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Interviewer: My name is Laura Elterman.  I am interviewing Jimmy Smith.  We are in the 

study room of the library, and today is April 10, 2002.  Sir, are you aware that our 

conversation will be recorded and that the tape and transcription will be placed in 

the Lee College library?  Do I have permission to do that? 

Veteran: Yes. 

 

Interviewer: Just answer to the best of your knowledge.  What were you doing before you 

became involved in the war effort? 

Veteran: I was a student at Robert E. Lee High School. 

 

Interviewer: So you lived here in Baytown? 

Veteran: Yes.  We had a choice back then of either graduation at mid-term and joining the 

service or graduating in May and being drafted in June, so we were gonna go 

either way. 

 

Interviewer: Did you have a choice, or you didn’t have a choice? 

Veteran: We had a choice of either graduating in mid-term if we had enough credits, or we 

could wait until May and graduate, and we were still going to go in the service 

one way or another.  We were going to go either in December or in June. 

 

Interviewer: How old were you when you first got involved? 

Veteran: 18.  I turned 18 February 13th, and I was signed up February 21st. 

 

Interviewer: What were some of your day-to-day responsibilities? 
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Veteran: Are you talking about before we went to the war zone?   

 

Interviewer: Yeah. 

Veteran: I took care of all of the engines aboard ship.  That was the main thing. 

 

Interviewer: Aboard the ships themselves? 

Veteran: Yeah. 

 

Interviewer: Did you have any other duties that were solely your responsibility? 

Veteran: No, not really.  We took care of anything mechanical aboard ship. 

 

Interviewer: What was your basic uniform that you wore before you went into war? 

Veteran: We had what they called dungaree blues, and what it was was a pair of blue jeans 

that you seen back in the 70s and 80s called bellbottoms.  That was our dungaree 

blues.  Our shirts called dungaree flag blue, and we had a white naval hat. 

 

Interviewer: Did you have to wear that on a daily basis? 

Veteran: Yeah.  Every day except when you were off duty.  You could wear civilian 

clothes when you were off duty.  You couldn’t have civilian clothes on the ship, 

but you had a locker room off the base that you could go to and change into the 

civilian clothes. 

 

Interviewer: Did you ever end up going into combat? 

Veteran: Oh yeah. 

 

Interviewer: What did you wear then?  The same thing? 

Veteran: No, we wore what we called ‘jungle greens.’  Have you seen these camouflage 

coveralls they have in Wal-Mart?  That’s where the idea came from was from us 

over there during the Vietnam era.  On our boots, we wore what we called ‘jungle 

boots,’ and what a jungle boot was was you had a leather on the bottom, but the 

top was canvas.  That allowed your feet to breathe, because the average 

temperature in the winter would drop down to around 78 degrees.  In the 

summertime, it run anywhere from 120 to 135, so you had to have some kind of 
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air circulation in your feet or you’d get what they called ‘jungle rot,’ and it was 

worse that Athlete’s Foot ever thought about. 

 

Interviewer: Did you ever get jungle rot? 

Veteran: No.  Luckily I never did get it. 

 

Interviewer: Were the uniforms hot in that weather? 

Veteran: Yeah, they were hot, but during the rainy season they gave us ponchos to wear.  

The rainy season started around April and went through about October or 

November.  If you had a poncho on, it kept the rain from being on you, but the 

sweat from your body kept you about as wet underneath the poncho as you were 

outside the poncho, so we never did wear them.  They had to issue us three 

ponchos a year, and we used them to trade for beer, because they weren’t any 

good. 

 

Interviewer: What were some of your daily meals that you’d eat before you went to the war 

zone? 

Veteran: It was a pretty good meal.  They gave you a balanced diet of all the nutrients that 

you could possibly want.  On Friday, we always had fish then—I don’t know 

about now.  We could have just about what we wanted overseas.  Inside the 

United States, we had to go by what the base would be eating.  Whatever they 

were fed, that’s what we go aboard ship.  Now when you’re onboard overseas, 

you go by what they have on ship, and usually they kept real good meals going all 

the time.  That’s one thing I can say about the Navy.  The Navy did feed you 

good.  You got a real good balanced diet. 

 

Interviewer: What kind of meals, besides fish?  Did you have steak? 

Veteran: We had steak; we had fried chicken.  One time coming back from overseas, we 

had two Thanksgiving meals.  We didn’t get two paydays, but we got two 

Thanskgivings.   

 

Interviewer: So, when you were overseas, you got a different kind of meal? 
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Veteran: Yeah, because you were in what they called a combat hostile situation.  You got a 

balanced diet, but it wasn’t always what you wanted.  You had to take whatever 

they gave you in your C-rations.  They were good, but I was born in 1947, and 

some of those C-rations were canned in 1945, and we were eating them in the 

60s. 

