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Interviewer: Today is April 15, 2003.  My name is Amanda Heath, and I am interviewing 

Gary Raymond.  Are you aware that our conversation will be recorded and the 

tape and transcription will be placed in the Lee College library? 

Veteran: Yes, I am. 

 

Interviewer: What events led you to be in the Vietnam War?  Were you drafted or were you 

already in the armed forces? 

Veteran: No, I had finished two years of college, and I didn’t have enough money to go the 

third year.  I was working, and you lose your exemption when you miss a 

semester of school.  I lived in a small town in Michigan, and there was a lady 

there that worked for the Draft Bureau that knew I was going to get drafted in 

January of the next year, so she called and let my mother know.  So I went in and 

investigated the different services to see what I could do to join instead of being 

drafted, and I found out about helicopter flight school in the Army, and it was 

something I wanted to do.  I checked that out and took testing, and I passed the 

testing, so I enlisted, which was a two-year enlistment, with the understanding 

that I would go to basic training and then go to flight school for a period of one 

year.  When I graduated from flight school, then I would owe them an additional 

two years, so it would have been four year total, so that’s what I decided to do. 

 

Interviewer: How old were you at that time? 

Veteran: I was twenty—just barely turned twenty. 
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Interviewer: Can you describe your feelings upon leaving home, and kind of describe what 

went on when you left and how your family took it? 

Veteran: Well it was hard on my folks, especially my mom, because it was almost a one 

hundred percent guarantee that I would go to Vietnam after I graduated from 

flight school, so she knew that after a year there was a good chance that I’d be 

going to Vietnam, which I ended up doing actually. 

 

Interviewer: What types of training did you receive, and where did you receive them at? 

Veteran: I actually ended up moving south.  The training for flight school and basic 

training went to Fort Polk, Louisiana.  It was the first time I’d ever been in 

Louisiana.  All I remember is that is was real hot and sandy, and we ran a LOT.  

That’s where I took flight physicals and passed those after basic training, which 

took eight weeks, and then I ended up going to a place called Camp Walters 

outside of Mineral Wells, Texas.  Shortly after that they changed the name to Fort 

Walters because of the growing size due to the flight school.  Everybody that 

went to flight school went to Fort Walters first for a period of approximately six 

months.  We learned how to fly and navigate.  It was a half a day of school 

training, navigation, military training, officer training, because when you 

graduated you’d be a warrant officer, and strategies. 

 

Interviewer: When did you know that you were going to Vietnam? 

Veteran: After six months at Fort Walters, we moved to another flight school to learn jet 

engine flight—what they called Huey aircraft—and also navigation and that type 

of stuff.  That was supposed to last another six months.  After about four months 

there, I knew I was going to graduate in two months, and essentially a month 

before I graduated I got orders for Vietnam.  So I was gonna be out of flight 

school two weeks and then shipped to Vietnam. 

 

Interviewer: Where did you go first once you left America? 

Veteran: Went to a little camp called Chu Lai, which was an Air Force base, and off that 

Air Force base there was a little peninsula that went into the South China Sea.  

That peninsula was called Ke Ha (?), and it was a helicopter base inside the 

perimeter of the Chu Lai main base.  Essentially, there were three units there—a 
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gunship unit called the Warriors; a flight team that put grunts or infantry into 

LZs, or loading zones they called them; and then there was a third unit which was 

a medical flight team. 

 

Interviewer: How long were you there? 

Veteran: I was there for a period of almost one year.  I left nine days short of one year 

because I got shot. 

 

Interviewer: What did you do while you were there? 

Veteran: The first three months, I was a slick pilot, which is you carry troops and land 

them in LZs.  Then I moved to the gunship teams, or the Warriors.  From then on, 

I flew gunships until the end of my tour. 

 

Interviewer: Can you describe the mood of yourself and those that you were there with at the 

time? 

Veteran: Unlike as advertised in most events, the unit I was with was very highly 

motivated.  We were also better educated than the average military individual.  

