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First and foremost, I must thank my wife, Denise, for her support while I wrote this book. During our entire life together, she knew that I kept the box of letters which I had written to someone else while I was in the Army. The letters had been returned to me when that relationship ended. My wife and I changed our place of residence several times, and the box always came with us, to be stored out of sight, out of mind. Its contents, together with the letters that I wrote to my father, helped me to recall the details of things that I experienced, as well as the things that I dare not tell the “girl back home” or anyone other than my father, who had served in the Second World War, but never wanted to talk about it. I wanted him to know of the things that I had done, hoping it would somehow help him tell me of his experiences.

Second, I want to thank all of the guys, and the girls, that I served with or encountered in the States, in Germany, or in Vietnam. Some of you might recognize yourselves in the stories, and I apologize for taking poetic license by collapsing time, changing your name or glossing over your side of the story, but, it’s my book, my side of the story. I am certain that you can fill pages with your own stories.

Third, I thank my children. Daughters Carolyn Hubbuch and Laura Grodoski, for the hours spent reading and suggesting edits, and for sorting through the letters by date to make it simple for me to write a continuous story. And I thank my son, David, for continually prodding me to write, and my son-in-law, Chistopher Grodoski, for providing his artistic talents on the cover artwork.

Last, I thank Uncle Sam for taking me in, teaching me about life, and death, and putting me firmly on the path to a successful engineering career using some of the skills which I learned in the Army.

I have an explanation regarding the origin of the title. I had the idea to write about the things which I did and about what happened to me during my thousand days of service. I would often tell the guys that no one would believe what we were doing, or, I would remark to myself that I could not believe anyone would want us to do such a thing. I recall telling them that I was going to write a book someday and I would call it “Potato People,” subtitling it “Tales from the Trenches” or something like that. When I discovered that the title had already been used, and did not want to have it confused with another topic, I refused to change it, since in a way it reflected the appearance that all inductees had following their first head shaving in Basic Training. One moment you recognized a person, and the next moment they were gone, as indistinguishable as one potato from another. Hair has a lot to do with personal identification.

Some of the dialogue is based on words or phrases which I would include in the letters I wrote, mostly the ones to my father, because no one back home would have believed me if I told them what some men would say to us. I certainly was not raised in a home or neighborhood where such language was used. Other discussions I included to illustrate the ways in which we spoke to each other in our everyday banter.

While I was writing this book, it became apparent that what I once thought was funny, now embarrassed me. What had made me laugh back then, now makes me feel uncomfortable when I think of the foolish things we did. What I had thought of as an accomplishment might now be considered to be an irresponsible waste of resources; and, what I did with my time was more selfish than it should have been. Above all, I hope that the families affected by my actions have found peace.

Nevertheless, this is my story, one man’s recollections of his time spent in the Army during the late 1960’s.

This is Part 1 of Three Parts.
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SECTION ONE – STATESIDE

1 - DRAFT NOTICES

Countless millions of young American boys grew up in the 1950’s playing make-believe and spending their days with pretend games of cowboys and Indians, cops and robbers, or just plain soldiers. Their fathers and uncles had served in the military, and their boys, whom society would soon label as Baby Boomers, shared a common theme – their playtime involved conflict. They imagined being at war, using toy guns, cap pistols, air rifles or sometimes just mop handles and broomsticks, yelling “Bang!” as they pointed their weapons at each other and shouted “Gotcha! You’re dead!” then waiting to make sure that their target had fallen. The opponent sometimes needed convincing before he acknowledged that he was shot, but once down, he could get up and resume play, taking cover from another position such as a garbage can or the doorway of a garage.

Johnny was no exception, imagining himself on a battlefield, surrounded by the sights and sounds which he thought must exist there. Hours were spent playing in the backyard, alley, or park, envisioning himself in a trench, foxhole, or fortress, repelling an enemy attack with a rifle or machine gun. Or charging alone at a small patrol of enemy soldiers, dispatching them with ease in a hand-to-hand struggle. His father had served during World War II, and had brought home a variety of items, such as a web belt, canteen, mess kit, ‘steel pot’ helmet and sidearm holster. Johnny wore these items as he would play. None of the neighbor kids had any of the gear that he had, so he always felt as if he were special, running through the alley with the helmet wobbling on his head, the canteen and holster pulling down on the web belt. His accessories helped him spur his imagination farther as he played, wishing that he had a rifle or a submachine gun.

