
-1- 

Veteran: CHAPA, Leopoldo 

Service Branch: NAVY 

Interviewer: Ibarra-Chapa, Belinda 

Date of Interview: December 3, 2001 

Date of Transcription: April 27, 2003 

Transcriptionist: Terry Moore 

 

Highlights of Service: Vietnam, Saw combat; Often involved in escort of resupply 

vessels; served on destroyers/light carriers; Comments on the 

morality of war 

 

 

Interviewer: Today is December 3, 2001.  My name is Belinda Chapa.  I am interviewing Leo 

Chapa at 2102 Nolan Road in Baytown, Texas. 

 Are you aware that our conversation will be recorded as a tape, and the 

transcription will be placed in the Lee College Library?  Do I have your 

permission to do that? 

Veteran: Yes, but you didn’t tell me that part. 

 

Interviewer: What was your family background before you went into the military? 

Veteran: Hispanic parents.  Went to school here in Baytown; graduated from Robert E. Lee 

in 1968.  Shortly after that, I enlisted in the United States Navy. 

 

Interviewer: How many years did you serve? 

Veteran: Six all together. 

 

Interviewer: When you enlisted, were you of age or did you lie about your age? 

Veteran: No, I was of age when I enlisted. 

 

Interviewer: When you left for boot camp, what is the last thing you remember? 

Veteran: The last thing I remember is when the plane left Hobby Airport, looking out the 

window and seeing my mother and sister looking up at the plane and waving. 

 

Interviewer: What did you think President Johnson was trying to accomplish by going into a 

war that America had no business being involved? 
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Veteran: At the time I thought that he was doing the right thing to preserve freedom as we 

know it throughout the world and in the United States.  Now, I still think we did 

the right thing. 

 

Interviewer: When you arrived at boot camp, what did you see?  What were your thoughts? 

Veteran: Really messed up this time. 

 

Interviewer: How long was boot camp? 

Veteran: Boot camp was like eight weeks. 

 

Interviewer: What was it like, and how did it change you emotionally, physically, and 

mentally? 

Veteran: It showed me a different type of life I didn’t know—had never experienced.  

Different types of people that their whole life is discipline—you know, go by the 

rules, you don’t get away from the rules.  The rule is IT, and that’s their way of 

life, and it works for them, and that’s how you were taught.  In fact, they say 

when they tell you jump you ask how high, and you did it. 

 

Interviewer: How did you feel about what was going on in Vietnam—the war itself? 

Veteran: The war, to me, still is and was then—it had a purpose.  It’s a purpose that the 

United States has always been for, and that’s to help other countries that are in 

need, that are being persecuted, and things of that sort.  I still feel that we had a 

reason to be there, just like we have in every other conflict, and I still to this day 

believe we did the right thing.  I don’t agree with the way our own people treated 

us or showed a lack of respect for us at that time, but what we did back then is 

one of the reasons that the people have that right to voice their opinions, and 

that’s what it’s all about so that the people today will have that right to voice their 

opinions without being afraid of being persecuted for it, like they do in other 

countries. 

 

Interviewer: How did the Navy prepare you for combat?  What did you train for? 

Veteran: Basically you trained for self-survival.  You are taught weapons, a certain amount 

of demolition, and a lot of it is survival—what to do if you were to get detached 
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from your outfit—how to survive off the land, and what to do if you suffer an 

injury.  As far as regular combat, that only comes with being there.  Sure, they 

show you how to do this and that, but basically that part of training you learn by 

being there and experiencing it.  There’s no real way to prepare you for that.  It’s 

just basic knowledge of what to do in a situation.  You find out that by the time, 

and if you do experience anything, it doesn’t really work that way.  You just have 

to go with your gut feeling.  Hopefully you’ll be with somebody who’s been there 

awhile and can give you a helping hand. 

 

Interviewer: Upon your arrival into Vietnam, what did you encounter, and how were you 

prepared for what you encountered? 

Veteran: You’re not prepared when you walk into somebody’s backyard, and you’re not 

welcome there.  You’re not prepared for the stares; you’re not prepared for their 

remarks.  Even though you don’t know their language, you still know what 

they’re saying.  But then, of course, you do have the population that welcomes 

because they want what you have, and they want to be able to experience it.  