Most of us had a minimum of two years of college, and that included the crew 

chiefs, which were enlisted men, and they typically had a year or two of college 

as well.  Overall, we were a little better educated, our living conditions were far 

better than the average soldier in Vietnam, because we lived on base, and we 

lived in something called a hooch, which the best way to describe it is if you went 

out to one of the state parks and rented one of the cabins, it’s essentially just a 

plywood building that slept six.  It had a heater in it, and it was screened in, and it 

had flaps for hurricane-type weather—they called it typhoon.  We had hot meals 

every day.  We had a club you could actually go to at night, and we flew rotating 

missions either daytime or nighttime, depending on what our schedule is.  Much 

like a shift worker at Exxon.   

 

Interviewer: You said that you were wounded.  How did that happen? 

Veteran: We were returning from an engagement off of the mountains out near a place 

called LZ West, which if you looked at a map of Vietnam, you went to Danang, 

and then went straight west about fifteen miles, there is three mountains there.  
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There were three LZs on it:  LZ East, LZ West, and Center Corps, which was 

called “Baldy” as a nickname.  We were returning from that and were about half 

way back to our base, and there was an LZ called LZ 29—29 is 29 meters above 

sea level—and it was being overrun by a group of NVA and VC troops, about a 

hundred and ten total.  We chose to engage them, because the guys were getting 

hit pretty hard at 29.  We finished off shooting our rockets at a group of ‘em, and 

then we went down lower to start using mini-guns and machine guns.  While we 

were down there, we got a call that one of the people was hurt in the bunker at 

Hill 29, and I went in to pull that person out.  When I landed, basically what 

happened was that one of the bad guys shot off an RPG rocket, and it hit about 

thirty feet away from us.  When I did, it blew through the cockpit and I took quite 

a bit of shrapnel from plexiglass and plastic and a couple of big chunks of metal.  

Anyway, I ended up getting medivacked out of there and taken back to the base.  

They decided that I was so close to the end of my tour, even though I didn’t have 

any life-threatening injuries, that they would just extract me back to the states, so 

they flew me to Japan and then flew me to Fort Knox, Kentucky, which happened 

to be the closest location to my home, which was Detroit at the time.  Oddly 

enough, my folks had moved to Colorado, so I was about as far away from 

everybody as you could have put me on a map. 

 

Interviewer: Did you go back after that? 

Veteran: Yeah, I stayed in the hospital for about four or five weeks, and then I went 

through therapy for about seven months.  Shortly after I finished therapy, I got 

orders to go back, and I went back about two months later.   

 

Interviewer: So you were forced to go back? 

Veteran: No, part of it was voluntary.  I had reasons I wanted to go back, and I actually 

ended up right back at Chu Lai with the 101st Airborne, and then shortly after that 

moved to Danang, so I was very familiar with the area and the territory and 

trained some of the new pilots on the geography and the layout of the land.  

That’s why I went back. 

 

Interviewer: What year was that? 
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Veteran: The first year was primarily 1969, and the second year was 1970-1971.  I spent 

the last four months—the colonel that was in the 101st knew me real well from 

both tours—he asked for me and took me to Saigon, and I ran seven GCA sights, 

which are mobile radar sights for helicopters.  I would fly around the last five 

months and do practice landings to train the GCA staff.  It was very easy living.  I 

lived in an air conditioned bunker that was thirty foot by fifteen foot with only 

one other individual.  When I wasn’t out flying, I was in a building that was 

pretty much the equivalent of an office building. 

 

Interviewer: Were you an officer at that time? 

Veteran: When I joined the service, I was an enlisted man, and I had the artificial rank of 

sergeant while I was in flight school.  The only reason was so that I could get 

paid enough money to press clothes, keep them clean, that type of stuff, but I 

didn’t have any of the authorities of being a sergeant.  I was essentially a private.  

When I graduated from flight school, I was a Warrant 1 officer, and I was 

promoted to Warrant 2 while in Vietnam.  About a month before I left county, we 

had done quite a bit of work for an artillery unit, and there was a full-bird colonel 

that put me in for a commission, so when I got back to the U.S., I was promoted 

to 1st Lieutenant from Warrant Officer, and got an accelerated promotion to 

Captain, so when I went back to Vietnam, I was actually a Captain. 

