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Bergstrom Air Force base; Served in SAC (Strategic Air 
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Interviewer: Today is October 11, 2001.  Mr. Buck Young is going to take part in our Lee 

College oral history project.  Mr. Young, we certainly appreciate you doing this.  

We’re going to be recording this, if that’s OK with you.  We’re going to ask you 

a few questions, and then we’ll just talk about some things, and see if we can get 

a story going here. 

Veteran: OK, fine. 

 

Interviewer: First off, your enlistment date was November 2, 1951. 

Veteran: Yes, that’s the day I enlisted. 

 

Interviewer: Why did you choose to join the Air Force? 

Veteran: This was during the Korean War.  I was in my second year at Lee College, and I 

kind of looked around and everybody was gone.  Everybody was signing up.  I 

remember in my French class there was only me and Roy Paul Black, and Roy 

Paul was 4-F.  I went down and talked to the Air Force recruiter and signed up.  

This was the first of November, and the second of November is when I went in. 

 

Interviewer: At the time, of course the Korean War was going on. 

Veteran: Um-hmm—full blast. 

 

Interviewer: You know today, with all the problems the country is going through, there’s a 

swirl of patriotism.  Was it a similar thing at that time? 
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Veteran: Yes.  My brother, who’s only twenty months older than me—his name is Dick—

he was in.  He went in the Army and was in the Inchon invasion in September of 

’51 and was with that group that fought yjrot way up to the Yahoo(?) River and 

was trapped and fought their way out.  So, he was already in, and there was, I 

guess you could say, a wave of patriotism. 

 

Interviewer: At the time, knowing there is a war going on, how did your parents feel about you 

making this decision? 

Veteran: I guess they were for it.  They didn’t object.  After all, I was nineteen years old at 

the time. 

 

Interviewer: And you enlisted here? 

Veteran: In Baytown, yes. 

 

Interviewer: At the time you were a college student.  Why did you specifically choose the Air 

Force? 

Veteran: I didn’t want the Army or the Navy, and I thought a little bit about the Marines, 

but I was a little bit small, so I went into the Air Force. 

 

Interviewer: What kind of process was involved in enlisting?  Was it a simple situation of 

testing and enlisting? 

Veteran: Yeah.  That day I was with the Air Force recruiter, I took a few tests, but it was 

the next day when I went into Houston.  I took all my tests and everything and 

was accepted then and sworn in. 

 

Interviewer: And where did they send you? 

Veteran: To Lackland.  I caught a train and drove all night to San Antonio. 

 

Interviewer: Were you with a group of locals? 

Veteran: No, there wasn’t anyone from Baytown with me.  There were three others that 

went into the Air Force with me.  One was a little Frenchman named 

Quibodeaux, from Orange, Texas.  He and I went in together and were on the 
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same flight when we shipped out to California.  We were together about nine 

months, I guess. 

 

Interviewer: Was there a draft in effect during the Korean War? 

Veteran: Yes, the draft was going on.  That was it—you either signed up and went into 

what you wanted or took your chances with the draft. 

 

Interviewer: Was it a culture shock?  What was basic like and going into the service? 

Veteran: I guess it was a shock—it’s been so long ago.  We’re talking now almost fifty 

years.  The shock was when I went in and found out I was going to live in a tent.  

They were building like mad at Lackland, but it was overflowing.  Thousands 

were going in.  I remember that morning when we arrived in San Antonio, I had 

spent the night in an upper berth, so I didn’t see anybody else.  So the next 

morning when we all got up and got to the train station and poured out onto that 

train station, there were thousands.  They were from South Carolina, North 

Carolina, every place.  In fact, there were so many that the Air Force had opened 

up another induction station at Sampson Air Force Base in New York and was 

busily building another one in California.  Parks Air Force Base in California.   

 

Interviewer: Because of so much influx of people coming in?   

Veteran: Yeah. 

 

Interviewer: Did they have to alter the basic training process? 

Veteran: Yeah, they shortened it to eight weeks; it was thirteen weeks, and they had to 

shorten it, and just rushed us through. 

 

Interviewer: And when you went it, it wasn’t necessarily your purpose to make a career of it, 

was it? 

Veteran: No, I was just in to serve my time and get out. 

 

Interviewer: At what point in the basic training process did you have to choose a particular 

specialty, or how did it come about that they decided what you were best suited 

for? 
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Veteran: As it turned out, that’s what it was.  They made the pretense that you went 

through career counseling, and they explained all of these various jobs and 

everything, but when all was said and done, we all went out on a directed duty 

assignment.  That’s what it was.  Quibby and I got together, and we were going to 

be tactical instructors, but they didn’t accept us for that, and so we went out to 

California on a directed duty assignment.  I wound up as a clerk typist in a fighter 

outfit, and he wound up being trained as a plumber and a civil engineer. 

 

Interviewer: Was this basically your first time away from home for any length of time? 

Veteran: Yeah, it was my first trip away from home? 

 

Interviewer: Difficult?  Adapted well to it? 

Veteran: We were all in the same boat, and we all went out and did our duty. 