He could picture being in many of the combat scenes that he would see on television or at the movies. There was only one part which he found hard to imagine – What does it really feel like to be the attacker? He often wondered what does a person think about just before landing on the beach, and. What is it like to have them shooting at you? and how do you charge out of that landing craft, onto the beach, when the enemy is pouring machine-gun fire in your direction? Thoughts such as these would flood his mind and he would feel the cold hand of fear, a fear of the unknown, well up inside him with a sick clutch in the pit of his stomach, forcing him to dispel the unpleasant vision of being the target in the sights of someone else’s gun. Little did he know it, but he would have the chance to experience many of those feelings firsthand, as would tens of thousands of other boys his age, during the period encompassing the nightmare that was known as Vietnam.

Cowboys on television programs could also stoke on his imagination, and he would spend hours playing with his toy six-guns, pretending to have a showdown with an outlaw, or standing and drawing against an adversary. One of his favorite television heroes was dressed all in black. He must have liked to watch that man more than any other, because his father nicknamed him “Hoppy” and would rarely use his own name.

In grade school, he had learned from the nuns about the French experience in Indochina, of how the Viet Minh were small in stature, not even reaching the armpit of the average American, but had somehow managed to defeat the French Army. As America’s involvement in Vietnam grew during the early 1960’s, the idea of fighting Communism to keep its perceived domino effect from eventually spreading across Asia and somehow making its way to the U.S became a focus of attention and a common topic on the news.

Upon completion of high school, and turning 18 a few days thereafter, Johnny fulfilled his duty by registering with the Selective Service Board, throwing his name into what most people referred to as the “Draft Board,” where it would sit and wait with the names of all his fellow high school graduates until the grim reaper reached out from the swirls of fate and grabbed one of them. Nothing happened that summer, so he then enrolled at a Chicago City Junior College to pursue a pre-engineering curriculum, which was driven by his reading about Julius Caesar and the engineering accomplishments that Roman legionaries achieved. Amidst the pressures of the time, he knew that he would have to keep his grades up or suffer the loss of a 2-S deferment, which was intended to prevent the draft from scooping him up, so he delved into his studies and maintained a nearly perfect, almost straight A average.

The local Draft Board was composed of civilians within one’s neighborhood, often unknown, and therefore not easily approached. The Board was tasked with meeting quotas established by someone higher up the ladder, and would submit names on a routine basis. With each set of submissions, the task of protesting one’s selection fell on the individual who had been drafted. On two separate occasions, once in his first year and once in his second year, Johnny received a draft notice in the mail and had to stand in line with many others to see the Dean of Students and request a Certificate of Good Standing showing his grades and attendance record, which then had to be mailed to the Draft Board. If they accepted the Certificate and selected someone else, a deferment could be kept. He followed their procedures, knowing full well that his number might come up sooner or later, and, if not for the deferment, he would probably have to go into the service and then to Vietnam. Every so often he would learn through his church or local grocer or other social circles that someone he knew or whose name was familiar had perished in that war. It made him think that if he could just get a degree, he might be able to get in as an officer and not just a regular soldier. However, being the oldest in a family of six, continuing college at a full university was out of the reach of his parents’ pocketbook, but it was a hopeful thought, so Johnny kept it alive at the back of his mind. He thought that a two-year degree would not be worth anything, but could not see a way to change his financial situation. He was the oldest of six siblings, and monetary help from the family was out of the question.

As it turned out, during the week of the worst snowstorm of that winter, upon opening the third familiar envelope containing that dreaded letter which began “Greetings from the President of the United States...” Johnny decided that he needed to talk to someone who might have the answers to the questions that had begun to plague him. Questions such as: Is everyone sent into the infantry? Don’t they care if I might know how to do something? Are all the stories true? Do they really make truck drivers into radio operators and shoe salesmen into cooks? Is there any way to be noticed? Do they try to use a person’s interests or intelligence?” He was determined not to be taken in as just another warm body without trying to find out if there were any options. So, after the last class of the day, Johnny ventured over to the recruitment office, conveniently located about a block away from the Junior College that he was attending.

Apparently, Johnny was blessed with a liberal dose of beginner’s luck in his first dealings with Uncle Sam’s Green Machine.

The posters on the wall of the small storefront office glared down at him. “Uncle Sam Wants You” was there, the same as it always appeared on subway walls and on smaller billboards at major street intersections. But there were others that he had not seen before. One had the word “Ordinance” while another said “Armor.” There was “Artillery,” Communications,” “Aviation” and “Maintenance.” Each was done in the same proud fashion, with pictures of eager young soldiers in different positions, using equipment associated with the single word on the poster. All of the posters had the same subtitle: “See your Local Recruiter.”

“Can I help you, son?” Johnny looked towards one of the two desks in the room, behind which sat a lean, middle-aged man in uniform, unseen until he had spoken. He had been momentarily stunned by the man’s use of the word “son.” Only his father had ever addressed him as “son.” He swallowed hard and nodded.