 

Interviewer: Was your aircraft ever shot down or shot at? 

Veteran: Yeah, I got shot at several times—probably twenty different helicopters took hits 

of various kinds of rounds, like AK-47.  A total of five times I went down in 

Vietnam—four were cases where I was shot down, but not in the sense of right 

over the sight.  Typically what happened was in one case we got shot in the 

compressor of the jet engine.  It was leaking, and we were losing power, so 

basically I was able to fly out of the mountains and fly back to the flat lands, and 

landed very near to Highway 1, which was the main highway in Danang that 

traveled north and south along the coast.  Another time we took a round in the 

transmission, and that kind of grounded up pretty bad.  We went down hard that 

time, and we actually landed inside the perimeter of the LZ involved.  The other 

two we just got shot up enough where we were leaking, and actually they were 
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more precautionary.  We had warning lights on, so with power I landed at 

bases—once in Danang and once I flew all the way back to my home base in Ke 

Han.  The worst one was the last one which was a tail rotor failure, and that was a 

mechanical failure.  We weren’t shot or anything, but managed to get it back 

home without a tail rotor, and got it set down, but it busted up the skids a little bit 

because I hit pretty hard. 

 

Interviewer: What was going on when you were being shot at?  Could you see them shooting 

at you? 

Veteran: Many times you could see them shooting at you.  They used tracers.  We used red 

tracers with our rifles, so you would see the tracers going out, and essentially 

every third, or every fifth, or every tenth round was a tracer, so you would see the 

glow.  The VC or NVA normally used green tracers.  You would see them 

shooting from the landscape when we were looking down.  If you couldn’t see 

them, they were marked by our guys with smoke, and then you shot at the smoke.  

Usually after the first time you fired, they flushed and started moving. 

 

Interviewer: Can you describe your aircraft, and how many people did it take to operate it? 

Veteran: My helicopter usually had a crew of four.  An aircraft commander, which 

essentially after three months I was the aircraft commander, and regardless of 

rank, you’re in charge of the aircraft.  Then you had a co-pilot, and the co-pilot 

was usually breaking in.  He was typically one to three months on a slit.  If he 

was moving the gunships, he would be two to six months, and he was learning 

how to handle a gunship.  You had a crew chief who was responsible for the ship; 

he stayed with the ship.  Essentially he was the mechanic of the aircraft.  You 

helped him with basic stuff, like pulling panels off and stuff like that so he could 

do his work.  Then you had a gunner.  The gunner was normally an infantry kid 

that had served six months out in the field, and then to give him a break, he was 

brought in and you would pick him to be on your flight crew, and he would be the 

gunner, or the one that did the main shooting from the air with a machine gun.  

Oddly enough, if we ever got shot down, he had the most experience on the 

ground, so he became the individual in charge as far as us moving to a sight 

where we could get picked up and get out of there. 
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Interviewer: Was it usually the same four people you were with for an extended period of time 

or would it change? 

Veteran: In my unit, the way we did it the first tour, is I owned the ship.  My ship was 

10000—that the serial number on the back of it.  All the ships had five 

numbers—mine just coincidentally was 10000.  That was my ship for my entire 

tour.  Now, I used other ships, for example when we got shot down three different 

times, the fourth time, it didn’t make it, so I changed to a different ship which 

was 20159, so I went from 10000 to 20159.  My crew moved with me. 

 

Interviewer: What types of equipment were you trained in and what types were you actually 

issued that you used? 

Veteran: I went to a special school for avionics training.  I was also the avionics 

maintenance officer, for lack of a better name, and that’s just radios and setting 

up changing out radios.  That was an extra duty I had.  Typically there weren’t 

extra duties—you flew or you stayed on the ground.  I was trained in multiple 

weapons—handguns were the .38 and the .45.  Rifle training was what they 

called an M-14, which was the precursor to the M-16.  I actually used something 

called the Carb-15, which was a short M-16, but never really was trained on it. 