 

Interviewer: What kind of C-rations did they give you? 

Veteran: Mostly beans and weenies, and Spam.  Oh, God, we had Spam! 

 

Interviewer: Sounds horrible! 

Veteran: No, it was pretty good when you were hungry.  {Laughter}  And they had—I’m 

not sure anybody ever knew what they called it—but it was some kind of a 

meatloaf, but it looked like it had been dead for about forty years, but it tasted 

pretty good if you were hungry.  When we went out on patrol, we got what we 

called MREs—that’s Meals Ready to Eat.  It you were in a safe zone where there 

wasn’t any hostile fire going on, then you could take your helmet off and take 

your liner out of your helmet, put some water in it, pull your pin out of your 

thermal grenade, and put three bricks around and put the thermal grenade below it 

and pull the pin out it, and then you put your MRE inside the water, and that heat 

from that grenade would boil the water, and make your food hot. 

 

Interviewer: Really? 

Veteran: Yeah.  But the thing about it is, the thermal grenade put off a whole lot of light, 

so if you were in a combat area you couldn’t use that.  You just ate that MRE 

cold, and it didn’t taste too good.  Now when we were coming back into camp, 

which was in Dongpin, South Vietnam, they fed as good as they could feed, but 

when you were on patrol, you were just at the mercy of whatever was on your 

boat.  Now, I’m saying boat; I’m not saying ship.  We used boats over there in 

Vietnam called PDRs, and they’re about twenty-five foot long and about eight 

foot wide, and they cost right at four hundred and something thousand dollars 

apiece then, and they were a high-speed fuel tanker.  We had four 671 grade 

marine engines.  We had two twin fifties forward; we had two twin fifties aft; we 

had an eighty-one breech loading mortar forward and a sixty-one breech loading 
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mortar aft, so our main defense was speed and ________.  But we had no kind of 

protection, because we were all fiberglass.  It wasn’t nothing to see a boat come 

in and it’s shot full of holes. 

 

Interviewer: It says on your paper that you were a Navy Seal.  What made you want to join 

such an elite type of group? 

Veteran: I have no earthly idea.  {Laughter}  It was tough.  It really was.  But today they 

are trained for a whole lot more now than what we were—a whole lot more.  

They’re trained more now for the protection of ambassadors, but we weren’t 

trained for that.  We were trained for one thing, and that was Nam.  We were told 

that more than likely two-thirds of us wouldn’t be coming back, and all of us but 

one came back after two years, so the training really helped us. 

 

Interviewer: So your specific division of the Navy Seals was trained just for Nam. 

Veteran: Yes.  See, the Navy Seals really came into existence around ’63.  My unit didn’t 

go into Nam until ’67, and we were in Nam probably eight months before 

Charley ever knew we were even there.  They didn’t even know WHO we were.  

All they knew was that we were the men with the black gun.  The black gun 

meant an M-16.  Anytime we were off base, we had to have camouflage face, 

camouflage fatigues, we didn’t wear rank.  You had to know who your 

commanding officer was, because he didn’t wear any rank.  You wanted the 

enemy to be confused all the time.  A squad of Seals runs around eight to nine 

men, and a handful of Seals could keep a battalion waiting for probably two 

weeks.  Your idea was to hit and run, and make them just as confused as they 

could possibly be.  After a battalion of men stays awake and on their feet for 

seven or eight days of you doing that to them—three of us would sleep and three 

of us would go out and hit and run for about four hours to keep them guys awake 

all that time—they would get so tired, they’d start to make stupid mistakes, 

because they weren’t thinking right. 

 

Interviewer: What do you mean by hit and run?  What were some of the things you had to do 

as a Navy Seal that was different from everyone else’s job? 
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Veteran: Survive!  Like I said, our outfit wasn’t but eight men, so we had a point man, we 

had a main body, and we had a pickup man.  Really our job was to find the 

enemy but not to engage with him, but most of the time when you found him he 

found you, so two-thirds of the time you were engaging with them. 

 

Interviewer: What do you mean by engage? 

Veteran: Fighting. 

 

Interviewer:  What were some of the tests that you had to pass in order to make it onto the U.S. 

Seals team? 

