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UNITED STATES ARMY

Ronnie Lee Carter - Active duty

April 19, 1967, to January 25, 1969

Vietnam Duty

September 24, 1967, to September 22, 1968
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The Vietnam War was officially called the “Vietnam Conflict.” Congress never declared war on North Vietnam.

The United States did not lose the Vietnam War; the South Vietnamese did after Congress cut off all funding. *

* * *
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These words best describe the way I feel about my experience in Vietnam.

––––––––
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TRY AS I MAY

SOME WOUNDS ARE YET TO HEAL

AND

OLD MEMORIES REFUSE TO FADE

––––––––
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In 1968, I was over 7,000 miles from home and wondered if I would ever see my home or family again.  It’s one of the loneliest feelings in the world when you’re far away from the people you love.  We should tell the ones we love how much we love them every chance we get and not wait until it’s too late. I wrote this poem to express my thoughts because of my lonely and sleepless nights in Vietnam.
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LOVE ME NOW, DON’T WAIT
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Don’t wait until my lonely soul has left this earth; let me steal the words now from your sweet lips

Why wait until you see me around you no more? Just caress me tenderly with your finger tips.

Why tell me when I am sleeping, never to see me again, whisper the words to me while I am still awake

I could hold onto the love that comes from deep in my heart and see and know that it wasn’t just fake

If you knew I was thirsting for a drink of water so sweet, would you turn your heart from me and never bring it

So is true of tender caresses before I am at heaven’s gate; give them now while my body still craves it just a bit

I won’t feel your loving kisses in my long resting place, so if you love me, bring it now, if it’s only a little

Let me hear it whispered softly while I can own and treasure it; there will be plenty of time to sit and diddle

With this longing heart, there is a thirsting for your love, so why would you wait until I am gone to cry,

Open your arms with love while my eyes still see you, don’t be the one that would ask yourself why

Once I am gone, you can speak to me only in spirit, so just tell me you love me while I can still hear it

Don’t wait until you have sprinkled my last ashes on the ground, whisper softly, you love me, while I am still around.

––––––––
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BOOK DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to the men who lost their lives in The Republic of South Vietnam while assigned to Company A, 2nd Battalion, 3rd Infantry, 199th Light Infantry Brigade during my tour of duty in Vietnam. 

I very painfully and regretfully wrote letters to their next of kin after they were killed in Action:

Lieutenant Thomas J. Cooney, 

February 25, 1968 

Sergeant Nathan L. Robinson,  

February 25, 1968

Private First-Class Harry M. Wopinski, 

February 25, 1968  

Spec. Fourth Class Richard J. Faulkner, 

February 25, 1968

Specialist Fourth Class Arthur B. Smith,  

March 19, 1968

Private First-Class Jeffrey Jordan,  

March 19, 1968

Spec. Fourth Class Billy D. McDougal, 

March 1, 1968

Private First-Class Andrew P. Corbin, 

April 25, 1968

Private First-Class William D. Noddin, 

April 25, 1968

Private First-Class Eric L. Stauff,  

May 16, 1968

Private First-Class Fredrick L. Rohen,

May 16, 1968

Specialist Fourth Class Charles A. Whitney, 

May 25, 1968

Specialist Fourth Class Louis R. Lordi, 

May 17, 1968

The book is also dedicated to the friends of mine I went to Redwood High School and Mt. Whitney High School with from Visalia, California, who died in Vietnam: 

Private Charles B. Height

Sergeant Lour Ledesma 

C.W.O. Phillip Monhike

Specialist Fourth Class Roger Ledbetter

Cpl. Michael Montgomery

Sergeant Richard A. White

Sergeant Steven W. Maness 

Alonzo Dale Woods

Reynaldo B. Florez

Jesse E. Rodriguez

Floyd D. Wimer

Sherman D. Bradford
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I want to thank all the soldiers who served in or around Vietnam during the Vietnam War.  I would also like to thank the mentally and physically wounded soldiers in Vietnam and the other wars the United States has fought.  Thank you to those still paying the price for their sacrifices.  Words can never be enough to express my gratitude for you, your service to your country, and what you have lost. 
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INTRODUCTION
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On April 19, 1967, I went from being a student at the local junior college called College of Sequoias to the hostile land of South Vietnam briefly.  It’s one place I never envisioned myself being. I could’ve chosen a million other places I’d rather have been at twenty years of age. Yet, there I was, serving my tour of duty as a private in the Unites States Army.  