 

Interviewer: Like I say, some of these questions are more geared toward World War II, and 

we’re going to get around to some of these.  When you went into your work as a 

clerk typist, did you stay in that particular job for a long time?  Did they send you 

somewhere else, or were you still in the states at this point? 

Veteran: Yeah, I was out in San Francisco at Hamilton Air Force Base, which is north of 

San Francisco—an air defense command—and I was in a fighter outfit, so I was 

in a flying outfit. 

 

Interviewer: Now, this was an outfit that was destined to go overseas? 

Veteran: No, their assignment was home defense.  I was a morning report clerk—did the 

morning report every day for the outfit.  Then the opportunity came to go into 

cadets.  I had thought about this before, but the requirement was at least two years 

of college or eighteen months of service.  I had some college. 

 

Interviewer: And this would lead to a commission. 

Veteran: Yes, this would lead to a commission.  So, in March I saw a message that came in 

the orderly room, and I saw it before anybody else saying, “Opening up cadets to 

people with some college in the service but without that eighteen months.” 
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Interviewer: So, the primary qualification you had was your college degree. 

Veteran: Right, so I applied.  It took me a couple of weeks to get all of the paperwork from 

home and everything. 

 

Interviewer: So you might say it was advantageous you happened to be in the right place at the 

right time. 

Veteran:  Right.  I applied for cadets and took all the tests and all the physicals and 

everything and waited.  So, months passed and in the meantime my outfit had 

been alerted to move.  I was still with the 83rd Fighter Interceptor Squadron.  We 

went up to Washington state, and they were opening up Air Force bases left and 

right.  This one was called Paine Air Force Base in Everett, Washington, north of 

Seattle.  I got up there and had just barely gotten settled in when my orders to go 

into cadets came in.  I had applied for pilot training, but I was rejected because I 

couldn’t fly.  {Laughter} 

 

Interviewer: You’d think that would be a requirement, wouldn’t you?  {Laughter} 

Veteran: So, I selected to go into navigator bombardier training. 

 

Interviewer: Is this something you could pursue while pursuing your commission? 

Veteran: Yeah, it was an aviation cadet program.  So, I elected for that and was accepted 

for it.  I thought I was going to Ellington, which was right near home here, 

because at that time that was the only Air Force base open that offered primary 

training. 

 

Interviewer: This is what they were doing during this time period? 

Veteran: Uh-huh.  In the meantime, they opened up Harlingen Air Force Base down in 

Harlingen, Texas—down in the Valley.  That was an old gunnery base, so that’s 

where I went.  I took my primary training down in Harlingen.  We flew in P-29 

conveyors, two-engine aircraft, and we’d practice and they’d introduce us to one 

technique of navigation.  We’d practice that for awhile and go to class and 

training and everything. 

 

Interviewer: This was navigation and bombardier-type training? 
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Veteran: Yeah. 

 

Interviewer: This type of training was meant to lead toward operating on what type of aircraft? 

Veteran: On B-29 aircraft.  I was at Harlingen for twenty-eight weeks.  I was classified as 

an aviation cadet.  It was the equivalent of a staff sergeant.  I jumped from one 

stripe to four. 

 

Interviewer: Did you feel that this training had been hurried up too much or that it was 

adequate? 

Veteran: No, it wasn’t hurried up.  They were in a panic to get us out, but it was strict 

training and everything.  There was eight in my class that washed out.  I went 

through two roommates that washed out. 

 

Interviewer: What type of stuff would wash someone out?  Something like a failure to learn to 

navigate, someone who couldn’t handle the numbers…? 

Veteran: Yeah, you could wash out because you failed a test in something, like navigation 

techniques, or you got too many demerits from inspections.  Any number of 

reasons. 

 

Interviewer: And a navigational test might be an actual flight? 

Veteran: Yes, but it was other than that.  We had a lot of class work and went to classes to 

learn the stars and everything else, all the equipment, etc. 

 

Interviewer: What about the equipment they used during training—do you think it was 

adequate? 

Veteran: Oh, yeah. 

 

Interviewer: You always hear about old World War II equipment being used in Korea, but you 

probably didn’t know about that as much in the Air Force, I would imagine, 

because most of that would be state-of-the-art at the time. 

Veteran: Yeah, it was.  The radar was up-to-date—224 Radar. 
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Interviewer: This was a search radar type thing?  I know there were radar gun sites in Korea, 

were there not? 

Veteran: Well, this was to navigate.  After twenty-eight weeks we graduated, and then we 

went to Sheppard Air Force Base in North Texas, and were taught radar 

bombardments—how to be a radar bombardier.  We used the old B-25 Billy 

Mitchell, but they put all the equipment in the back. 

 

Interviewer: I was going to ask, now wait a minute—didn’t B-25 have an old Norton bomb 

site? 

Veteran: Yeah, we had the Norton bomb site, but we used radar to bomb, and we went 

around bombing North Texas all over.  {Laughter} 

 

Interviewer: And the radar would be used to pick out landmarks. 