Veteran: In Guam, we had to put on a full wet suit, a twenty-one pound weight belt, a 

scuba tank, and hang our snorkel, our mask, and our fins of our weight belt, and 

then we ran six miles down the beach and six miles back, and then we ate 

breakfast, and you didn’t take the tanks off the rest of the day.  That’s just one 

part of it.  Another part, you had to learn how to invade; how to get through 

concertina wire without making any noise.  You had to learn how to kill, 

naturally, without making the person you killed make any noise.  There’s just so 

much you had to learn that it’s almost impossible to tell you everything.  You had 

to learn about the weapons.  You had to learn about explosives.  You handled 

explosives all the time.  You had to learn how to disarm them; how to know when 

you could disarm them and when you couldn’t disarm, and how to know the 

difference.  You had to learn not just how to disarm our weapons but you also had 

to know how to disarm every explosive made in the world.  See, the Far East—

like the Japanese, Chinese, Formosa, and the Philippines—they used a silicone 

base forty years ago to stabilize their powder.  After forty years, the silicone turns 

to crystal, and if you try to disarm and put up a spark, you’re going bye-bye.  

That kind you don’t disarm—you blow.  Anything that was made in the Far East 

from 1950 until 1960, you don’t try to disarm, because they’ve got a silicone base 

to them.  That base was put in there by their government to stabilize the powder, 

but what they didn’t count on over a period of time was that silicone turns to 

crystal, and when you do disarm it, if any kind of crystal hits, it’s going to spark, 

and when it sparks, it will blow your head off.   
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Interviewer: Would you say the training for the Navy Seals was easier back then that it is 

today? 

Veteran: Much easier.  I’ve been watching Navy Seals train on TV on the Discovery 

Channel, and them boys go through a lot now.  They’re having to be trained for a 

whole lot more than what we were.  We trained twelve to fourteen hours a day for 

four months, and it wasn’t just here in the United States.  It was in Guam, Saipan, 

Okinawa, and all that crammed into four—almost five months. 

 

Interviewer: You said you were involved in combat.  Was combat anything like you expected 

it to be? 

Veteran: No.  Combat was nothing like I expected it to be. 

 

Interviewer: What did you think it was going to be like? 

Veteran: When you’re going through training and you’re shooting at these targets, you 

think, “Boy, I’m John Wayne.  I’m hitting the target every time.  I’m doing real 

good.”  But then your targets start shooting back.  A whole lot of things go 

through your mind.  It wasn’t so much for me killing.  It was hard, too, but when 

you go to bust a cap on somebody, things go through your mind like, “He 

probably has family back home, too, and if I bust a cap on him, he won’t never 

see them again.”  You see John Wayne movies where a guy runs out across and a 

mortar round hits fifteen feet from him, and he falls down and jumps up and runs 

on.  That ain’t gonna happen.  A mortar round hits fifteen feet from him, he ain’t 

gonna get up.  There’s shrapnel everywhere, and the concussion is so bad that it’s 

nothing like you think it is. 

 

Interviewer: A lot more difficult? 

Veteran: It’s more difficult.  You’re scared—you’re scared to death.  But, you’re not 

scared as much during the combat as you are after. 

 

Interviewer: What does that mean? 

Veteran: Because after it’s over with, you have time to think.  What if I would have done 

this, this would have happened.  What if I had done that, that might have 

happened.  During the combat, you don’t have time to think.  You’re just 
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interested in one thing, and that’s saving your neck and your buddy’s neck 

anyway you can.  You might not save them in a way that the American people 

think is really heroic, but you have to do it.  There’s a lot of things that you do in 

combat that you normally wouldn’t do.  You normally wouldn’t walk down a 

street and shoot a baby, but if you see a baby sitting on some fresh dirt, and if 

you’ve been in combat very long with these people, you know the worst thing 

you can do is go over there and pick that baby up. 

 

Interviewer: Why? 

Veteran: Because that baby is sitting on top of a mine, and they know that American 

people are real sensitive toward children.  The first thing an American is going to 

do is go over there a pick that baby up.  That baby is dead anyway.  There is no 

way you can get that baby off of that mine without blowing you and the baby 

completely up, so what you have to do is kill the baby. 

 

Interviewer: And where would this typically happen that they would put these babies on 

mines? 

Veteran: Anywhere from south of Dongpin up into the border of Laos and Cambodia, and 

all through the Saigon River.  There’s a lot that the American people here don’t 

know. 

 

Interviewer: What’s something else of that nature that the American people would be shocked 

to know? 

Veteran: When do you think we went into Cambodia and Laos?  You’re studying history.  

When does history tell you that we went into Cambodia and Laos? 

 

Interviewer: We haven’t gotten there yet. 

Veteran: I’m gonna give you a little hint.  We went into Cambodia and Laos in about 1968.  

The American government said we didn’t go into Cambodia and Laos until 1972. 

 

Interviewer: Why? 
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Veteran: They didn’t want the people to know we were chasing Charley over there.  You 

can’t fight Charley just on his ground.  First of all, do you understand what 

Charley is?   

 

Interviewer: No. 

Veteran: OK.  Charley is the guy that goes out and farms all day long growing rice.  He 

has about twenty or twenty-five acres, and that’s a big farm for South Vietnam.  