 

Interviewer: Did you ever lose anyone close to you while you were there, and how did that 

affect you? 

Veteran: In my unit, we started off with 164 people, and 61 of them, for one reason or 

another, went home either wounded or died.  I think 26 died.  Out of the pilots, 

we probably lost 50-60 as well as other crew members.  Second tour, it was 

entirely different.  We lost 6 people at the time the year I was there.   

 

Interviewer: Can you describe just a typical day or what would happen when you went out? 

Veteran: Typically what we would do, we would get up at five in the morning, which was 

before light, and at five thirty to five forty, we would take off.  We had a range of 

hills at the end of our airport, and we would fly over the top of that, and then 

there was a bay—a lot like Galveston where you’ve got the inner bay and coast—

and we flew low level across that and cut straight across that to a little town 
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called Ke Ha.  Then we would turn north, and it was thirty miles to Danang, and 

we would fly low level along Highway 1 trying to catch the bad guys that were 

too slow to get off of Highway 1, and so we’d catch ‘em before daylight.  That 

was the start of the day.  We would fly up to Danang, and then we would fly back 

along the coast at a higher level, because there were Marine camps between 

Danang and Ke Ha, and we would fly that area to see if they had any action at 

night, or they would call us if they had activity, and we would go probe that.  We 

would go back to Ke Ha and refuel, and then we would run typical missions 

following the slick drivers to where they were inserting or extracting troops and 

would fly cover for them primarily out in the mountains.  Your day ended about 

eighty thirty or nine o’clock at night.  If you caught the short straw, then you flew 

flare missions from midnight to two a.m., or two a.m. to four a.m., and that 

happened about once a week, and that would rotate.  Some nights you’d only get 

two hours sleep; some nights only four hours sleep, but most nights you could get 

eight hours sleep. 

 

Interviewer: What did ya’ll do at nighttime?  Did you have any kind of recreation? 

Veteran: Like I said, we were pretty lucky where I was.  We had radio, and we could listen 

to military radio, which they played primarily popular songs of the 60s.  And we 

had a club, so we actually could eat and drink there.  They had good meals and 

they were typically hot.  That’s both the enlisted men and the officers, and also 

we had mess halls.  Basically we lived good.  We actually had a beach within our 

compound, so you could go out and swim and the waters were like what you see 

in the Caribbean, and we had a reef, so compared to most it’s pretty easy living. 

 

Interviewer: Did ya’ll experience any chemical warfare at that time? 

Veteran: No, not really.  The NVA and the VC primarily used mortars or rockets—that 

type of stuff.  Had something called shape charges, and there was a lot of small 

gun and even artillery fire, but chemical weapons, no.  I was in the gap where 

they introduced Agent Orange on our side, actually at the end of my first tour, 

and they stopped using it before my second tour, so consequently I never saw any 

true chemical war. 

 



-9- 

Interviewer: Did you encounter any civilians, and how were you treated by them if you did? 

Veteran: When I was at the various military posts, I ended up spending seven years in the 

service.  The people that lived around the military posts were always friendly to 

us and treated us fine.  Out in the world when you visited home, it was odd 

because family treated you great, friends of the family treated you fine, but there 

were a few isolated incidences where five or six would get together and make a 

comment or call you a ‘baby killer.’  You usually ignored that type of stuff, and it 

was always easy to get away from, so you just kind of walked away.  The only 

time you encountered any bad things, when you came back into Oakland, they 

always had protestors there who would throw eggs at the buses when you were 

leaving to go to San Francisco to go to a civilian airport to fly out, or they would 

spit on the bus, or they would hold up placquards, but usually you were so happy 

to get home that you didn’t let it bother you. 

 

Interviewer: Were you able to receive mail from your family while you were away from 

home? 

Veteran: Yeah.  I had an APO box, which was Asian Post Office, and I was able to get 

mail, but it was usually delayed about two weeks.  You could send letters.  As a 

matter of fact, they pushed you pretty good to make sure you wrote letters at least 

once a week. 