“Have a seat. Would you care for a cup of coffee? It is a fresh pot.” He gestured to the chair across from his desk, and rose to extend his hand for a shake. His grip was firm, his hand warm, and with two firm squeezes, he released Johnny’s hand. From the stripes on his sleeves, Johnny guessed that this was some sort of sergeant. The man could have been somewhere in his late thirties, with a good tan and close-cut hair. A pleasant smile filled the man’s weathered face, reminding Johnny of a gym teacher that he knew at the City College, who coached track and field, and spent a lot of time outdoors.

“Yes, thank you, sir,” Johnny said, as he sat down on the grey tubular metal folding chair.

“I am Master Sergeant Witters, son, and please drop the sir stuff. That is only for officers,” he said good-naturedly, and then turned to grab a pair of white coffee mugs from the credenza behind his desk. “I only have powdered creamer and packets of sugar.”

“Just plain black coffee is fine by me,” Johnny said as he looked at the uniform. The short-sleeved khaki shirt had three upward stripes and three curves underneath. That’s the same as Sergeant Bilko on TV he said to himself. The epaulets on Witters’ shoulders had a green patch with some sort of medal on top. A blue braid passed from beneath one epaulet and went down under his arm. Just like ROTC in high school Johnny mused. The more outstanding features of the uniform became apparent as Witters turned back with the coffee mugs. Extending one to Johnny, Witters sat, and Johnny saw that there were four rows of slim, multi-colored rectangular ribbons on one side of Witters’ chest, above which was a medal with a rifle on a blue background and a thin silver laurel wreath. There was also a silver parachute medal, and on the other side of Witters’ chest, he had a name tag and more little rectangles in red and blue with a yellowish frame around each one. As Johnny took a sip of the coffee, he saw finer details of the uniform – tiny stars, dates or pieces of bronze or gold droplets attached to some of the ribbons. There were also two silver badges on Witters’ breast pocket below the rows of ribbons. They appeared to be a sort of cross shape with a bullseye in the center of each, and three tiny shingles attached, hanging down below. Johnny saw letters on the shingles, but could not read the words.

The complete uniform struck Johnny as being quite impressive, and not the least bit gaudy or pretentious. This guy must be some Sergeant Rock or John Wayne type who loves to go to war he thought. Probably wanted to be some gung-ho Marine, but if he got all those medals, he maybe was a Marine, and maybe....

“Well, son, first off tell me your name, so I can quit callin’ you son,” Witters stunted Johnny’s train of thought as he took his seat, “then tell me what I can do for you today.” Witters moved a few pieces of paper to one side of his desk, took a pad of yellow paper from a drawer of a file cabinet behind him, and pulled a pencil out of the desk drawer.

In grade school, he was one of six boys named ‘John’, so the nuns merely added a boy’s middle initial to the name to distinguish one from another, so there was a ‘John A’, a ‘John M’ and several others besides ‘John E.’ “My name is John, I’m 19 years old, attending college with a 2S deferment and holding a Certificate of Good Standing. I just received my third draft notice, and well, what I’d like to know is, uh, well, how’s the chances of me picking out what I’d like to do, or do they just stick me anywhere, and should I keep getting another Certificate so I can finish this school year, and can I go to some kind of school in the service, or....”

“Slow down, John,” Witters said, “one thing at a time. Now, you say you’ve gotten Induction Notices before, and had them rescinded with a Cert, so for this one, let’s establish your remaining time before you have to report to the Induction Center.”

“March 20 is when I must be at the Induction Center, so I guess I have about three weeks left.

“Alright, John, now let’s establish some priorities. You indicated that you are still in college. Will you earn a degree at the end of this school year?”

“No, sir, I mean sorry, Sergeant, no I won’t get a degree yet. I need a few more courses, then I’d have an Associate Degree in engineering.”

“Okay, John. Engineering, huh? That’s good. However, you will need a degree to get right in to OCS after Basic. Let me pull some information out of the files so that we can discuss options. Do you want more coffee?”

“No thanks, it’s good but no thanks.”

As Witters got up and pulled open a drawer in another file cabinet behind him, it appeared to John that the man’s mind was working at a logical, clear-cut military pace. He did not seem to be one to try to trick the young men who occasionally came into his office – he had too much at stake to go that route. His good health for one thing.

Witters had been in the recruitment field for nearly thirteen months, and had learned not to try to pull fast ones on his “clients.” Too many rankled relatives to deal with when that happens after the kid writes home to say he got screwed. The first time he had tried to fill a quota for the infantry had been with an assignment of an enlistee who wanted electronics. Four months later, the boy died during his first week in Vietnam, and his family showed up one night looking for blood. They might have stabbed him to death had the police not arrived. Witters spent almost two months recuperating from multiple stab wounds. He did not press charges, but vowed never again to buckle to the heat from above. If a man wanted electronics, or any damn thing for which he was qualified, Witters would do his best to give him that option.