He has about eight kids he has to feed.  The more kids you have, the more rice 

you can raise. Does that make sense?  He’s not getting enough off of that rice 

farm to supply that many kids, so what he has to do is join the NVA at nighttime.  

So he fights against us at night and he’s bring rice in to us during the daytime.  

He’s just a jungle fighter.  He’s just a plain ordinary farm who grows his own rice 

during the daytime and he fights you at night.  There’s been several times when 

we’ve killed our own barber that has been cutting our hair for six to eight 

months—we killed him in a firefight.  He cut our hair in the daytime and was 

fighting us at night.  So that’s what you’re fighting.  You’re not going in like in 

World War II where you have established beachheads somewhere.  You don’t 

know who you’re fighting.   

 

Interviewer: Did you believe in what you were fighting for?  Did you believe that you were 

doing the right thing? 

Veteran: Doing the right thing—yes.  How it was handled—no.  I’m sure you’ve heard 

your parents or your aunts and uncles talking about the Battle of Khe Sanh.  Do 

you know how the Battle of Khe Sanh was taken?  The Battle of Khe Sanh was 

taken seven times, and each time the U.S. government made us give it back. 

 

Interviewer: Made you give it back? 

Veteran: Because the money people in the United States couldn’t make money if that war 

wasn’t still going on. 

 

Interviewer: So it was a way to prolong it?  So that who could make money—the U.S.? 

Veteran: Your big companies, like Remington.  They made billions off of the oil. 
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Interviewer: Do you think that’s why it lasted so long? 

Veteran: Sure!  It was a money-making war.  It was a political war, but it was also a 

money-making war.  It was a war that was never supposed to have been won, but 

we were not supposed to lose as many as we did doing it.  There is 57,000 names 

on that wall that are just never coming back. 

 

Interviewer: Was there a type of weapon when you were fighting, or a duty that was only up to 

you to do? 

Veteran: Yep.  I carried a Smith and Wesson .38 revolver, and I carried a Winchester 

rifle—a 12-gauge shotgun.  Sometimes I’d get my hands on an M-14.  An M-16 I 

would not use, because it had a bad habit of jamming, and you didn’t want it to 

jam.  They were too precision made.  An M-14, you could fire until the barrel 

turned hot, pour some water over it and fire it again.  An M-16 you couldn’t do 

that way.  You let a grain of dust get inside your M-16 chamber, and it would jam 

it. 

 

Interviewer: So that’s the kind of gun you did NOT want to get a-hold of. 

Veteran: The M-16 was made by Colt Corporation.  You know you had your Colt revolver 

in the cowboy shows.  That’s who the M-16 was made by—Colt.  McNamara, 

which was our secretary of defense—I’m gonna show you how money got 

involved in this thing—he kept saying there was nothing wrong with the M-16.  It 

was a perfect weapon.  It WAS a perfect weapon, but not for that climate.  Come 

to find out, McNamara owned fifty percent of Colt.  He was making a killing for 

himself by selling M-16s, so he was forced into revising the M-16 and making 

them better.  If it hadn’t been for that, he never would have made it.  He’d have 

kept it just like it was. 

 

Interviewer: Would you say that there was a lot of corruption in this war? 

Veteran: Corruption?  Not so much corruption as it was stupidity.  We had aircraft over 

there sitting on the flight line that couldn’t even be flown because they had a 

bearing out.  Instead of buying the bearing and having it repaired on the ground, 

they junked the whole aircraft and brought another one over there.  Boats, or 

PBRs, were the same way.  We’d have an engine shot up, and instead of bringing 
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us another engine, they’d buy a whole new PBR.  Engine cost about $600, and a 

PBR cost $400,000. 

 

Interviewer: Why would they want to do something like that though? 

Veteran: Money!  That’s where money got back into it again.  I don’t say it was a lot of 

corruption—I say it was a lot of stupidity.  A whole lot of stupidity. 

 

Interviewer: On whose part?  Mainly the Americans? 

Veteran: The American government’s stupidity. 

 

Interviewer: In making the wrong choices? 

Veteran: Making the wrong choice and making the wrong decisions.  We had a man, and 

he just now retired from the service—I was operating with him.  You’ve heard of 

Norman Schwarzkopf from Desert Storm?  Well, he was just a colonel over there 

then, and he had the best idea there was, but the American government would not 

let him do it.  He said, “You give me all the Special Forces that the United States 

has, and in seven days I’ll be sitting inside Ho Chi Minh’s chair, because what I 

don’t kill I’ll burn, and what I don’t burn, I’ll eat.  I don’t leave nothing behind 

me.”  {END OF SIDE A} 

 {SIDE B BEGINS}  …That was our problem.  I’ll show you some of the 

stupidity.  American people were raising so much hell over our boys getting 

killed by people they were helping that the United States government got with the 

South Vietnamese government and said, “Alright, we’ll issue all of the South 

Vietnamese citizens that are citizens of South Vietnam an I.D. card.”  So if this 

gook runs out across this rice field and shows his I.D. card, even though he has a 

gun in his hand, you can’t kill him.  