Veteran: Yeah, we’d navigate by radar and then go on to our bomb run, which was about 

twenty miles out, and then switch the radar from 360 degrees scan to a narrow 

scan of 30 degrees.  We concentrated on the target. 

 

Interviewer: So, even the actual bomb run would be made using radar? 

Veteran: Yes.  And we had a camera that was mounted on the Norton bomb site, and when 

I told my flying partner, “Bombs away!”, he’d take a picture, and then the 

instructor would take the film and develop it and score us.  That was thirteen 

weeks of intensive training. 

 

Interviewer: Certainly, somewhere at this point it was the understanding that you would be 

going overseas. 

Veteran: Yeah. 

 

Interviewer: Was that the last stage of the training process? 

Veteran: No, the last stage would be combat crew training, when we’d get on a crew and 

train together.  But at the end of that thirteen weeks came the commission.  That’s 

when we got our wings and our commission.  We did that at Sheppard. 

 

Interviewer: As a lieutenant. 
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Veteran: As a second lieutenant. 

 

Interviewer: From that point to the combat training, was that also held in Texas? 

Veteran: We could volunteer for where we wanted to go, and I got it.  I went to Bergstrom 

Air Force Base in Austin, Texas.  I had my crew training there. 

 

Interviewer: At this point, were you in B-29s? 

Veteran: Yeah.  It was KB-29s.  It was the old B-29, but it had been modified.  It was a 

tanker aircraft, and my job was radar operator.  I was in the back of the airplane, 

and I vectored the aircraft to be refueled to us.  I could pick them from afar and 

tell them where to come. 

 

Interviewer: And how long was the combat crew training? 

Veteran: Until we were declared combat-ready. 

 

Interviewer: So it could vary. 

Veteran: Yeah.  It was about eight weeks, I think. 

 

Interviewer: Depending on the progress made by the individuals. 

Veteran: My other classmates went out to Randolph, where they had some specialized 

training and all that. 

 

Interviewer: And from there, where did you go? 

Veteran: I was stationed with a tanker outfit at Bergstrom, an air refueling squadron. 

 

Interviewer: How long were you at Bergstrom? 

Veteran: I was there for four years, but not just as a flyer.  I flew for about a year and a 

half, and then went into information.  I was a journalism major at Lee College. 

 

Interviewer: You managed to parlay this college work pretty well in the service, I see.  Tell me 

a little bit about that transition.  Was it a stepping stone career wise, or had you 

tired of what you were doing? 



-9- 

Veteran: Yeah, it was a stepping stone.  I went into the information business at base level.  

I was the assistant information officer for awhile, and then I went to school.  The 

Air Force sent me to school.  I went to Fort Slocum, New York, which is just 

outside of New York City, and learned all the various techniques of radio, 

television, and the whole works.  

 

Interviewer: Was this kind of a continuation of your journalism? 

Veteran: Yeah.  I came back, and I was the information officer for Bergstrom. 

 

Interviewer: Tell me a little bit about that job.  That sounds interesting.  What does a base 

information officer do?  I assume you were kind of a liaison between media and 

… 

Veteran: I was between the media at Austin—not only the newspaper, but the radio and 

television and everything.  We did work with them, and then internal information.  

We put out a base newspaper.  I did community relations—speakers, special 

events, and history.  Basically, that was it. 

 

Interviewer: While you were in the service, overall, how was the leadership?  Were these 

professional soldiers, or do you think it was more of a bureaucracy?  Being in the 

area you were in, you got to see both sides, didn’t you? 

Veteran: I was in SAC.  I don’t know if you know what SAC is, but that’s Strategic Air 

Command.  I went into SAC when I went into tankers, and was in there for a 

number of years.  This was during LeMay—Curtis LeMay. 

 

Interviewer: Yeah, I’m familiar.  Let me ask you this now—what timeframe are we talking 

about?  Was the Korean War over?  Didn’t it end in ’53? 

Veteran: Just as I got my commission and wings, the Korean War ended.  I was in training 

all during this time, so I didn’t go to Korea. 

 

Interviewer: So, this was kind of a pivotal point for you to decide your future—whether you’re 

going to stay, or now that the war is over, I assume that there were a lot of people 

getting out.  And there was some motivation for you to stay. 
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Veteran: Yeah, I made up my mind to stay in just before my time was up in ’56.  My three 

year commitment would have been up in ’55, and before that was I up, I decided 

to go career.  I applied for career status in ’56. 

 

Interviewer: So, evidently you felt pretty comfortable with the way the military was being 

handled at the time. 

Veteran: Yeah, I was married, too and actually had a baby. 

 

Interviewer: Another motivating factor.  So, the Air Force under Curtis LeMay—what was 

that like? 

Veteran: If you’ve read about Curtis LeMay, it was everything and then some.  He ran 

SAC with an iron fist.  We called him ‘Old Iron Ass.’ 

 

Interviewer: But, that’s not necessarily a bad thing is it?  Not when you’re running that type of 

organization. 

Veteran: He never smiled, but I didn’t know until I read about it later that he had a 

deadened nerve in his face, and it was hard for him to smile. 

 

Interviewer: So, as base information officer you were in that position for how long? 