It was a time in our history when the United States activated the draft.  If you got drafted, you had no choice in the matter.  You became part of the Unites States Military (unless you had the connections to keep you out of the military or refused to go).

When I first arrived in Vietnam, my M.O.S. (military status) was 11b, infantry. Once I arrived in South Vietnam, I was very fortunate to have gotten a job as a company clerk, 71h20, stationed at my combat infantry company headquarters. This book was written from my opinions and experiences as a company clerk, not an infantry soldier.  Although I had many adventures during my tour of duty, I would never try to tell anyone that I knew what it was like to be in a firefight and only a few yards away from a Viet Cong Soldier trying to kill me.  I don’t believe there is any natural way a person can know what that’s like unless they were unfortunate enough to be in that position.  

Although most of this book is about my military experiences and South Vietnam, I did not write it as a history of the Vietnam War.  This book is about what I saw and heard while in the service.  It’s a collection of actual events leading up to and during my time in South Vietnam and shortly after I got home.  It’s been a long time since I was in the military and in Vietnam, and I can’t remember some people’s names.  Because of that fact, I changed some of the soldiers’ names I refer to in the book.  These are my memories of the places and events as they occurred and to the best of my recollection.  I truly apologize for any incorrect reference to any person, place, or thing.

* * *
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SELECTIVE SERVICE CONSCRIPTION
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(The draft)

The United States has enacted conscription or “the draft” several times, but usually during a war.  During the “Vietnam War,” if drafted, the active-duty period was mandatory for two years.  The drawing for the draft was supposed to be a fair process for everyone, but it was a complicated process of using birthdates and numbers.  When you turned 18, you had to register for the draft and were assigned a status of 1A if you were eligible for the draft.  They also had 1Y and 4F for people who didn’t qualify because of health and other reasons.  The penalty for trying to avoid the draft was five years in prison and a $250,000.00 fine.  “There was a steep increase in the number of exemptions and deferments during the Vietnam War, especially with college students. It caused a lot of resentment among the poor and blue-collar young men.  Many of the ground troops in Vietnam were working class.  It reinforced the Vietnam War's perception of being a “rich man’s war, poor man’s fight.” *

Some men avoided the draft by becoming “draft dodgers” and burning their draft cards or draft letters.  Some men avoided the draft because of their fear of the dangers of combat, while others had a political or moral objection to war.  Some chose to defect to other countries, and some just chose to go to prison instead of being drafted. It’s believed that 100,000 men became draft dodgers during that period. Canada didn’t consider draft-dodging a criminal offense.  Between 30,000 to 60,000 men fled to Canada to dodge the draft.  Many just hid out somewhere until the Nixon era was over.  Some churches also provided sanctuary to the draft dodgers.  In 1977, President Jimmy Carter gave an unconditional amnesty to all draft dodgers in terms of a pardon. 

Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, Joe Biden, Howard Dean, Dan Quayle, and Dick Cheney are just a few politicians that never saw combat in Vietnam.  They were in the correct age group to serve in the military.  Many asked whether money, power, or luck kept them out of Vietnam.  I don’t believe it was luck.  I’ve found that things in life aren’t always fair, but there’s nothing we can do about them.  Sometimes, it’s not what you know but who you know.  It’s just the way our world is.  

Suppose you look at George W. Bush during the Vietnam War.  Some say his father used his influence to keep him out of Vietnam.  He served in the military but spent two years stateside, in the Texas Air National Guard, as an F102 pilot during the Vietnam War.  He was assigned to the continental United States defense and was unlikely to be deployed overseas, especially in Vietnam.  When his father was running for president of the United States and asked about his son’s status during the Vietnam War, he said, "Protected Texas airspace from invasion by the Vietnamese.” * Seriously, the Vietnamese didn’t even know where Texas was located, let alone want to invade it or the United States. 