 

Interviewer: Are you serious? 

Veteran: Yeah, I’m serious!  We’re trying to explain to them, “What do you think Charley 

is?  He’s a South Vietnamese citizen that’s starving to death, and the NVA—the 

North Vietnamese government is paying him more to fight against us than what 

he’s making off of his rice.”  So he gets his I.D. card, and he can go anywhere he 

wants to in South Vietnam and set all kinds of booby traps.  And I’ll show you 
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some more stupidity.  The American higher echelon, like your colonels and your 

generals, and all that, they made more Charleys than what they killed. 

 

Interviewer: How did they make them? 

Veteran: You have a farmer sitting here—the same old farmer that has twenty acres of rice 

and eight kids—here he is farming all this rice in the daytime and fighting you at 

night.  A squad of NVA would cross his rice field and be very careful about how 

they would cross his rice field, because they knew this old man and this was all 

he had to live on was his rice.  You know what NVA is?  That’s North 

Vietnamese Army.  So they would cross his rice field very carefully.  They would 

attack us, and they would run back across his rice field just as carefully as they 

come across the first time.  Here we would come in with two complete companies 

of men, three helicopters, four tanks, and God-knows what else, and we’ve done 

tore that old man’s rice field all to hell.  What we didn’t tear up we blew down 

with helicopters.  Now what’s that old man gonna do for the rest of the year.  The 

government didn’t replace his rice, so he had to go to the NVA to get paid.  In 

order to get paid by the NVA, he had to fight against us.  So for every Charley we 

killed, we probably made three. 

 

Interviewer: So you had a lot of contact with civilians while you were in Vietnam. 

Veteran: Yes. 

 

Interviewer: And the civilians were some of the people that were fighting you. 

Veteran: In the city of Saigon, probably forty percent you were fighting at night.  Another 

tactic that they would use was they would use American kindness to get you 

killed.  They would put a string of grenades around a little girl about three, four 

or five years old, and they would be contact-detonated.  If one goes off, they all 

go off.  They would say, “Walk up to this American over there drinking beer, and 

pull your dress up, and pull this pin right here, and they will laugh and give you 

candy.”  But she would walk up, knowing she wanted candy, pull her dress up, 

pull the pin, and her and five or six Americans were dead. 
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Interviewer: So you’re saying they were more heartless than the Americans in some of the 

stuff that they did? 

Veteran: They were the cruelest people I’d ever seen in my life.  We used basically the 

same thing they used, except we didn’t use it the same way they did.  We used 

pungee stakes just like they did.  We learned from them how to use them. 

 

Interviewer: What are they called? 

Veteran: Pungee stakes.  They’re pieces of bamboo sharpened in a real sharp point.  You’d 

dig a hole probably about a foot deep, and you’d make these bamboo stakes 

probably about eighteen inches long, and you’d force them down in that hole—

probably ten of them.  Then they were covered up with just moss, and when 

you’d come walking by and stepped on them bamboo stakes, and they’d go 

through your foot.  Bamboo is hard to break, and it’ll go through that leather 

boot.  The difference between us and Charley is that we didn’t put the same thing 

on it that a Charley did.  Charley put human manure on it, and then the infection 

would set up inside your foot, and there was nothing that could stop it.  And they 

would put what they called pungee boards, which was a board up against two 

trees.  You had to find a perfect spot to make it.  You had to have two trees 

standing probably within two or three feet apart, and you had to have one smaller 

tree standing behind it within four foot.  You put up pungee boards on them two 

front trees, and you put stakes into them.  You’d take that third tree behind them 

and bent it over.  You can’t see the pungee board anymore, and they set a snare.  

An American would come by and get his foot caught in the snare; the tree would 

raise up, and throw him into the pungee board, and they had human manure on it, 

too.  If the stakes didn’t get you, the manure did.   

 

Interviewer: So when you were fighting, who were you fighting?  Was it the Vietnamese, or 

were you in sporadic areas?  I’m not familiar with that area. 

Veteran: We were supposed to be fighting the NVA.  Now, I’m not taking anything away 

from the NVA.  They were a well-trained bunch.  There just wasn’t that many of 

them, except during the Tet Offensive, when they reinforced.  That’s another 

stupid mistake that the United States government made.  During the first Tet 

Offensive, we kept telling them that about 80,000 NVA and about 40,000 Charley 
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was banking up outside of Saigon, and the military intelligence kept telling us 

there wasn’t that many NVA in South Vietnam.  Well, they found out there was 

that many.  Then we had two more Tet Offensives like that.  Tet is the Chinese 

New Year, and they celebrated just like we do.  Throwed fire crackers and 

everything else, except during that time they were shooting weapons at us. 