Veteran: I was at Bergstrom from ’55 to ’57, and then in ’57 I got orders to go to Laughlin 

Air Force Base in Del Rio, Texas. 

 

Interviewer: Still the same rank? 

Veteran: I was a first lieutenant by then. 

 

Interviewer: What type of assignment in Del Rio? 

Veteran: As the base information officer.  SAC had just taken over there from the air 

training command.  We had the U-2 there and the RB-57.  Real hush-hush.  

 

Interviewer: It was from Laughlin that plans were launched over Cuba, was it not? 

Veteran: Yes, and I knew that man.  He was just a captain then.  But I went to Laughlin, 

and the first U-2 landed there in June of ’57, and I didn’t even know what it was, 

and I was the base information officer. 



-11- 

 

Interviewer: So, no need for anybody to ask you about it.  {Laughter} 

Veteran: It was real hush-hush.  That was a good assignment.  It was down on the border, 

and I had my office down there.  The same deal, only it was not very much public 

information. 

 

Interviewer: Well, a base with that much secrecy obviously you don’t want people to ask too 

many questions. 

Veteran: Yeah, it was a shock to the people there.  They were used to the base being open 

and all of a sudden it was closed. 

 

Interviewer: How was the relationship between the community and the military? 

Veteran: It was good.  We had a lot of special events, and I dealt with the Chamber of 

Commerce and knew the guy there very well. 

 

Interviewer: So, as a duty station it was alright? 

Veteran: Yes. 

 

Interviewer: And like you were saying, by this time you were married.  How was life for a 

young married man in the military, such as housing, healthcare, etc.? 

Veteran: The housing was pretty tight.  There was no base housing at Laughlin when we 

got down there, so we had to live off-base.  There wasn’t any housing built there 

until I left.  I was only there a year. 

 

Interviewer: You would think that with so much security on the base, you would want people 

to live on the base. 

Veteran: Well, they finally built it, but it took awhile.  During that time, the housing 

situation wasn’t very good.  I don’t see how the young airmen get it.  The pay 

was pretty low, and I don’t know how they handled it. 

 

Interviewer: I would imagine down in that area, from a social standpoint, there was probably 

not a lot of activity. 
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Veteran: You kind of made your own activity.  {Laughter}  The Air Force has always been 

good about that.  They could party whenever and wherever they wanted. 

 

Interviewer: So even though at the time there wasn’t an abundance in pay, still it wasn’t a bad 

lifestyle. 

Veteran: No. 

 

Interviewer: But you were only there a year.  Was this by your choice or did they put you 

somewhere else? 

Veteran: I had tried to get an assignment in the Air Force Institute of Technology, which is 

going to school.  This is where the Air Force sends officers to college and they 

get their degree.  I went in short a degree—I didn’t have my degree.  When I was 

at Bergstrom, I applied for training and was told I had to have an overseas 

assignment, so I tried to get one and finally they sent me to Greenland.  So, I got 

to go to Greenland for a year after being in Del Rio. 

 

Interviewer: That’s quite a change. 

Veteran: It was in Sonderson, Greenland.  

 

Interviewer: To pursue your degree, if you hadn’t done that would it have been more difficult 

to rise in the rank?  This was still, again, career oriented. 

Veteran: Yeah, I knew I needed a degree. 

 

Interviewer: And without it, there was a limit as to what you would do.  What did you do in 

Greenland? 

Veteran: I was a base information officer there. 

 

Interviewer: You wouldn’t think there’d be a whole lot more information in Greenland than 

there was in Del Rio. 

Veteran: The basic job was to run the radio and television station up there.  We had Armed 

Forces Radio and Television.  There was also some community relations and the 

historical business, etc.  But basically it was to run the radio and television 

station. 
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Interviewer: So, we’re now in the late 50s? 

Veteran: Uh-huh.  This was the late 50s.  Rock and roll was going on and everything. 

 

Interviewer: Did you notice any difference in the quality of enlisted personnel during that 

timeframe after the war?  Was there any drug usage in the military at that time 

that you were aware of? 

Veteran: No, I was not aware of any drug use.  There was always some alcoholism, and 

you either overcame it or you lived with it.  I know there was a sergeant that was 

a flight engineer in my tanker days, and he’d be up and down in rank, but he was 

a good flight engineer.  He’d just go off the deep end every once in awhile.  At 

Sonderson we had to watch the drinking a little bit, because it was an isolated 

place.  Drinks were real cheap and all. 

 

Interviewer: What about early social unrest of the early 60s in the country?  Was there a 

problem with race issues in the service? 

Veteran: No, not in the service—not in the Air Force.  I had a good group of people that 

worked for me.  My sergeants were all dedicated people. 

 

Interviewer: And it seemed that reward or promotion was done by merit—those that deserved 

it. 

Veteran: Yes. 

 

Interviewer: From Greenland, you got to go to the institute? 

Veteran: No, I had to come back to the United States, and I came to Egland Air Force 

Base.  I was still in SAC—SAC wouldn’t get rid of me.  I was with a B-52 outfit 

at Egland Air Force Base in Florida.  It’s an air research and development 

command.  They have the big climatic hangar there where they can go from 40 

degrees below to 60 degrees above. 

