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Declaration

“This work is based upon the author’s best efforts and good faith goal of providing an accurate account, including the corrections of all errata brought to the author’s attention. The passage of time, and nature of some scientific material, may affect the author’s ability to definitively ascertain and present all contained herein.” 

No artificial intelligence was used in the writing or development of this book. 

– The Author

 


GLOSSARY

The vernacular of the Vietnam War, as reflected in this book’s letters, tapes, and emails, remains unchanged. Additionally, to maintain the narrative flow, definitions have not been inserted into the text. To facilitate understanding of the narrative, credit is given to Nancy Smoyer for outlining key terms.1

AFVN — Armed (later American) Forces Radio Vietnam

AO — Area of Operation

Bird Dog — Fixed-wing, two-seater observational plane

C-rats (rations) — Canned food for use in the field

CO — Commanding Officer

Charlie — Viet Cong, from VC-Victor Charlie

Chinook — Large, twin-engine, tandem rotor heavy-lift helicopter

DEROS — Date of Expected Return from Overseas

DMZ — Demilitarized Zone at the border of North and South Vietnam

Donut 6 — Head Donut Dolly of the unit

EM — Enlisted Man

ETS — Estimate Time of Separation from the military

FB — Firebase

Gook — Derogatory slang for Vietnamese people

In Touch — Program started by Friends of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial to connect families who lost someone in Vietnam with veterans who knew them

LRRP — Long Range Reconnaissance Patrol

LT — Lieutenant

LZ — Landing Zone of forward posts

MARS — Military Affiliate Radio Station. Used to call home via Signal Corps and ham radios

Mama-sans — Vietnamese women who cleaned our hooches and clothes

Maya Lin — Designer of the Wall, while an undergraduate at Yale University

MedCap — Medical Civil Action Program 

Medevac — Medical evacuation

NCO — Non-Commissioned Officer

NSA — Naval Support Activity

NVA — North Vietnamese Army

OD — Olive Drab-green color of military uniforms

OJT — On-the-Job Training

Donut Dollies Otter — Single-engine, high-wing, propeller-driven, short take-off and landing plane with seating for about 10

PTSD — Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder

REMF — Rear Echelon Military Force; derogatorily Rear Echelon Mother F ____

R&R — Rest and Relaxation/Recuperation

Round Eyes — Term used for non-Asian women

RTO — Radio Telephone Operator who carried his unit’s radio in the field

Sappers — Highly-trained enemy soldiers who infiltrated bases

Stand Down — Stand-downs in Vietnam were periods when the men returned from the field to their base camp, allowing them to regroup and address various needs. Since the early 1980s, Stand Downs have been organized in the United States as 1-day to 3-day events to provide supplies and services to veterans in need.

Strac — Smart, sharp, well-prepared

TAD — Temporary Assigned Duty, Marine-speak for TDY

TDY — Temporary Duty

Tet — Surprise attacks by the VC and NVA throughout South Vietnam, beginning on January 30, 1968, Vietnamese New Year

UD — Unit Director, same as Donut 6

USO — United Service Organization

VC — Viet Cong

VVA — Vietnam Veterans of America

VVAW — Vietnam Veterans Against the War Wall (Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington, DC)

White Mice — South Vietnamese police who wore white uniforms

Zippo — Cigarette lighter

 




1  “Donut Dollies in Vietnam Baby-blue Dresses and OD Green,” Chopper Books, 2017



FOREWORD

Major General Michael W. Davidson, Ret, USA

Donut Dollies (DDs) were young women who volunteered for wartime service with the American Red Cross in Vietnam. Like their World War II predecessors, the Vietnam-era DDs had the mission of visiting troops to brighten an otherwise likely dismal day for soldiers, sailors, aviators, and Marines. That they did.

Current fashion may look at the name “Donut Dollies” as demeaning. Nothing could be further from the truth. I know of no soldiers in Vietnam who were lucky enough to encounter a DD who would not use the term with profound respect and admiration.

Let me relate to you my encounters with DDs and try to explain why they had such a significant impact on soldiers.

In Vietnam, DDs most often visited the troops at firebases. My First Air Cavalry Ranger Company’s rear area was on a well-established Thai firebase called “Bearcat.” I was in our rear area there, which is to say not on a six-man combat patrol well off in the jungle, when two DDs came by to visit our troops.