 

Interviewer: So you would say that the NVA were strong opponents. 

Veteran: They were very strong.  They were well trained.  Charley had no military 

training, no military background, he had no idea of how to pull off an assault or 

anything else.  What he was really good at was mortars.  You’d set up a tube of 

mortar rounds, it would shoot off, and go out there and hit.  Charley was so good 

that he could put seven rounds in the air before the first one ever hit the ground.  

When you’d see where the mortar rounds came from, by the time the patrol 

would get there, he was already gone.  He would keep you awake the same way 

we would keep him awake.  He come into like Dongpin during the early morning 

hours, and he would fire four or five, maybe six mortar rounds into the camp and 

wake everybody up, and then he’d be moved off somewhere else.  Basically, we 

learned from him.  We learned how to fight him from him.  There was a lot they 

trained you for here in the United States, but there was a lot that they couldn’t 

prepare you for.  The guys that were coming over and relieving us, we were 

having to train them until we could get back to the United States and train the 

people right.   

 

Interviewer: Were the NVA and the people you were fighting anything like the Japanese 

were?  Were they very much about their honor? 

Veteran: No.  The NVA were a proud people, but there wasn’t no code of honor.  The 

Japanese had a strong code of honor.  If they got surrendered, they’d probably be 

willing to die.  They’d be willing to commit harikari before they would give up.  

The NVA was a well-trained bunch, but they knew when to get out of the 

situations.  They knew if they were getting their butt kicked, they didn’t want to 

stay there very long, so they would back off. 

 

Interviewer: How much impact did the battles that you fought affect the outcome of the war? 
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Veteran: I don’t think any battle affected the outcome of the war.  I don’t think any battle 

at all.  We had so many regulations on us.  They wanted us to make an accurate 

body count, but we only could count the NVA or Charley; we couldn’t count 

ours.  They didn’t want to hear about that.  We had to keep a spinature(?) of 

ammunition.  If we got into a firefight, they wanted everybody to say about how 

many rounds they used.  Now, how in the hell are you gonna keep up with that?  

Me, I always shot until I just ran out.   

 

Interviewer: What was the single most frightening experience while you were in combat? 

Veteran: I’d have to say the night we got overrun in Dongpin during the first Tet 

Offensive.  The first two waves that hit us was all women and children.  They 

used them as human shields.  You had to bring them down in order to get to the 

ones carrying the guns. 

 

Interviewer: So they would be in front the people that were firing at you? 

Veteran: Yes.  What you’d call human shields.  In order to get a person to do this, you had 

to get them on dope, and in South Vietnam they had what they called a beetle nut.  

It’s a root that grows wild.  Beetle nut does the same thing that Novocain does, 

except it not only deadens your body, it has another agent it that makes it where 

you think that nothing can hurt you.  They would go around giving these women 

and kids this beetle nut for them to chew on, and they had no idea what they were 

getting into.  I’ve seen women be running through the jungle coming at us, and 

the only thing that would be holding them together would be their backbone—the 

rest of them was gone, and they’d still be running.  They were shot completely 

up, but they had no pain.  The beetle nut kills all the pain, and makes you to 

where you’re Superman.  Nothing can hurt you.  It does that to your mind.  So, 

were the women screaming and hollering, “I don’t want to die…I don’t want to 

die…Save my baby”?  No, they weren’t doing that.  They were all hopped up on 

that beetle nut—even the kids.  So as far as you hurting them, you weren’t hurting 

them.  You were killing them, but you weren’t hurting them, because they had no 

idea what hurt was. 

 

Interviewer: It was that powerful. 
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Veteran: It’s that powerful, and it grows wild in the ground.  I don’t think you could even 

get it out of Vietnam.  This stuff makes cocaine and heroine look cheap.  You 

don’t have to refine it or nothing.  It’s wild out there in the ground.  I don’t know 

what the actual name is, but they call it beetle nut.  It deadens the pain the same 

way Novocain does.  A lot of Americans used it when they got shot or wounded 

and we were out of morphine.  You chew on a piece of beetle nut for about 

fifteen minutes, and you didn’t feel no pain at all.  Of course, you were about half 

nuts, but you didn’t feel any pain. 

 

Interviewer: When you returned home, were you treated badly by the Americans? 