 

Interviewer: Yeah, I was there five weeks ago.  I was at the Air Force museum at Egland. 
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Veteran: We had part of the base—we were kind of separate from it, what we called the 

SAC area.  The wing headquarters was on base.  It was only one sergeant and me 

that ran the information office. 

 

Interviewer: I would imagine that was a fairly busy office at Egland. 

Veteran: That was a good assignment.  I was a captain then.  I had just made captain in 

1959.  I went to a squadron officer school at Maxwell Air Force Base in 

Alabama—the Air University.  That’s one of the three schools that the Air Force 

has for their officers.  The squadron level is the Squadron Officer School, and 

then the Air Command Staff School, and then the Air War College.  That’s all at 

Maxwell. 

 

Interviewer: How long was that? 

Veteran: That was sixteen weeks.  I went there while I was at Egland, and it was there that 

I put in for school and got my school.  I was there for two years.   

 

Interviewer: And this was still leading toward a degree. 

Veteran: Yeah.  I got my assignment to Boston University, the School of Public Relations 

in communications.  I thought this was going to be it, but it wasn’t.  While I was 

there, they cut the program out from under me and diverted all the money to the 

scientific and technical areas, so I got to go there for just a year. 

 

Interviewer: While you were at the university, it was almost like being a civilian at that point, 

wasn’t it? 

Veteran: Yeah, I just hung up the uniform for a year and went to school. 

 

Interviewer: And how long had you gone when they cut the funding? 

Veteran: I was a year from it.  It was alright though.  From there I went to a major air 

command, so I was in public relations from base level up to major air command. 

 

Interviewer: Now, at this level dealing with public relations who are you primarily dealing 

with?  Dealing with base information officers? 
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Veteran: Yeah.  I was in a large office commanded by a colonel who happened to have a 

masters degree in public relations from Boston University, so I was the plans and 

programs officer there.  I wrote all the information plans for various installations.  

By then the Air Force public relations was growing up and changing.  We didn’t 

do things just by the seat of our pants.  You went by plan. 

 

Interviewer: And by that point you were pretty much in the Cold War situation?   

Veteran: Yeah, it was getting real hot then.  The Cuban crisis was going on during this 

time, and it was heating up. 

 

Interviewer: At what location was this? 

Veteran: This was at Robbins Air Force Base, Georgia. 

 

Interviewer: During the missile crisis, there was a lot of activity in the southern part of the 

United States. 

Veteran: I usually went from base to base and dealt with the people there. 

 

Interviewer: And you were dealing with the individual base communications people rather 

than the media. 

Veteran: Inspecting them and then telling them what to do and all. 

 

Interviewer: And how long was this? 

Veteran: I was there for two years.  During that time, I got a chance to go back to Boston 

University.  

 

Interviewer: Also through an Air Force program? 

Veteran: Yes.  They had just started this thing, so I was one of the first to go. 

 

Interviewer: Well, you were very close. 

Veteran: I was close to it, and I knew what was going on.  They were giving ten graduate 

hours for the work that you did there for just about fourteen weeks work, but it 

was very high level and it taught up to the graduate level.  It was there that the 
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Cuban crisis came, and we didn’t know if we were going to be able to stay or not.  

Everybody was kind of tense, but they let us stay. 

 

Interviewer: Most people don’t realize how serious the situation was. 

Veteran: SAC at that time went from the Deathcon(?) 5, which was the lowest level to a 

Deathcon 2, which is right next to ‘go to war.’  They were that close.  This 

Thirteen Days, this movie, that was pretty close to the accurate. 

 

Interviewer: How was the feeling?  I was ten years old at the time. 

Veteran: I was up there, and my wife was in Georgia with four kids at that time, and she 

was told by the military to pack the car with stuff to go, and to be ready to go at 

any time.  We lived just off the base.  The kids would be transferred to a location, 

and she was not to pick up the kids at school, but to go to that location where they 

would pick them up.  And so, it was that close.  Very, very serious. 

 

Interviewer: So you’re in school at this time.  The situation defuses with the blockade, and 

everybody relaxes to a certain extent.  But I imagine after that the Cold War took 

on a whole new meaning, because people realized how serious it could be.  So, 

you’re within a year of getting your degree, and at this time you were able to 

finish it. 

Veteran: No, it wasn’t that easy.  At that time, I had the chance to go into a missile 

program, and I took it.  I was out of SAC.  I was in the Continental Air Command 

dealing with the reserve forces, but by that time the Air Force was building their 

wing at Frances E. Warren Air Force Base in Wyoming.  This was the 5th Wing.  

They had had a graduate program with the other wings, and they decided to go to 

an undergraduate degree, so they started looking around the Air Force for officers 

that were short of their degrees, which fit me to a ‘t,’ and my name came up on 

the computer list, and they sent me a message.  They said, would you like to go, 

so I talked to my wife about it, and we decided to go.  She had been stationed at 

Wyoming, so she had told me about it, and so I said yes.  I signed up for the 

Minute Man Missile Program.  This was in ’64. 