*Quote from Wikipedia -Draft Dodger

* * *
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CHAPTER 1 - YOU’RE DRAFTED


[image: image]


When I turned 18 and registered for the draft, I knew I got drafted into the military and knew where I was going: South Vietnam.  My last name started with a “C,” so I was at the top of the list.  I forget my number, but I know it was a low one on the military draft list, and I was 1A. It was high enough on the list to get drafted in the draft's first round.  It was February 1967, and I was in my fourth semester of junior college in my small hometown of Visalia, CA.  My prospects didn’t look good.  Visalia only had about 11,000 people in the entire town, but now it has over 125,000.  The shopping mall on Mooney Boulevard and Walnut Avenue was considered the outskirts of the city.  

When I received the draft notice, I carried 16 ½ units per semester at the College of the Sequoias and worked full-time at the local shoe store. I already had 49 ½ units of the required 60 units to graduate in June.  My routine was to get up at seven, get my brothers ready for school, and get to school by 8:00 am.  I had classes from 8:00 am to 3:50 pm and worked daily at the shoe store from 4:00 pm to 9:00 pm.  I also worked every weekend (Saturday and Sunday) at the shoe store from 9:00 am to 6:00 pm. 

My life was pretty much work and school.  I made about $100.00 weekly at the shoe store, paid my bills, and kept food on the table.  There wasn’t much time left in the day for the fun things in life. I worked my way up from picking grapes and peaches, chopping cotton, and milking cows to selling shoes.  I even vaccinated and de-beaked turkeys for several months during my sophomore year in high school. I would ride and sleep in the back of the pick-up truck with a camper shell for 3 to 4 hours and then work all night.  I would then sleep on the way home, shower, and go to school.  I was glad to get out of what I considered physical labor when I started selling shoes.  

My dad worked at the dairy, and my older brother, Jim, and I took turns working with him on weekends since I was in the 6th grade.  The funny thing was that we weren’t getting paid for it.  My dad always said we were helping the family out by working on the dairy.  I never understood his logic when I was young.  If we weren’t getting paid to work, how were we helping the family out?  I think the dairy owner was taking advantage of the free labor from my brother and me. 

If I went anywhere on Friday nights during high school, I had to be home by midnight to help wash and milk the cows from midnight to 6:30.  After work; I would go home, sleep for a few hours, and then go back to milking the cows at noon until around 6:30 p.m. every other weekend.  Sometimes, Jim and I worked together, but we were supposed to switch every other weekend.  As he got older, he usually found a way to talk me into working in his place!!  When I wasn’t working on the dairy, I tried my hand at picking tomatoes, chopping cotton, and harvesting peaches and plums.

When I was 15, I had a narrow escape with a cow. The cow’s head was in a stall, and she was eating grain while being milked.  For some reason, she decided to take a kick at me as I walked behind her.  It wasn’t just an ordinary kick.  She kicked at me with both back feet!  Her hooves just missed my head by inches.  If I hadn’t been young, with quick reflexes, that could’ve been the end of me right there.  At that point, I had enough of milking and being around cows.  My dad and I walked down the 300-yard, one-lane dirt road home that night after work.  I told him I wasn’t returning to work at the dairy anymore and wouldn’t milk another cow for the rest of my life.  (A promise that I was hoping I could keep).  My dad became very angry with me and wouldn’t talk to me the rest of the way home.  I understood his anger, but I was tired of working for free, and I hated milking cows.  His anger made me more determined to do what I said I would do.  It may not have been suitable for him, but I felt it was right for me.  Sometimes, you must do what your heart tells you to, even if it hurts someone’s feelings.  I had to figure things out for myself, and I knew it didn’t involve milking cows for the rest of my life.  