Picture two early-twenties American women dropping into an all-male, all-weapons-and-grenades environment. Our Ranger Company’s existence was entirely combat-focused, night and day, either getting ready for a mission, cleaning up after a mission, or supporting the deployed teams.

The sudden appearance of two young American women in our world was a jolt, to say the least. They did not bring doughnuts that day, but they brought smiles and friendly conversation.

One of the DDs that day at Bearcat was Ellie Freeny. After that first visit, I saw Ellie at an event hosted by the brigade commander to whom our company was assigned. And then at a couple of open-to-all social gatherings at the Quonset hut on the Bien Hoa army side, where the DDs lived, called the Dolly Hooch. I rotated back to the United States and had no contact with Ellie again.

I stayed in the army and eventually became a general officer. On getting my second star, I was assigned to the Joint Staff in the Pentagon, the senior American military headquarters. I assumed that by exploiting the full weight and authority of the Pentagon, I could find “my Donut Dolly.” The program, after all, was an American Red Cross effort fully supported by the US Department of Defense.

I was wrong. I could not even find a trace of Ellie. The college from which she graduated was closed. As I ran into other DDs over the years, I always asked about Ellie and never had any luck.

A year or so ago, someone sent me a website designed to locate former DDs. I put in my information and heard nothing for six months. Then, unexpectedly, I got an email from Ellie, a half-century or more since I left Vietnam. We got caught up in email. Ellie eventually married a helicopter pilot from the unit that supported my Ranger Company. A ridiculously small world. All of which brought to mind a question: why a chance encounter by soldiers with DDs would have such an impact? Here is my theory.

Soldiers in Vietnam, in my experience, never talked about home or the United States. It was always called “back in the world.” That accurately captured the sense that the war in Vietnam was something taking place on a different planet altogether.

Donut Dollies were like ambassadors from back in the world. They brought a small piece of America with them, even if that was only casual and fleeting. But what a gift it was.

 


FOREWORD

Brigadier General Doug Satterfield,
U.S. Army (retired), USA

Did you ever see the face of a troop in a combat zone who sees, for the first time, a young, beautiful Red Cross Donut Dolly? That troop is magically transformed from a mentally hardened, physically grubby, and weary Soldier, Marine, Sailor, Airman, or Coastie into a smiling, joking, happy, jolly, friendly person you might be unable to tell apart from a carefree college student attending a frat party.

The Donut Dolly mission seemed simple. They were to give those troops fighting in a foreign land a bit of wholesome entertainment and a taste of home. My friends from the Vietnam War never took them for granted. Yes, the Donut Dollies also served refreshments, but they did much more. And they were not sitting on a comfortable sofa in the States or holding up anti-Vietnam War signs, protesting or whining about the poor Communist soldier while sitting on a North Vietnamese anti-aircraft gun. The Dollies’ work was in an active combat zone, dangerous, and some died fulfilling their mission.

Morale is a state of mind because it manifests determination, courage, and confidence. The reputation of Donut Dollies reverberates throughout America’s military culture to this day. Women who made up the Donut Dollies gave an often-underappreciated boost to the morale of American troops during the Vietnam War and World War II. We should thank them for what they did for us all.

“Morale is to the physical as 3 is to 1” is a wise saying of Napoléon Bonaparte. He understood warfare better than any contemporary military leader (and that is indisputable). After his lifetime of intense combat experience, he had something profoundly important to say to his subordinate commanders. Did he exaggerate the effect of morale? I think not.

Donut Dollies must be recognized for what they did and the importance of their presence on troop morale. You do not have to serve in combat to understand. You have to be a human with a soul.

 


PREFACE

Todd De Pastino, Ph.D., (Yale University, History)
Founder Veterans Breakfast Club

(Pictures courtesy of Veterans Breakfast Club)

“How demeaning!” That’s what I thought when I first heard the name “Donut Dolly.”

It was at a Veterans Breakfast Club event in Pittsburgh in the summer of 2016. 25th Infantry Division veteran Harry Van Riper, who’d lost his left arm to a Vietcong rocket in 1968, showed this photograph of a pretty Red Cross volunteer greeting him bedside.
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Dolly visiting wounded soldier in hospital

The conversation turned to Donut Dollies, the young women who volunteered for Red Cross Supplemental Recreational Activities Overseas (SRAO) units throughout Vietnam during the war.

