motorcycle, and it would seat two people in 

front of the front wheel.  The driver’s had a lot of fun with us, because they 

would make us think they were going to run head on into the oncoming traffic, 

and then at the last minute they’d swerve and laugh.  They thought it was real 

funny, but it would sober you up pretty quick.  The block that I lived in, you 

could not have one drink in every Vietnamese bar and get it done before twelve 

o’clock.  I think there were over twenty bars in the block that I lived in.  I used to 

go out with some of the Special Forces guys—they were very interesting people.  
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There were five of us that lived in the villa that we had that was really nice by 

Vietnamese standards.  We had five bedrooms and three baths.  Had a sundeck on 

top, and we had an E-7 whose total responsibility was to take care of the villa.  

We had a civilian jeep at our disposal.  We had a full-time maid and full-time 

cook.  She was a Vietnamese lady and didn’t speak a lot of English, but she had 

an interesting laugh, and she thought we were really funny.  Her teeth were all 

black from eating beetles, which was a stimulant that makes you …  One 

interesting time we wanted her to cook some Cornish hens, and she couldn’t 

understand how there should be one hen for each person, so cooked one for 

everybody.  She got a good laugh out of me trying to make biscuits with a 

whiskey bottle for a rolling pin, but I got the biscuits made.  She really thought 

that was funny.  She didn’t have a lot of understanding about what a freezer was, 

so she would do things like put bananas in the freezer, and of course that didn’t 

work too well.  When the aircraft would get bogged down or for some reason 

couldn’t fly north, the veterinarians were the ones that inspected all the meat, so 

they would give us cases of steak and chickens and whatever would be available, 

so we had a lot of good food, except there was one period of time when we had 

split pea soup every day for about six weeks, and that got kind of old.  I haven’t 

eaten much of it since.  The traffic in Saigon was unbelievable.  The police 

officers that directed the traffic were called ‘white mice,’ because they were 

Vietnamese dressed in white.  They didn’t have much control.  They’d tell people 

to stop, and they wouldn’t stop, and it would just be a gridlock with pedestrians, 

bicycles, rickshaws, little taxicabs, trucks.  The air pollution was just 

unbelievable.  Right near our compound they were putting in a sewer.  I guess the 

sewer pipes were probably either four or five feet in diameter, and there will be 

whole families living in a section of pipe for shelter.  Of course they had no 

bathroom facilities, so they’d just go where they could.  Across from us they were 

building a high rise building, and they built it all with buckets of cement and 

sticks to hold it up as they would go floor by floor.  I think when I left they were 

up to about four stories high and still building, so they didn’t have a lot in the 

way of materials, but they had a lot of manpower to build.  The black market was 

running pretty strong.  I had a lot of classified materials, and we had to post an 

armed guard in the room that held it.  I couldn’t get a four position combination 
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lock through channels, so I went down and bought one on the black market for 

about $8.00 and solved that.  We were kind of self contained in our compound.  

We lived on the economy, so myself and all of our men ate in Vietnamese and 

French restaurants.  The menus were written in French and Vietnamese, so I 

didn’t know what I was eating a lot of the time.  It was either very hot and wet 

over there or very hot and very dusty.  I remember the dust would be about an 

inch thick when a vehicle would run through it and the dust would settle back 

down.  You’d take a shower and two minutes later you needed another one, but 

you kind of got used to that.  A lot of the people that we supplied maps to had 

difficulty ordering them in advance before they planned a big campaign, so part 

of my responsibility was to try to educate them on what was available and let you 

know what areas were having a lot of activity. 

 

Interviewer: The maps we’re speaking of, what kind were they? 

Veteran: Topographic maps.  They were about 30x30 in size, and most of them were made 

of paper. 

 

Interviewer: And you distributed those for what reason? 

Veteran: To the men in the field so they would know how to get from one place to another 

to pursue the enemy.  We’d sometimes go out to the 1st Division, which was north 

of us, and visit with them.  There was a lot of difficulty getting information out 

there.  For example, I had to go to the 1st Division to visit with their G2, which 

was their intelligence section, of what their future needs would be, so I had to 

order the maps from the United States.  I asked them which way to go and they 

told me, and I asked the people in Saigon which way to go and they told me the 

way to go.  When I got there I asked the G2 how I should go back—if I should go 

back the way I came or go another way, and he said, “No, no, don’t go back that 

way.  We lost almost a whole company of men there last night, and we just drove 

through it.”  As far as combat and such, there was always somebody getting 

killed, or in the officer’s club they’d blow out the first floor pretty frequently or 