 

Interviewer: And your capacity would still be in communications? 
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Veteran: No, I’d have to get out of the information field.  I would be a missile combat crew 

commander. 

 

Interviewer: Quite a change. 

Veteran: It was quite a change.  So, I went back to school—had to go through some 

schooling.  I went to Chanute in Illinois, and then went on to Vandenberg for a 

little while and came back.  I crewed up with my deputy commander, and we 

became combat ready.  Crew duty is something unique in the Air Force.  When 

you crew with somebody, you get pretty close to them.  We were two-man 

crews—two officers—the commander and the deputy. 

 

Interviewer: Now, this was at the beginning of the Minute Man program, when they were 

actually just putting in silos, or had the program been in existence? 

Veteran: The program had been in existence.  They started out at Malmstrom with the 

Minute Man I.  A lot of people don’t know, but the 10th Missile Squadron out at 

Malmstrom was brought up to alert during the Cuban crisis in ’62.  When 

Kennedy talked about his ‘ace in the hole,’ he was talking about ten nuclear 

missiles out in Montana.  They brought them up to alert real quickly, and he had 

those to back him up.  When he told the Soviet Union that he had an ‘ace in the 

hole,’ that’s what it was. 

 

Interviewer: So you’re entering that line of work was more of an expansion of the program, 

just putting in more silos in different locations? 

Veteran: Yeah, we had four squadrons activated at Frances E. Warren, and then we had 

one thousand Minute Man missiles. 

 

Interviewer: And your duty was actually involved in the silos. 

Veteran: We went on duty about every fourth day.  We’d first go in and get briefed and get 

tested.  We took a test every time we went on alert, and the only acceptable score 

was 100 percent. 

 

Interviewer: Was it a psychological type? 
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Veteran: It was a positive control test to go to war.  We practiced this all the time, and then 

we’d go out and relieve the crew on duty, lock the capsule up, and stay there for 

twenty-four hours. 

 

Interviewer: Underground. 

Veteran: Underground in the capsule. 

 

Interviewer: Oblivious to the outside world. 

Veteran: We were cut off from the outside world.  I sat at a console with one hundred 

lights—ten rows of ten lights.  I had ten missiles under my control.  My deputy 

and I monitored those and monitored the primary alerting system that came out of 

SAC headquarters, and we were ready to go to war. 

 

Interviewer: At this time, did NORAD exist? 

Veteran: Yeah. 

 

Interviewer: And Cheyenne Mountain was there at the time? 

Veteran: Oh, yeah.   

 

Interviewer: While you were in this program though, you did actually get to go back to 

school? 

Veteran: Yeah.  They had a program at Cheyenne where we went to school and took two 

courses at a time and were there for three years.  They did exactly what they 

promised.  I got all my hours that I could there, and then I went to Colorado 

State—right down the road at Fort Collins, Colorado.  I went there for a year, and 

I got my degree.  In the meantime, I had those courses I took and added some 

courses, so just on a hunch I wrote to Boston University and said that I’ve got all 

these hours and have been back to Boston and gotten those ten graduate hours, 

and I asked if I’d completed my requirements for a degree, and they said, ‘yeah,’ 

so I got two bachelor degrees in two years. 

 

Interviewer: {Laughter}  After going to all that trouble before.  Well, that worked out pretty 

well.  Now we’re in the mid-60s.  How long were you in the south? 
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Veteran: Three years.  That’s when it all hit me about the Cold War.  I fought a war.  This 

was at the height of the Cold War.  We were right in the middle of it. 

 

Interviewer: A lot of people don’t realize there were many incidences that were very close 

during the Cold War. 

Veteran: My council was ‘Charlie Flight,’ ‘C-Flight.’  We were there one afternoon and 

just going along, and we had a power surge.  We had had these before.  The 

primary power went off, and there after a certain time period the diesel engine 

would fire up, and we’d be back on primary power after the diesel power went 

off.  The primary power went off and the diesel didn’t come on.  We were sitting 

there on emergency power, and I didn’t know what was going on, and then I 

smelled smoke.  I told my deputy, “I smell smoke.  Crack the blast door out to the 

equipment room and see what you can see.”  He started to open in and smoke 

started coming in, and he closed it—we had a fire.  The first thing I did was call 

the command post and told them we had an emergency, and that we had a fire in 

the equipment room.  They got me connected with SAC Headquarters.  The 

controller must have been an Atlas man.  The Atlas was the first general 

intercontinental, and it was one missile.  I said, “If I have to shut my power off 

and evacuate, we’re gonna have problems.”  He said, “Would that arm the 

missile?”, and I said, “Yeah, it will arm all ten of them,” because if you had shut 

that power down to that capsule, all ten missiles would go off. 

 

Interviewer: The fire was contained but not endangering the warheads at the time? 