That’s a good feeling knowing that you’re not a total outcast, or whatever, 

because some people want you there, but still knowing that there are people there 

who’s main goal is to destroy you.  And you can’t tell the difference between one 

or the other, because they all look the same.  You don’t understand their 

language.  You’re afraid to turn around because you don’t know what the person 

in front of you is going to do, and that’s the feeling you have as long as you’re 

there, because it’s their backyard—not yours’. 

 

Interviewer: What was your position in the war, and how much action did you see? 

Veteran: Basically, I was on a destroyer escort, and then I was a light cruiser with guided 

missiles.  Escort ships basically were used to take the flyers in and out of the delta 

at Camron Bay.  We escorted supply ships, ammunition ships.  Escort ships were 

there to support fire when they were evacuating the injured and things of this sort 

or when they were bringing in troops.  Our main job was to support fire.  As far 

as combat, a lot of this was seen from the ships I was on where we would be 

manning the antiaircraft guns.  A lot of gun ships.  One thing I don’t think people 

know is when you’re on land, you can run and hide, but when you’re sitting out 
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in the middle of the water on a ship, ships don’t go very fast, and there’s not very 

many places to hide.  If you think that a bullet won’t go through metal, well, they 

do go through metal, and that’s a sound that you’ll never forget.  The “ping” of a 

bullet hitting metal when you’re inside, like a gunshot when you’re sitting inside 

a gun turret, and all you hear is this “ping, ping, ping, ping,” and you know what 

that’s coming from.  And you can’t open the door to go out, because you know if 

you open that door to get out you know you’re going to get hit, so you sit it there.  

And there’s no windows, and all you have on is a headphone and somebody from 

the bridge is telling you how far to turn it this way, or how far to turn it that way, 

and then to shoot and all this time you’re hearing this “ping, ping, ping,” because 

somebody’s shooting back at you.  Or when you’re sitting out on a 16 or a 40 and 

all you have for protection is a little bitty piece of sheet metal, and you have 

nowhere to run. 

 

Interviewer: What’s your most memorable experience from the war?  What went through your 

mind while fighting in the war?  If you were faced with war again, what would 

you do differently? 

Veteran: I think the thing I remember most is my time over there.  Not the combat, not the 

bodies, not the injured or the wounded—{long pause; veteran becomes very 

emotional—interview continues after he regains his composure}—Like I said, it 

wasn’t their fault we were there.  It wasn’t their fault what was going on, but yet 

they are the ones I remember.  You got to leave when your time was up, and you 

got to come home, but they didn’t—they had to stay and face it every day.  That’s 

what I remember most.  I mean, I remember everything else, but that’s what 

sticks out in my mind—that they had to stay; that they couldn’t come home with 

us.  And then not knowing whatever happened to them, because you met them, 

and there’s some that you got attached to, even though you tried not to, and so 

every now and then you wonder whatever happened.  But you’ll never know.  All 

you can do is hope that they made it through that, and that there life is better than 

it was when you were there. 

 

Interviewer: How did you hold on through the war? 
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Veteran: Wanting to come home, and wanting to come back to the people I loved.  Just 

believing that there was something else for me to do besides be over there.  And a 

lot of praying.  And listening to people when they told you what to do and what 

not to do—things like that.  And a lot of praying. 

 

Interviewer: Did you look at everything in a positive way during the war so you would have a 

better hope of making it back home? 

Veteran: At first.  I didn’t ask, “why me,” because I wasn’t drafted, so I couldn’t say that.  

I volunteered.  I knew why me.  I think I felt, and I still feel, that I had to do this.  

I just had to do it, and I did it, and so I couldn’t blame anybody.  I could have 

waited to see if my number came up, but I didn’t wait.  I volunteered. 

 

Interviewer: What did you look forward to after the war? 

Veteran: The thing I feared the most after I left Southeast Asia was making it home.  I 

think I was more scared coming back to the United States than when I was there.  

The fear of the plane blowing up, the plane crashing, or simply not making it 

home.  I was actually scared at that time, because there was nothing I could do to 

defend if the plane crashed.  I was totally defenseless, and you had learned how to 

defend yourself, because you had something with you to help you defend 

yourself, but once you left, you left everything there except yourself, and that was 

scary.  I was scared until the plane landed in the United States. 

 

Interviewer: What kind of differences are there between the real war and what the public sees. 