blow up the restaurant we were having lunch in.  They had a floating restaurant 

there, and I think it was one of their favorite targets to blow it up on a pretty 

regular basis.  I never did eat there.  Some of the French restaurants were quite 
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good.  One of the unique dishes I had while I was there was called asparagus 

soup.  It was like French onion soup, and it had just a little bit of asparagus in it 

and little bit of crab meat.  It was very unique.  They had a lot of good wines in 

the restaurant that you’d drink too much of.  They had some civilian engineers 

that lived close to it, and I became friends a lot of them.  They had traveled all 

over the world building dams, cities, and all kinds of different things.  We usually 

had dinner together.  They wanted me to come to work for them after I got out.  

Any other questions, or maybe you want me to go into more depth? 

 

Interviewer: Did you ever find yourself in a combat position, or was your job not involved in 

combat? 

Veteran: Our unit was not in combat.  We were what you’d call in the rear with the 

gears—that’s what the Marine Corps would call it.  But when you were out in the 

field you never knew what you would encounter.  Like I was sharing about going 

up to the 1st Division, when we went through that area you could just feel the 

death that’s in the jungle, and everything was quiet, like it was dead.  It was like 

driving through a tomb, and I instructed the driver to go as fast as we could go, 

because we didn’t have a lot of firepower.  We had six or eight weapons aboard, 

but the enemy could have ambushed easily, and you just sense it.  Another 

interesting thing was when you’d go into the bars, the barmaids would get to 

know you, especially if you left them a little tip.  They would come up to us 

frequently and say, “You’d best go now,” and that just meant something bad was 

going to happen.  You had to kind of learn your way on the street.  Also, there 

were a lot of gangs in Saigon, and you didn’t know which ones were the Vietcong 

and which ones were just hoodlums.  One of my men was attacked one night, and 

they beat him with bamboo canes.  He was a short, stocky man from Ohio.  I 

asked him about it later, and he said that he had been in a place with a prostitute, 

and they came in on them, and he ripped the bed apart; took care of the first six or 

eight men that came in, and then they overpowered him and drug him outside and 

were beating him with the bamboo.  He said they knocked him down twice, and 

he knew that if he didn’t get up and stay up he would not survive.  He got away 

from them, but about twenty people—that we know of—had died as a result of 

their attacks.  I had never seen anybody beaten so bad in my life.  He was beaten 
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from the top of his head to the bottom of his feet.  We don’t know if that was the 

Vietnamese or a gang. 

 

Interviewer: You said the Vietcong.  Is that who you were fighting against in the war? 

Veteran: Right. 

 

Interviewer: And in the city you had gang members? 

Veteran: And the Vietcong intermingled with all the people, so you never knew.  Another 

humorous thing was I needed some more clerks, and the colonel had borrowed 

some of my men because they were highly qualified.  So I had gone up and gotten 

a bunch of Vietnamese hired to do my records, so I had six or eight of them doing 

the records for me, and later I got my men back.  They were really happy to have 

a job.  I had a Vietnamese secretary, and she was delighted to have the job.  I 

believe her pay was $60 a month, and her husband was a captain in the 

Vietnamese army.  She didn’t have a lot of work to do, but it was nice to have her 

there when we needed her.  Just kind of quietly sat there each day and did 

whatever typing and things that needed to be done.   

 

Interviewer: Did you have any preconceived ideas about what war would be like, and if so 

how did they compare with the reality of what war was like? 

Veteran: I had some.  When I was in military school, I was spit and polished.  The military 

wasn’t like that, although you had your distinctions, they didn’t spend as much 

time on the brass and the shoes.  Then when I got to Saigon, or even before that, I 

could tell that either I had been taught wrong or we were fighting wrong, but 

there was something that was hard to identify.  You were staying real busy and 

doing a lot of things, but there wasn’t a real clear defined mission.  It was hard to 

find the enemy—you didn’t know what he was.  It was frustrating at the time, and 

I could see us violating a lot of basic military principles.  I remember once in 

Danang, there were about thirty ships sitting out in the port, and someone with a 

good mortar on land could have sunk all thirty of those ships, and to me this was 

a violation of good basic tactics.  You just didn’t expose yourself that way.  You 

saw a lot of that, but there was a lot of ingenuity that took place, too.  The men 

were well trained, well disciplined, and did a good job.  I had thought about being 
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career military, but I didn’t like the way it was being fought, and I didn’t like the 

fact that Army engineers didn’t do a lot of physical work during peacetime, and I 

didn’t like getting shot at, so I decided to get out. 