Veteran: Yes.  We were called baby-killers.  We were called child-killers.  We were called 

murderers.  The press was only showing the American people what they wanted 

to see.  They weren’t showing the American people everything.  They weren’t 

showing the American people what the South Vietnamese and what the NVA was 

doing to us.  They were only showing what we destroyed.  Nine times out of ten, 

Charley knew exactly what we were going to do by the news.  He could watch the 

American stations and find out what we were going to do.  That’s what I liked 

about Norman Schwarzkoph during Desert Storm.  He shut the press down.  He 

had press meetings when he wanted to have them.  He didn’t put his men inside 

harm’s way.  General Westmoreland was a good general, but he was a hundred 

percent “yes man.”  Whatever the politicians wanted to do, that’s what he did.  

Norman Schwarzkoph was not a “yes man.”  That’s why I don’t think he was 

ever promoted in Vietnam, because he wouldn’t put up with their B.S.  If it was 

dangerous for his men, he wouldn’t do it.   

 

Interviewer: When you came home, did you find it difficult to adjust? 

Veteran: The first six months, I felt safer in Nam than I did here.   

 

Interviewer: Why? 

Veteran: I could not get used to walking down the streets and not watching the rooftops.  A 

car came by and backfired, I went completely “ape.”  My little nephew—I had 

only been home three days, and we were having a family reunion—and he had 

been watching the news for a month, and he had always heard 
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“incoming…incoming.”  He came running into the living room while we eating, 

hollering “incoming.”  I had only been out of Vietnam for three days, and the 

table went right straight in the air, and there was fried chicken, mashed potatoes, 

and rice and everything else on the floor.  I was trying to hide.  That’s why you 

don’t feel safe.  You couldn’t stand for somebody to walk behind you if you 

didn’t know them.  You had had to know exactly where everybody was.  It took 

me a long time.  I had nightmares for years afterwards.  I felt safer in Nam, 

because I knew what was going to happen in Nam.  I did not know what was 

going to happen back here. 

 

Interviewer: When you returned home, was the war still going on? 

Veteran: Oh, yeah.   

 

Interviewer: Did you ever feel like you wanted to go back? 

Veteran: Yes! 

 

Interviewer: Why?  Why would you want to go back? 

Veteran: Because I felt that we hadn’t finished the job, and I felt like we could finish the 

job.  We had the men, we had the know-how to finish it.  Even though I know 

back then the know-how wasn’t near as advanced as it is now, we still had the 

know-how back then to do it. 

 

Interviewer: And you don’t think it was done because of money, or why wasn’t it finished? 

Veteran: Politics and money.  It was a war that should have never been fought under them 

conditions.  If it was ever fought, it was a war that should have been won.  

You’ve got to understand…the American people back there didn’t want another 

Korea.  We had just come out of Korea probably four years before Vietnam 

started, and they didn’t want another Korea.  We went into war this next time, we 

were gonna kick butt and win, just like we did in World War II.  We didn’t want 

to go in there and just half-ass everything, and walk out and leave 40,000 men 

dead for nothing, and that’s exactly what we did—56,000 I think it was. 

 

Interviewer: What did you enjoy about being in the service? 
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Veteran: I enjoyed it a lot.  I got to see more in the six years I was in than I would have 

ever seen in my lifetime.  I got to do more.  I got to learn more.  I learned about 

aircraft, scuba diving, about explosions.  If I had had to pay for all of this, I’d 

have never paid for it, and I got it for nothing, and I’m still getting benefits off of 

it. 

 

Interviewer: You are? 

Veteran: I go to the V.A. right now for all of my medical, and I get everything for nothing.  

I mean, I don’t get it for nothing—I paid for it. 

 

Interviewer: Absolutely you paid for it. 

Veteran: But I got to see more people, I got to learn more customs, I got to see more 

countries.  By the time I was 20 years old, I’d done been in every country in the 

Far East, and many kids back here in the United States, by the time they’re 

twenty they haven’t even been out of Baytown.  I sacrificed a lot, but I also 

learned an awful lot.  I heard on Western shows about the big panic if somebody 

got cholera on a wagon train, they had to separate the wagon from the rest of 

wagon train.  To me, that was something that you just seen on TV.  I had never 

actually seen somebody die of cholera until I got over there in the Far East.  You 

heard of the Black Plague that hit England back in the sixteen or seventeen 

hundreds?  You’d see people walking through Philippines, Vietnam, and Korea 

dying of the Plague everyday—still.  I’ve had so many Plague shots, I’ll probably 

never get it.  They said I would get one Plague shot while I was in the service, 

and I got one every year.  I’ve seen babies literally starved to death because there 

was no food.  I saw a lot of customs that I never would see again, like in the 

Buddhist countries.  In South Vietnam, you have I don’t know how many 

Buddhist religions there is, but it seems like there was probably twelve or 

fourteen different types of Buddhists in South Vietnam, and every one of them 

has a different way of believing.  I would have never seen that in the United 

States.  Still to this day, she gets aggravated at me because I won’t eat everything 

on my plate, because it’s like when you’re eating a meal in the Far East, if you 

clean your plate like your Mama has always told you to do because a lot of 

people don’t have anything to eat, you take your plate and clean that plate when 
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you’re through, you’re telling Mama-san, the cook, that you’re still hungry, and 

she’s gonna fix a whole new meal.  So, if you leave something in the plate, she 

wouldn’t think you were hungry.  It’s been thirty years, and I still leave 

something in the plate. 