I was struck by the unabashed sentiment the veterans had for these women as they explained Donut Dolly history to me.

The cute nickname came from World War II and the Korean War, when Red Cross volunteers passed out coffee and doughnuts from “club mobiles,” deuce-and-a-half trucks with small kitchens.

Vietnam was more of a candy-and-Kool-Aid war, but “Donut Dolly” stuck to the 627 women who volunteered for the SRAO program between 1965 and 1973. 

The Red Cross recruited these women mainly from college campuses. Small posters pinned to bulletin boards made reference to overseas service opportunities for extraverted college graduates. Applicants had to be unmarried and 21 to 24 years old. They were also to be wholesome-looking and possess “a capacity for hard work under less-than-ideal conditions.”

After two weeks’ training in Washington, DC, the recruits were issued signature powder-blue dresses and one-way tickets to Vietnam on commercial airlines. 

Like most of the uniformed young men they would serve in Vietnam, these young women had no idea what they were getting into.

In a war without front lines, Donut Dollies traveled hither and yon by truck, jeep, and Huey helicopter, toting canvas bags stuffed with games, gifts, books, and treats. Sometimes it was an ice cream social in a jungle clearing. Other times, it was a sing-along at a remote firebase. Bean bag toss, Beat the Clock, Name That Tune, Jeopardy—Dollies pulled out anything that might grace the war zone with a touch of home. 

But the main attraction was always the Dollies themselves, unfailingly upbeat and cheery. Dollies smiled even when filling sandbags or when they heard the pop of mortars outside the wire.
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Dolly contributing to the efforts of the troops to fill sand bags. A critical activity in a combat zone, enjoyed by our Dolly.

(Photo Rose Karlo Gantner)

It was an impossible job. A typical ten-hour day began at 5:30 am when a pair of Dollies would awake in their hooch, scrub up, fix their long hair in ponytails, grab a bite in the mess hall, and head off for the landing pad. Helicopters carried them to far-flung camps and bases, large and small. They might hit four, five, or more in a day, spending an hour or two at each. It was a great incongruous road show of cute, peppy young women entertaining war-weary, dust-covered men. As the woosh of the Dollies’ departing helicopter blades grew faint, many GIs sat in silent wonder, unsure if they had hallucinated the whole encounter. 

The very premise of the Donut Dolly mission seems ludicrous, like a scene from Robert Altman’s 1970 black comedy M*A*S*H. But it was real. More incredibly, it was effective. 

“There weren’t any good days in Vietnam,” said one veteran. “But the hour with the Donut Dollies was good.” 

“I just remember their voices,” said another wistfully. “They were so pleasant to hear.”

For the Dollies, such encounters radically broadened their vision and bonded them to a generation of warriors.

“We were programming to people from all over the country, from the good ole boys from the gas station in the center of town to brainy college boys,” explains former Dolly Nancy Caracciolo Warner. “Those guys were sent to do a horrific job in a horrific environment. And I love every one of them. . . . They are our guys. And they always will be.” 

But love and a chirpy facade couldn’t protect them from the traumas of war. 

“A lot of memories are just in a shoe box in the back of a closet that don’t come out,” explains Ellie Uzelac. Filled body bags awaiting transport. Orphanages overflowing with abandoned Amerasian children. Drug-addled GIs in padded cells. The haunting, quiet stares of soldiers who had seen too much. 

Then, there were the physical threats: incoming mortars, sniper fire, and ground rockets targeting their Hueys. 

And, of course, it should go without saying, there was always the threat of “friendly fire” in the form of sexual assault. 

Former Donut Dollies are reluctant to discuss the subject, but it seems obvious from today’s perspective that the whole Red Cross SRAO program was a recipe for harassment. Wide-eyed, friendly young women circulated in a lawless hyper-masculine environment ten thousand miles from home. Every one of the 627 Donut Dollies endured propositions and minor violations, at the very least. How many had to fight off physical assaults, we’ll never know. 

Like the GIs who did the fighting, many Donut Dollies endured Post-Traumatic Stress after the war. The GIs got belated recognition and treatment from the US government. The Dollies did not. They were non-service volunteers, so they aren’t military veterans. That means they’re not covered by the 1991 Agent Orange Act, which makes veterans eligible for treatment and compensation for presumptive conditions related to dioxin exposure in Vietnam.