 

Interviewer: What were your specific duties during the war? 

Veteran: My first duty was to train those men and take them to Vietnam, take over the 

maps from the Vietnamese and set up the distribution of the maps to the U.S. 

forces in Vietnam.  My other responsibilities were to keep an adequate supply 

level of maps available at all times to meet all the needs of all the people. 

 

Interviewer: What was the highest rank you had in the Army? 

Veteran: I got out as a 1st Lieutenant, and then they put on my discharge papers that they 

needed me back up at the academy. 

 

Interviewer: How did the experiences you had in the war impact your life after the war and 

today? 

Veteran: There was a lot of impact.  I left Saigon on a Pan Am aircraft and stopped in 

Tokyo, then we got to San Francisco at about the same time we left Saigon, 

because of the International Dateline.  It was something to go from a hot, muggy 

climate to one that was kind of chilly in San Francisco.  There was quite a 

change, because you had your defense mechanisms up.  I drank too much, and it 

was kind of an acceptable practice then.  As long as you got your work done you 

could drink all you wanted to after hours.  In addition to that, I picked up the 

habit of smoking big cigars.  I’d put them on my wisdom teeth and chew ‘em, and 

if you inhale and don’t spit, it’ll keep you pretty wired up, so you learn how to 

keep yourself moving.  When I first got there I worked about twenty hours a day 

during that first month getting things set up.  It was a real challenge, but we got it 

done.  The impact after I got back to this country was nobody wanted to talk 

about it.  Not that I particularly wanted to, but everybody just kind of pretended it 

didn’t happen, so you really didn’t deal with.  You watched the news to see what 

the body count was for the day.  You just dealt with it the best you could.  For the 

next ten years, I guess, I just really celebrated being alive.  I drank too much, I 

worked hard, and I did everything with extreme intensity, and it cost me a 
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marriage.  It just wasn’t a real good time.  I was just surviving the best way I 

knew how.  I guess it was in October of ’79, I thought, “Boy, something’s wrong 

with my life.  I need to change something here.  I’ve got lots of whiskey, and a 

pocket full of money, and a nice car, but it doesn’t feel right.”  I was down at 

Galveston at that time, and I was kind of having a little meeting on the beach by 

myself, and I think the Lord just said to me, “You left Me out,” and I thought, 

“Boy, that’s the missing piece,” so I switched from doing what I wanted to do and 

what felt good to doing what the Lord wanted me to do.  That was a major 

turning point.  I had grown up in the church, but I had been away from it for a 

long time.  {END OF SIDE A} 

 

 {SIDE B BEGINS}  With His help, I haven’t had a drink since 1979, and it feels 

a lot better to be doing things the way God would have me do them, and not be 

drinking, and smoking, and a lot of other things I shouldn’t be doing.  That was a 

major turnaround for me.  I often thought after I got back from Vietnam about 

what they were saying about post-traumatic stress syndrome, and I often 

wondered if I had some of that and probably did to some extent, but you just deal 

with it the best that you can.  It’s been an interesting life. 

 

Interviewer: Do you think the post-traumatic stress syndrome was due to you being in Saigon 

and having all that stress put up upon you? 

Veteran: I think it’s the result of not having the mechanism in place to process all of the 

things that you have to deal with, and if you don’t deal with them, then you’re 

stuck, and you really don’t even know that it’s there.  Then one day it just kind of 

oozes out a little bit at a time, and in some way it plays out.  My theory is that 

you have to find a way to process it.  God’s way is always the best way. 

 

Interviewer: That’s wonderful.  One other question.  Concerning the war that we’re in now 

with Afghanistan.  How do you feel about that?  How do feel about fighting in a 

war?  Do you feel that it’s right, or have your views changed since you came 

home from Vietnam? 

Veteran: No, my views haven’t changed, because the responsibility of the government is to 

provide for the safety of its citizens—whatever it takes to get the job done.  I do 
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see that the lesson learned in Vietnam is not to just send 700,000 troops in, but be 

a little more focused on exactly what you’re trying to do before you try to do 

something. 

 

Interviewer: Well, Sam, thank you very much.  Do you have anything else you’d like to say? 

Veteran: No. 

 

{TAPE STOPPED…END OF INTERVIEW} 