Veteran: No, see we were not close to the missile.  The launch control center was in the 

center of an area, and the ten missiles were around us several miles away, but we 

controlled ten missiles.  Each flight controlled ten missiles.  There were five 

flights in a squadron, four squadrons in a wing—200 missiles.  We were sitting 

down in that capsule on emergency power, smoke was coming in through vents 

that were supposed to be closed, but were not.  We had an emergency unit that 

could generate oxygen, so we put on our kemox(?) unit, we set our timers for an 

hour, we generated our own oxygen, and we waited.  They finally sent people out 

to us.  With about ten minutes to spare, people came in and started the generator 

up and got us on primary power. 
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Interviewer: Now, if you had had to, you could have gotten out of there. 

Veteran: We’d have had to evacuate.  That was Halloween at Charlie Flight.  {Laughter} 

 

Interviewer: So you did this for three years, and what happened after that? 

Veteran: That’s when I went to school at Colorado State and got my degree.  Then I went 

into the missile maintenance end of it. 

 

Interviewer: By this time, we’re in the late 60s? 

Veteran: Yeah.  By that time I was a major.  My last three years, I was at Malmstrom Air 

Force Base, and I was in missile maintenance. 

 

Interviewer: Since this was the late 60s, and Vietnam was… 

Veteran: …was beginning to get warm, yeah.  Some of my buddies went over. 

 

Interviewer: Did that look from the outset that it was going to develop to what it was, or did 

anybody have any idea?  I know both Korea and Vietnam were undeclared wars, 

but that didn’t make them any less deadly.  You know, when I grew up in the 

latter part of the Vietnam era, it was an unpopular war.  There were protests and 

that sort of thing.  How did it feel in the military?  Did the military view it as an 

unpopular situation? 

Veteran: Well, we knew about all the protests and everything, but there weren’t any where 

we were. 

 

Interviewer: There wasn’t the thought that ‘this isn’t what we should be doing’?  It’s just the 

idea that you follow your orders and do what you’ve got to do. 

Veteran: Some of my buddies went over, and I lost some buddies over there. 

 

Interviewer: But at this time you were still in missile maintenance.  Still Minute Man missiles. 

Veteran: Right, and I spent three years there and then retired and came home. 

 

Interviewer: In the maintenance end of it, what were you doing?  Overseeing upgrade of the 

weaponry or just maintaining them? 
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Veteran: No, we went through a forced modification during that time.  We had one 

squadron of what we called “Wing 6,” which was the latest model of the Minute 

Man.  It was so modern that it had a three man crew instead of a two man crew.  

The other three squadrons went through a forced modification, where we rebuilt 

all the launch facilities, put in a new missile in the hole that we had to redo the 

launch control center for, so we rebuilt the Wing. 

 

Interviewer: So at what point were multiple warheads used, or was that early on? 

Veteran: That’s when the multi-warhead was introduced.  The system was very simple at 

first.  You had one missile, one warhead, and when you went to war, you 

launched them all.   

 

Interviewer: And you had no idea what the target was, other than a general idea. 

Veteran: We had a general idea.  I’ll just leave it that way. 

 

Interviewer: When you retired as Vietnam was winding down, did you notice any reaction to 

being ex-military coming out during that timeframe? 

Veteran: No, at Great Falls and at Cheyenne, there was none of that.  There was no anti-

military sentiment.  I knew that the veterans coming back from Vietnam were not 

accepted, but none of that sentiment was there. 

 

Interviewer: So retirement came at your discretion?  You were ready to get out. 

Veteran: Yeah, I was 39.   

 

Interviewer: Post-military—you enjoyed your retirement? 

Veteran: Yeah, I still wear the uniform twice a year.  I go down to the park on Memorial 

Day and Veterans Day in uniform and talk to my old buddies there.  I try to stay a 

little bit active.  About the only thing I consider worthwhile that I did locally is I 

knew that Memorial Stadium, which is the old football stadium, was dedicated to 

the veterans of World War II—which is why it’s called Memorial Stadium.  

There was a plaque on the flagpole there with the names of 52 Baytown boys who 

died in World War II.  It was kind of ignored and forgotten.  Nobody ever 

honored it, so I went to see the superintendent of schools and talked to him about 
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and told him I thought it should be moved.  He agreed with me, and we moved 

that plaque to Lee High School, because it honors Lee graduates and some of the 

boys that didn’t get to finish high school.  So it’s now at Lee High School in the 

commons area. 

 

Interviewer: With what’s going on in the country right now, you see the resurgence in 

patriotism and that sort of thing.  I want to ask your opinion about something.  As 

I said, Korea and Vietnam—both undeclared wars—how do you feel about the 

War Powers Act that came about in the 70s limiting the president to defending 

the country but needing Congress’s permission to do that?  There were questions 

about what good was done fighting communism and whatnot in both Korea and 

Vietnam.  Do you think that it was proper to run the wars for that long and lose 

that many people with them being undeclared wars?  How do you feel about that? 

Veteran: I think they were necessary, and we did stop the communists in Korea. 

 

Interviewer: Because if we hadn’t been there, they would have surely taken South Korea and 

probably Japan, too. 

Veteran: Yeah, I had a cousin that was with that unit down in Puson, and he was pushed 

into the sea and killed.  I think we had to go in. 