The following week, I started looking for work.  I went to packing houses, restaurants, and stores, looking for a job.  Finding a job at fifteen was difficult unless picking fruit in the fields.  I was also still in school, and many options were unavailable.  I remember going into Reeve's shoe store on Main Street and asking the store manager, Mick Rigelhooth, for a job.  I must have looked stupid to him.  Here I was, a skinny kid, only 5-foot-4 inches tall, asking him for work.  The funny part was, I didn’t know a thing about selling shoes, but I knew anything had to be better than working with those cows.  When I asked him for the job, he smiled at me with a sneaky little grin and said if I would stock the shelves for a week without getting paid and he liked my work, he would hire me—not getting paid for a week?  Well!  I was used to that, so it was no big deal.  I wasn’t sure if he would live up to his end of the bargain, but what did I have to lose?  After all, what could I do if he didn’t like my work?  I would have already done the job.  

I took a chance and stocked shoes until I was “blue in the face.” Sometimes, I even took them down and stocked them again to kill time.  After a week, I started seeing shoe boxes in my dreams! Thankfully, he gave me the job as promised.  After that, he liked me, took me under his wing, and taught me everything he knew about selling shoes.  I guess you could say he became my mentor.  

On some days off, he taught me how to hunt pheasant and quail with a shotgun.  I got pretty good at it after a couple of weekends.  Mick was a great guy; I liked and respected him very much.  I worked with him for a few years while paying my way through high school.  We remained good friends until his death.  

By the time I was in college, I had worked my way up from selling shoes at Reeve’s shoe store to selling shoes at the mall for Don McWilliams’ clothing store.  At the time, it was one of Visalia's most well-known and well-established clothing stores.  I worked in their shoe department after school and on the weekends.  My manager was Jerry Youngblood.  He wasn’t much older than me, around 24 or 25.  He was married to a beautiful young lady.  He was a good-looking guy and smooth as silk when selling shoes.  He could sell shoes that I couldn’t even give away.  We had these ugly shoes that we couldn’t sell, so they gave us incentives. They would have a letter on the shoebox; if we sold them, we would make a quarter or fifty cents bonus.  He would bring them out when the young women came into the store.  I was always amazed at how many pairs of those hideous shoes he sold.  The young woman loved to go to the store to try on shoes when he was there.  I enjoyed working there and learned how to sell shoes with letters on them. One weekend, I made $26.00 in bonuses from selling those ugly shoes.  

Working in the shoe stores helped to bring me out of my shell.  I had little contact with other people for most of my life, except immediate family and friends at school.  Our family had eight kids, five boys, and three girls; I was third from the oldest.  There was my older sister Nancy, older brother Jimmie (Jim), younger sisters Linda and Sharon (Kay), and younger brothers Dennis, Harold (Hal), and Tommie (Tom).  There was a two-year age difference between most of us.  We spent almost all our time with each other unless we were at school.  

We were all naive about the outside world because we never got out much.  Our only friends outside of school were the relatives we might see occasionally.  I guess they called us “hicks” or “Okies” or whatever they called poor white people back in those days.  Those words never offended me because I knew who I was and what I wanted.  My parents found those words offensive because they had different meanings when they were younger.  They were considered derogatory terms to many people of that age group.  

Working at shoe stores taught me how to be a good salesperson and make friends with all types of people.  I’ve never been prejudiced and like people regardless of race, color, or religion.  We always moved from place to place because my dad was a farm laborer.  He did manual farm labor but milked cows to support our family for the last 10 to 15 years he worked.  Before that, we moved around to follow my dad’s work.  Later in life, I would joke about living in over 50 houses while growing up.  I don’t know if we lived in that many places, but I know it was a lot.  It seemed like we were always moving.  

When I got drafted, I was helping my dad take care of my three younger brothers.  Dennis was 11, Harold was eight, and Tommie was five.  My dad and mom divorced a few years before I was about 16.  I chose not to live with either of them and decided to live independently, caring for myself.  I moved into a small house with my brother, Jim, and one of his friends.  They soon moved out and left me by myself.  After that, I paid my rent and, way through school, worked at the shoe store.  