Veteran: I don’t think the TV will ever show what really goes on, and if they do show 

anything they show the parts that don’t really show what goes on.  They’ll never 

show the real casualties, the real hurt, the suffering not only the military people 

go through but what the civilians go through, and if they could see it on TV, it’s 

still not going to be enough of an impact for people to really understand.  They’ll 

show you a little part so you’ll continue to watch them for their ratings, because if 

they really showed a real fire fight or when a person really gets hit with one of 

them rounds, people would turn it off, because they could not handle it.  All it is 

is ratings.  They’ll show you a fire fight, but the fire fight is from so many miles 

away all you see is the explosions.  You don’t actually see the rounds hitting 
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where there’s a building.  Yeah, you’ll see the building later, but you don’t see it 

when it explodes.  You don’t see the destruction that these things can do.  They’re 

not going to show you a military person screaming his head off with a leg blown 

off, and a paramedic trying to pump him full of morphine, or strap his leg down 

to stop the bleeding.  I don’t think CNN would even show that.  You know 

there’s a saying—“You’ll never know until you see the real thing or experience 

the real thing.”  It’s just two different worlds what you see on TV and what 

actually goes on.  And you’ll never know until you’re there. 

 

Interviewer: What was the Navy food like?  

Veteran: They were good.  We had C-rations, and they weren’t deplorable.  They were 

OK.  At least the meals were hot.  You got used to those powdered eggs and 

powdered milk.  I’m not saying that we didn’t get fresh supplies—we did, but 

meat and stuff like that only last so long, so when it got there for the first few 

weeks it was meat every day—real fresh meat, but then once that was gone, here 

comes the powdered stuff.  And you didn’t complain, because at least you had 

something, because there were times when we didn’t, and that’s when your C-

ration packs or K-ration packs would come out.  But we didn’t complain, because 

if you did complain somebody was there to remind you that you don’t have the 

right to complain.  And if you really look at it, you don’t have the right to 

complain, because you have something in your stomach.  You know, it may not 

be the best and it may not have no flavor and it might even make you want to gag, 

but you have no right to complain, because you have something, and you’re there 

to help the people that don’t have this that would do anything—and I do mean 

they would do anything—just to be able to have that little cookie that comes in 

them K-rations.  And so you don’t have a right to complain. 

 

Interviewer: When you got out of the war, did you appreciate everything in that war or did you 

look at your life the same as it was before you went into the war? 

Veteran: Like I said, you learned not to complain.  People complain because it rains too 

much.  People complain because it’s too hot.  They complain because they’re 

this, or they complain because they’re that.  But how can they complain when 

they don’t know what it’s like not to have it?  It changes people—yes, it does.  
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Like today, and you know this, it doesn’t bother me that it’s cold.  It doesn’t 

bother me because it takes me forever to fix something.  But I don’t need it to 

survive, and I guess that’s the one thing that I’ve learned the most.  You’ll 

survive one way or the other, and the things that we have here are just luxuries, 

and if you start to depend on them too much, and then when you don’t have it you 

become lost, and you don’t need to do that. 

 

Interviewer: What are your thoughts on the current situation in Afghanistan? 

Veteran: I do believe that the man needs to be stopped.  I do believe it is going to cost the 

United States quite a bit.  I do believe the United States will eventually catch him.  

I do not believe the United States will put him to death.  I do believe he will be 

imprisoned for the rest of his natural life.  He will lose.  The bad thing about it is 

the people that are going to get hurt until that happens, but it’s a necessity for us 

to continue our way of life, for us to be able to help other countries.  The United 

States did not ask to be the Big Brother of the world—it just kind of happened to 

us.  But, I do believe the United States is doing the right thing, and any other 

country that is helping us.  And I do believe we need to continue until he is 

caught, and I hope that this was just a wakeup call to let us know we can be hit, 

and we can be hit hard.  We need to pay attention to this wakeup call if we want 

to continue to be the way we are—free and able to enjoy life the way we like. So, 

yes, I do believe we are doing the right thing.  And if one of your questions is 

would I re-do this again—volunteer and go and fight a war that everybody else is 

against—yes, I would, because I still do believe in freedom, and I want my family 

and my children and the people I love to be able to do and enjoy what I have—

especially my children.  If it means going back and putting my life on the line so 

they can enjoy that freedom, yes, I will do it again.  I will volunteer, and I won’t 

ask any questions. 

 

{END OF INTERVIEW} 