 

Interviewer: I have a government class I’m taking, and our government teacher seems to think 

that the American public won’t have the stomach for a prolonged war in 

Afghanistan once we begin losing troops.  He thinks that’s a result of the Vietnam 

War.  You know, we lost nearly 50,000 people, in what most people thought was 

an unpopular war, and he really believes that even though we have this wave of 

patriotism right now supporting the president and supporting our action, that 

when we begin sending ground troops in and loosing people, that there’s going to 

be a huge upswell.  I don’t think so.  I think people are ready to do what needs to 

be done.  People criticize the senior President Bush about not finishing off 

Saddam. 

Veteran: I don’t know why we stopped. 
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Interviewer: Well, I don’t either.  His view on that is the very same thing.  He says because he 

doesn’t think Americans have the stomach to lose large amounts of our troops.  I 

disagree with him.  I don’t think you’ll ever see the swell of patriotism that you 

had, perhaps, back during the Second World War, but I kind of think that the 

military is still willing to do what they need to do, even though we have a 

volunteer military and some people question the effectiveness or the readiness of 

our military now.  I think they’re going to be surprised.  I think these people are 

going to do a good job. 

Veteran: I don’t know what’s going to happen, but I think that they’re going to have to 

commit ground troops over there. 

 

Interviewer: I’m sure, because it’s going to be a situation where they’re going to have to just 

go in and get these people. 

Veteran: I think they’re waiting to see if the Taliban quits. 

 

Interviewer: And they well might. 

Veteran: And if they think they can go in, I think they’ll go in.  

 

Interviewer: Let me just finish up with a few more things on the last page here.  No activity in 

the reserves? 

Veteran: No. 

 

Interviewer: Are you the member of any veteran’s associations? 

Veteran: No.  I’ve been active in the historical association. 

 

Interviewer: Are you still in contact with some of your contemporaries?  I’m sure you made a 

lot of friendships in twenty years in the military, and then everybody goes their 

own way. 

Veteran: Unfortunately, they’re starting to die.  Every Christmas, there are some that I 

write to that were with me from Cheyenne on.  I don’t have anything back before 

then.  I know some kid wrote to me—some kid…he’s pretty old now—who was 

with me in Greenland, and I didn’t even remember him.  He was one of my TV 

technicians there, and he writes to me now and then, and I write to him. 



-24- 

 

Interviewer: The effect of the Armed Forces radio and television stuff in isolated posts like 

that was probably your only contact with home. 

Veteran: I had a ball. 

 

Interviewer: What kind of programming would you run out of Greenland? 

Veteran: Just what we did in the United States.  We got programs with the commercials cut 

out, but we had all the popular programs that you see today, and we showed 

those.  My roommate, who I write to every Christmas, he and I did a nightly 

newscast, simulcast on radio and television, we called it the “Hinky-Stinky 

Report.”  We took the news off the wire and gave the news.  I used to interview 

people that would come up to visit us.  My radio station ran twenty-four hours a 

day, but the television only during the day. 

 

Interviewer: Well, it certainly sounds like an interesting career.  So, you would recommend 

the military to a young man today as a career? 

Veteran: Oh, yeah.  It’s a good business. 

 

Interviewer: It certainly let you get around and see the country and meet a lot of people. 

Veteran: I didn’t see as much of the world as I wanted to.  The only overseas duty I had 

was a TDY I had while I was flying over in Guam—this was in late ’53.  We 

were over there for a special reason.  That’s when the six months armistice was 

running out, and we didn’t know whether hostilities were going to come up again, 

so while we were in Guam, we got to fly up to Japan a couple of times and go 

into Tokyo.  I was there four months, and then I saw beautiful Greenland.  I 

didn’t get to go to Europe. 

 

Interviewer: One other thing I want to touch on and that’s from the time of the Bay of Pigs 

missile crisis.  What was the military’s point of view when Kennedy allowed the 

Bay of Pigs to go south—in other words, not coming to the assistance of the 

people that the U.S. had trained?  As I understand it, the CIA trained these people 

to go and take Castro, and when they went and got their butt in a sling, the U.S. 
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refused to help.  I think there was a lot of hard feelings, especially because the 

military wanted to help. 

Veteran: Kennedy backed off, and that’s what led to the Cuban crisis, because the Russians 

didn’t think he would act. 

 

Interviewer: As presidents go, how do you think our modern presidents rate? 

Veteran: I think Bush will go!  {Laughter} 

 

Interviewer: Yeah, I think he will, too!  {Laughter} 

Veteran: I don’t have any doubt that Bush will go.  I don’t know what Gore would have 

done. 

 

Interviewer: You know, that’s something that people don’t want to talk about—even people 

that supported Gore.  Personally, I don’t think that he would do as well as Bush is 

doing in this situation.  But it’s amazing how it takes a crisis like this to get 

people to support the government, because prior to this time Bush’s approval 

ratings were very low, and now they’re sky high.  Well I certainly appreciate it… 

 

{TAPE STOPPED—END OF INTERVIEW} 