The Donut Dolly phenomenon belongs to a more naïve era, one in which men and women inhabited separate and unequal spheres. In 1973, the last Dollies returned to an American home front that was rapidly changing. Soon, girls would no longer have to restrict their professional aspirations to nursing, teaching, and secretarial work. Eventually, some would even sign up for combat and serve on the frontlines, right alongside the men.

The Veterans Breakfast Club has done several programs, in-person and online, bringing former Donut Dollies together with the veterans they served. At each one, I suggested that to my ears, the term “Donut Dolly” sounds sexist and condescending. 

“Not at all!” came the howling retort from the Dollies. “It’s a badge of honor.” 

If so, then it’s a well-earned badge representing service not only to GIs overseas but to the generations of women that followed, women for whom trails were blazed by 627 Dollies in powder-blue dresses. 

 


IN APPRECIATION

Hon. Mikie Sherrill

General Frederick Weyand

General Mike Davidson

General Douglas Satterfield

Lily Brown Ph.D.

Martin Gelman Ph.D.

Todd De Pastino Ph.D.

Alice Broadwell

Linda Bryant

Dick Conoboy

Robin Chalfin

Phil Fehrenbacher

Frank Galuszka

Joe Griffies

Patrick J. Hughes

Barbara Lilly

Susan Bradshaw McLean

Bob Reilly

Victoria Robinson

George Slook

John Thompson

Mary Wasylenko

 


IN MEMORIUM

Virginia Kirsch

Hannah E. Crews

Lucinda J. Richter

Sharon Wesley

 


EPIGRAPH

“A woman is like a teabag — you can’t tell how strong she is until you put her in hot water”

~ Eleanor Roosevelt

 


AUTHOR’S INTRODUCTION

I am not a Veteran. The closest I came was working for the United States Army Quartermaster, where I made uniforms for the Vietnam War and assisted with their shipment. I also cleaned the floors and the restrooms. (“The Colonel of the Urinal,” I was called.)

I then performed entertainment, including at Valley Forge Military Hospital, with a usually well-received combination of martial arts and comedy. But at the hospital, it was different. Rows and rows of wounded men with blank faces.

During law school at NYU in the Village in the 60s, I received my Draft Lottery number of 330, which meant my chances of being selected to serve were virtually nonexistent. Then, after graduation, I returned to teaching individuals how to protect themselves at dozens of colleges, YMCAs, the Center for the Blind, and other venues, and ultimately took the Pennsylvania Bar Examination.

The following years were marked by a career in law and public service, including an appointment to the Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission. My duty there included representing Governors Corbett and Wolf in honoring Pennsylvania’s historic achievements by dedicating “historical markers.” One was at the Valley Forge Military Hospital, which served the wounded from World War II, Korea, and Vietnam. (Did you know that actor and comedian Gene Wilder was a psychiatric social worker there during the Vietnam War?) As I was preparing to reveal the permanent blue-and-yellow marker on the hospital grounds with a World War II veteran in his decades-old uniform, I unintentionally murmured that I did not feel right.

The Vet asked me, “Why”?

“I don’t feel worthy,” I answered.

“Neither do I,” he said.

In my ignorance and my naivety, I asked him why.

“Because I came home,” he answered.

It was as if I was punched in the gut. Seventy years of suffering from PTSD, of “Survivor Guilt,” Seventy years from his service and his sacrifice, he still felt the guilt all Veterans feel when they come home, whole, alive, and outwardly untroubled. I wept on the way home.

A month or so after that, I learned that another military-themed dedication was scheduled for an inner-city high school in North Philadelphia, which was a distinctly different kind of venue. It was November 8, 2014, and the Thomas A. Edison High School was memorializing the sixty-four young men who gave their lives in the Vietnam War. That is the largest number of any school in the Country. The event was for the “Edison ‘64.” Sad, yet proud men in their battle fatigues, embracing one another, saying, “Welcome Home, Brother.”

By now, I had written many books, including the Vietnam-themed “Tunnel Runner” (“Fans of the espionage thriller rejoice! commented,” Today’s Librarian), a couple of mystery thrillers, and updated several hundred pages of The Complete Handbook of Diplomatic Official and Social Usage used throughout government agencies and known as “The Red Book.” I asked the event coordinator and Veteran, Dr. Darryl Johnson, if I could meet and interview some of the veterans there to
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