After my parents split up, my dad started drinking heavily.  His whole life revolved around my mother, who did everything for him.  She drove the car wherever they needed to go, paid the bills, and cared for our kids.  When they divorced, he had difficulty adjusting to how life had changed for him.  He was never the same after she left.  Before their divorce, he was a hard-working man who rarely took a day off work.  He was one of the hardest-working and most devoted husbands and fathers you could’ve ever wanted.  During one stretch, I remember he worked four years straight without a single day off.  I don’t know how he did it!  I don’t think I could’ve done that.  Together, they raised eight kids on meager wages.

Before getting drafted, I rented a small house behind Red Lobster on Mooney Boulevard and let my dad and brothers come and live with me.  During my last year in college, I ensured everyone had daily food, clothes, and lunch money for school.  Things were tough for everyone during that period of our lives. 

* * *
[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 2 - MY OFFICIAL NOTICE
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When I received the official notice, it said, “You have been inducted into the United States Army.”  It also said I had to report to the induction center in Fresno, California, on April 19, 1967.  I was angry that they had picked me and not someone else.  I only had six weeks to go to Junior College, and I would have had my AA degree and then been heading to Fresno State University.  No one in my family had ever completed college, and I wanted to get my degree.  

My dad was from a small town called Caddo-O-Gap in the Ozarks of Arkansas.  He barely completed 3rd grade before his dad pulled him out of school and made him go to work.  They didn’t have electricity, running water, or indoor bathrooms where he came from.  They used coal-oil lamps for light.  They used outhouses for bathrooms and a well to draw their water.  They didn’t have a television in those days, and they didn’t have a radio.  He couldn’t read, write, or even sign his name.  He always signed his name with an X.  That never seemed to matter to anyone because he was a good guy.  

Sometime around 1990, I called on insurance clients. I ran into an older man from Tulare, California, who used to own a grocery store in Linelle Camp (a community for farm workers) near Farmersville, California.  When I was a kid, there were times that we would have to get groceries at his store on credit.  He told me my dad still owed him $185.00 for groceries, which he never paid.  He brought out a bill that was about 35 years old, and I knew it was my dad’s signature.  The paper was signed with an X, so I didn’t have to question the statement.  Although my dad had died in June 1972, I pulled out my checkbook and paid the older man what my family owed him.  

My mom was also from a small town called Holdenville in Oklahoma.  She was able to stay in school until about the 8th grade.  It was hard to go to school in those days, especially when I needed a home to help with the family.  I tried to explain all this to my kids when they were older, but it’s hard for them to understand how that could happen.  It’s hard to understand how difficult life was in the 1930s and 1940s.  Just because my parents never received a formal education didn’t mean they were stupid.  I learned from both.  They instilled in my brothers and sisters the will and determination to succeed and taught me how to get ahead.  I didn’t even know how hard life was for them growing up, except for the stories they used to tell me.  

My dad would tell me how they ran out of food when they were younger and didn’t have anything to eat.  They couldn’t afford ammunition for their guns, and to have something to eat, they would knock gray squirrels out of trees with rocks.  Sometimes, they would chase a wild pig through the woods with their dogs for miles until it got tired.  When the pig stopped, they would corner it with the dogs and then kill it with big rocks.  They would then have to carry it back home.  

They would also hunt raccoons with their red tick hounds all night and come home with 3 or 4 unlucky critters.  They would skin them and lay the skins out to dry for 2 to 3 weeks. They would then take the dried skins into town and trade them for food and other needed supplies.  They never thought about trying to get ahead, and they were trying to survive.  After hearing those stories, I decided I never wanted to be like that at a young age.  I knew if I received an education, I wouldn’t have to milk cows, work in the fields, or sell shoes for the rest of my life.  Looking back at it now, I must admit that their simple life, even as hard as it was at times, has some measure of appeal to me.  It especially appealed to me when I used to get stressed out so much from my insurance work.

One thing that was very interesting about my dad and a few of his brothers was that they played and sang music together in their band when they were younger.  One brother played the guitar, the other played the fiddle or some other instrument, and they would sing.  I was told my dad could play them all, but most often, the guitar and fiddle.  They would travel through the woods by foot or on horseback for miles.  They drove around in an old beat-up car from town to town to sing and play for people in better times.  That’s how my dad met my mom.  My dad and his brothers traveled to Oklahoma to play for some country “folks.” My dad’s brother, John, married my mom’s sister, Ruth.  I have a lot of double cousins that still live in Arkansas.  It was sad that I was growing up with my dad during the entire time. I never heard him play the guitar or the fiddle.  He gave up music when he married my mom.  