 

Interviewer: What did you dislike about the service? 

Veteran: I guess being away from home so much.  Christmas and Thanksgiving were the 

hardest.  

 

Interviewer: How long were you away? 

Veteran: I spent my last Christmas in the United States in 1964, and the next Christmas I 

celebrated in the United States was in 1969.  I was away five Christmases.  I 

might come in June, and we’d celebrate Christmas, but actually being here for 

Christmas—no.  That was almost impossible to get off. 

 

Interviewer That was all of my questions.  Let me see if there’s anything I want to go over 

before we finish.  Whenever you did go into the service, you didn’t really have a 

choice.   

Veteran: Overall, you were going to go in the service—either mid-term or in May. 

 

Interviewer: It was mandatory at that time? 

Veteran: Well, yeah.  The Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marines were drafting right and 

left.  They came to Robert E. Lee and basically told us we had two choices.  The 

year I graduated, we had 1,278 graduates.  That was all baby-boomers coming 

from Highlands Jr. High, where I went to school, Horace Mann Jr. High, 

Baytown Jr. High, and Cedar Bayou Jr. High.  All of them four junior highs went 

into one high school.  The year I graduated was the same year that they 

integrated.  They shut down Carver and brought them into Robert E. Lee, so 

really you had five schools coming into one school.  The ones that had enough 

credits—you only had to have seventeen and a half credits then to graduate—at 

mid-term could graduate—the boys.  The ones that didn’t and graduated in May, 

waited, but either way, you were going into the service. 
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Interviewer: Did you ever go through anything like “hell week” in the Seals? 

Veteran: It was hell all the time.  There wasn’t no hell week about it. 

 

Interviewer: I think those are all of my questions. 

Veteran: You have to understand the times then.  The times are different now to what they 

were then.  People didn’t really want this war to begin with.  Everybody thinks 

Kennedy started the Vietnam War.  Kennedy did not start that war—Eisenhower 

did.  He sent the first advisors in in 1958, and then when the first advisors were 

killed, the American people wanted an answer for it.  We just gradually escalated 

from there.  American people said if we’re gonna go over there and fight, we’re 

gonna go over there and fight and win it.  We’re not gonna lose a bunch of men 

over there for nothing.  So, this war escalated and went one year, then two years, 

and up to five years.  It was still going on, and American people back then were 

getting pissed.  We were spending almost two million dollars a day just on 

ammunition, and we weren’t gaining anything.  We’re not counting what it cost 

to send supplies over there.  We’re not counting what it cost in salaries.  They 

were paying me $740 a month, and that was hostile fire pay, jump pay, diving 

pay, plus my base pay.  My youngest son just went through boot camp, and he 

was making more in boot camp than I was in Nam.  So you have to understand 

what the military was like.  The military was fighting a two-front deal—the 

communists in Nam, and when we came back, we were fighting the people back 

here.  We weren’t getting any kind of support from people back here.  They 

didn’t want us around.  We had signs in California that said,“Sailors and dogs 

keep off grass.”  That’s how bad the military was looked on.  There was a bunch 

of young kids that went to Nam—a whole lot of young kids—but there was no 

kids that came back.  They all grew up there.  I never will forget, I had told 

myself I’d be glad when I was 21.  I was gonna walk into a beer joint and say, 

“Now throw me out.”  I turned 21 twenty-six miles up in the Mecong Delta, and 

there wasn’t a beer joint within 300 miles. 

 

Interviewer: Is there anything else you think I should know before we end the interview? 

Veteran: No.  Before you can understand what the service was like, you had to understand 

what the people were like in the United States.  The people didn’t want this thing.  
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They didn’t want the people to be involved in it.  Either way, Marines, Air Force, 

Army, Navy, or whatever, and if we got involved in it, they wanted us to go over 

there and win it and get out.  They didn’t want this thing to drag out no ten or 

twelve years like it did, so you can understand that it was probably your 

grandpaw that was so frustrated about the deal.  Your daddy was probably going 

over there. 

 

Interviewer: Yeah, he did. 

Veteran: And he couldn’t tell you anything about it? 

 

Interviewer: I think he somehow went into the Navy, and somehow got out of the Navy. 

Veteran: He was lucky. 

 

{TAPE STOPPED—END OF INTERVIEW} 