 

Interviewer: What moment, if you could pick out one, would you say left the biggest 

impression on your life? 

Veteran: The biggest impression in my mind was we went up to a place called Hue 

Fubi(?), which was a shrine in Vietnam.  For some reason, the NVA had attacked 

an orphanage, and they ended up killing most of the nuns that ran the orphanage 

and about twenty percent of the children.  We got there fortunately in time to stop 

them from killing the rest, but there was just no rhyme or reason to it.  It made no 

sense. 

 

Interviewer: Was there ever a time that you lost hope or thought that you might night return 

home? 
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Veteran: When I was first wounded, before I got back to the hospital, I wasn’t sure how 

bad I was hurt, and I was having trouble staying awake and so it turned out I was 

just going into shock, and I really was never in any true danger, but I was pretty 

scared. 

 

Interviewer: Upon coming home, what were your feelings about the war once it was over and 

done with? 

Veteran: It’s a hard thing to answer, because most of the American view was that we were 

losing the war constantly in Vietnam, and that wasn’t really the case.  Anytime 

we encountered the NVA or the army, typically we held our own or we would 

beat ‘em back.  {END OF SIDE A—SIDE B BEGINS WITH VETERAN 

TALKING}   The South Vietnamese people were really nice people.  The 

government of South Vietnam was corrupt.  That was pretty obvious to anybody 

that had been around awhile.  But when I got back to the United States I just 

unhappy because I was disappointed that we never made the effort to really put a 

stop to the North Vietnamese.  The way we probably could have done it, in my 

opinion, would have been to penetrate into North Vietnam and attack them at 

their homes.  They could have fought for a hundred years, because they didn’t 

have to worry about us invading their land and occupying their areas.  I was 

disappointed, because we had lost a lot of good people, and I was frustrated I 

guess. 

 

Interviewer: You’ve kind of talked about it already, but can you describe your arrival and how 

you were treated privately and publicly? 

Veteran: Privately, everybody was really great.  My family was extremely supportive.  

They were just happy to have me home.  Publicly, most people were really, really 

nice to me.  Like I said earlier, there were a couple of isolated incidents that were 

minor.  Basically, I was treated real well. 

 

Interviewer: What kind of awards or medals did you receive? 

Veteran: I got a Good Conduct Medal, and that was a nice point.  I got many flying 

medals, and all they are is for every twenty-five missions you earned a flight 

medal, so that’s just longevity—the more you flew the more you got.  I got the 
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Vietnamese Medal for fighting in Vietnam.  I got a Bronze Star for some reason.  

I’m not even sure why.  I got a Purple Heart because I got shot.  Oddly enough, 

an engagement I was in before that, I ended up getting the Distinguished Flying 

Cross, because I saved a squad of Marines from about twenty VC and pretty 

much pushed them out of the area.  These guys were really in trouble, and we 

kept going back and back, and the Marine commander was impressed, so he 

wrote us up and we ended up getting the Distinguished Flying Cross. 

 

Interviewer: One more question.  Do you think there is any comparison between what 

happened in Vietnam and what’s happening right now in Iraq? 

Veteran: Not really, because the capabilities that they have in Iraq are far superior to what 

we had in Vietnam.  For lack of a better word, technology-wise, the more you can 

fight and beat ‘em out.  But if we had pushed north, we’d have probably had 

similar type results.  But the basic majority belief I think is supportive of the 

troops.  Now whether they support the war or not is another issue.  The support of 

the troops is far superior now, so basically I would say it’s different in that sense.   

 

Interviewer: So during Vietnam the troops were not supported by the people who were against 

the war? 

Veteran: The perception that started around probably ’68 with the Tet Offensive, was the 

belief that we shouldn’t be in Vietnam, and that grew stronger and stronger, and 

after that grew to a certain point, then animosity towards the soldiers started 

showing as well.  So they weren’t treated publicly as well as say a World War II 

soldier or even a Korean soldier, even though Korea did have some problems.  