My brothers, Hal and Dennis, must have gotten their music abilities from him because they carried on the family tradition and had their band in Visalia for years called “Oakwood.”  Dennis played the lead guitar, and Hal played the guitar and sang.  Hal wrote a lot of the songs they did. They played throughout the Central Valley of California for weddings, special occasions, and local nightclubs.  Dennis passed away in 1997 at the young age of 44 from a heart attack.  Hal still plays music for people from time to time.  My son James (Jamie) plays the guitar and has played for several bands. 

I’ve always felt like you should follow your instincts, and for some reason, I was getting solid vibes to go with my instincts and not fight the draft.  My mind kept telling me to get it over with, and everything would be ok.  Fighting it or getting a school deferment was my big dilemma then.  I could’ve filed for and probably gotten a school deferment, but I felt it would’ve only postponed the inevitable.  I also had my brothers and dad, whom I was worried would be left alone.  What were they going to do when I left?  

My girlfriend had split up a few months before I got the notice.  She and her family gave me the stability I needed during those years after my parent’s separation and divorce.  I didn’t have that emotional support and was on my own.  I also knew that I couldn’t go on taking care of my brothers and my dad forever; plus, I didn’t want to.  I had school and other goals in life that I wanted to accomplish.  

After much thought, I decided not to fight the draft.  I signed out of all my classes at the College of Sequoias and prepared to report to duty.  I told my brothers and dad about my decision and then made arrangements with my sister, Nancy, to help my brothers while I was gone.  

I called one of my best friends, Larry Guinn, who was drafted into the service.  We took a ride out to Ivanhoe, where there are two hills (about 300’ high) that the Twin Buttes locals.  They’re near the foothills and stand out by themselves.  We hiked to the top of one of the hills and stayed there for several hours just talking about our families and friends.  We talked about our fears of the unknown, of Vietnam, and what we would do if one of us had one of our limbs blown off or killed in Vietnam.  While there, we made a pact that if one of us got killed in Vietnam, the other would visit our family and friends and tell them how much we loved them.  It was a bond that I will never forget.  He went to Vietnam and was wounded several times but came home alive. 

I gave up civilian life on April 19th, 1967, and headed for Fresno.  I remember feeling guilty about leaving everyone, but I was somewhat relieved that I didn’t have all the responsibilities anymore.  I was no longer in control of my life for the first time since I was fifteen.  I had someone who would make ALL my decisions for me (Uncle Sam).  I didn’t have to worry about caring for my brothers and dad and getting them to school on time.  I didn’t have to worry about making enough money or making sure we had enough food on the table.  I hate to admit it, but it was a significant relief to get away from it all. 

* * *
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CHAPTER 3 - I’M IN THE ARMY NOW
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The first thing they did with us, “greenhorns,” when we arrived in Fresno was rush us into a room and start giving us orientation and medical exams. 

After the exams, they swore us into the United States Army.  One minute, I was a civilian; the next, I was a private E-1in the Army.  The moment they swore me in, I felt very patriotic.  I thought it might be a good thing for me to serve my country.  Guys from all over the valley, Fresno, Tulare, Exeter, Madera, and Visalia, got drafted, just like me.  I felt a little better just knowing I wasn’t alone.  We spent most of the day going through physical exams.  You know, the ones where they say, “bend over and cough.”  You get so embarrassed that you feel ridiculous until you look at the guy beside you.  Then the two of you see each other, with that wrinkled-up face, and burst into laughter.  You realize you’re okay because everyone is going through the same thing.  

They asked us if we had flat feet, took any medication, had any physical problems, or were conscientious objectors.  They also asked us if we had any physical issues, and if we did, they would reclassify us to 4F and send us back home.  I thought about telling them about my bad “trick” knee.  As a first-year high school student, I screwed my right knee in wrestling and had surgery.  It still gave me a few problems from
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