The Iraqi War, because it’s short right now, could stay short-term, I think the 

soldiers will be always looked upon in a positive sense. 

 

Interviewer: Were you still there when America withdrew? 

Veteran: We were in withdraw phases when I finished my second tour in Vietnam.  It was 

obvious we were leaving.  We had left ICOR, which was the most northern 

portion, and we were moving out of 2COR, which was the middle of the country, 

pretty rapidly so our only real strength left was in 3COR, which was Saigon area, 

but we were even withdrawing from 4COR, which was south of Saigon.  The 
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writing was on the wall.  We were turning over bases to the South Vietnamese 

soldiers, and they were busy tearing them down and taking all the equipment 

home to remodel their houses.  It wasn’t going to last much longer. 

 

Interviewer: How were the soldiers reacting to this?  Did they agree that it was time to leave, 

or did they feel that they should still be there? 

Veteran: You had the group that wanted to get out—period—which was probably about 

fifty percent.  It was just like, “I don’t want to be the last one killed in this stupid 

war,” so they just wanted out, and that was a good thought to have.  The other 

fifty percent were split between being mad, in the sense that we should have been 

more aggressive and we should have done something, and then there was the 

twenty-five percent knew the people somewhat and knew what kind of an impact 

that was going to have on them, and we were mostly frustrated and knew we were 

going to leave them in a living hell essentially.  That was probably the full sweep. 

 

Interviewer: Do you think it was a mistake to go there, or do you think that the time spent 

there was worth it? 

Veteran: For me personally, it was a combination of the two.  It was worthwhile in the 

sense that I saw a lot of good things that I never would have seen otherwise.  The 

confidence that I gained as far as learning to fly and the ability to handle 

situations and handle pressures were all great foundation points, and I didn’t 

realize it at the time.  The other part was, yes, it was a waste of time, because if 

you weren’t going to do it, I just—pardon my French—pissed away three years.  

So, yeah, it was a combination. 

 

Interviewer: When you returned home, was that the end of your military career? 

Veteran: No, oddly enough, I was gonna stay in.  I had an opportunity to go to Germany, 

and I decided that going to Germany was a good thing, so essentially I re-upped 

for an additional two years and extended my time for two years so I could go to 

Germany.  I got back from the second tour and went to Germany and spent three 

years in Germany.  I resigned with about six months left in Germany, and they 

accepted my resignation just before I returned.  When I came back to the states, I 

was got out of the service. 
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Interviewer: While you were in Germany did you encounter other soldiers that were not in 

Vietnam, and if so, did they treat ya’ll differently? 

Veteran: There were a number of soldiers that had never been to Vietnam—especially 

most of the enlisted men.  I was a signal officer and with the exception of my 

sergeant and myself none of the others had ever been to Vietnam.  Ninety percent 

of the officers had been to Vietnam and the NCOs had been to Vietnam, but none 

of the enlisted men.  The ten percent that hadn’t been to Vietnam were usually 

junior officers and just for one reason or another had the opportunity and didn’t 

go, and the war ended while I was in Germany. 

 

Interviewer: When you watch movies and stuff today that are supposed to take place during 

Vietnam, how do you feel about them?  Do you think that they’re accurate or 

does Hollywood change it up a lot? 

Veteran: Hollywood does not depict Vietnam even remotely close to realistic.  There’s 

been a few scenes maybe here and there that are somewhat realistic, but overall 

it’s not that close.  Realistically, the closest thing to Vietnam was the World War 

II movie with Tom Hanks.  It was closer to realistic war.  A lot of standing 

around boredom, flashes of intense fear and confusion, physical harm.  That’s 

probably the closest that I’m ever seen to Vietnam. 

 

Interviewer:  Is there anything else that you’d like to add? 

Veteran: No.  I hope answered your questions OK. 

 

Interviewer: Thank you for your time and willingness to participate in this project. 

Veteran: OK. 

 

{TAPE STOPPED—END OF INTERVIEW} 