“Okay, John,” Witters said as he returned to the desk with a few recruitment pamphlets related to Engineering. “We have enough time remaining for you to take a few quick aptitude tests. I can get them processed and in a couple of days and I can let you know what your chances are of getting into a particular MOS school.”

“MOS?” Johnny inquired, interrupting Witters.

“MOS stands for Military Occupational Specialty. We all fit into one of them. Mine is 79R. Engineering is a very wide field, so we need to try to narrow it down for you. Then, if you still want to enlist rather than be drafted, you may do so. How does that sound?”

Johnny replied “Yeah, that is good. That sounds really good.”

“Now, first, John, we don’t have enough time to complete the tests today. You had better come back in to see me during the early afternoon. How about tomorrow? Do you have any classes?”

“Hey, hang on!” John exclaimed, “I have got a few priorities to establish here. I mean, what’s school, you know? I mean, look, I don’t want to get drafted and just go into any old thing. Hell, what if they decided to put me into the Navy or even into the Marines? I mean, I’m not asking to chicken out, but I am not gonna sit back and let them put me in for four years just to go to class one more time. I mean they have drafted people into the Navy, haven’t they? I mean that’s four years, you know?”

“Yes, yes, that has happened. But slow down, John,” answered Witters, perhaps understanding Johnny’s concern. “I cannot guarantee that you would not be drafted into the Navy. All I can guarantee is that if your test scores are good enough to qualify you for a particular MOS, and if there is an opening in a particular AIT, what we call Advanced Individual Training, then that’s the school you would attend to get specialized training in that MOS, and you would then stand a very good chance of filling the opening.”

“Okay, so I’ll come in tomorrow, at whatever time you want. I mean, whenever you are going to be free or do I make an appointment or what? I mean, I’ll come in the morning, even.”

“Alright, John, I’ll tell you what,” Witters said as he pushed back his chair with a sense of calm and composure, “Why don’t you come in any time before 1200 hours, that’s noon, or after 1300. That’s one in the afternoon. I’m here from 0800 hours until 1600. That’s four in the afternoon.”

Johnny rose from his chair, and extending his hand to Witters, replied “Okay, fine, yeah, uh, listen, you’ve really taken a big load off my mind, Sergeant. I’ll be here tomorrow about nine o’clock. I can just forget about school for one day, okay?”

“Fine, John, I’ll have the test papers all ready to go at 0900 tomorrow.”

They shook hands, and Johnny left with a happy, hopeful grin on his face.

He took the few tests the very next day. Relatively simple, they dealt with associative and multiple-choice questions concerning aptitude, interests, and skills. The following Monday, Witters informed him that he had the aptitude to enter just about anything and everything he wanted to, with a few exceptions – diesel mechanics and track vehicle maintenance. Since Johnny didn’t want to be a mechanic, he didn’t mind that. He had never done any tinkering with the family car, other than helping change a tire or attach snow chains. He had only seen track vehicles in the movies, at museums or at the construction site where the expressway had been built through his neighborhood. Witters told him that Construction Survey was the closest thing that an enlisted man could get to engineering, outside of being an ordinary construction worker-type, so Johnny enlisted in the Army for a three-year period, choosing to report to the Induction Center one week after his last class of the semester.

2 - INDuction

On a sunny, cool morning in late spring, 1967, Johnny bid farewell to his family outside the Induction Center just south of the Chicago Loop. He somehow assumed that he would be the only person there, but was surprised to find that he was far from being alone. There were several hundred other young men congregating inside a huge auditorium on the main floor. He even recognized a face or two belonging to former fellow students from his junior college. It seemed to him that the Army was filling their quota from the Chicago area alone, but he would soon discover that his impression was quite wildly wrong. 

As he found a seat on one of the grey steel folding chairs, he thought back to the first time he was in this building, almost two months ago, on the second floor, when he was among hundreds of others going through their first taste of the hurry-up-and-wait routine of being corralled, poked or prodded by a seemingly unconcerned medical staff. He had been half-clad, in underwear and socks, clutching papers and clothing. Physicians and medics pushed, pulled, and prodded him. In one door and out the next. Stand in one line for an hour and in another for only a few seconds. Waiting in tiny examination rooms for a checkup by someone who might have decided to take a smoke break, or being bunched up with a half-dozen others for a quick glance by someone who seemed to be merely going through the motions or checking off applicable boxes on a questionnaire or some sort of form. It had not taken long on that day of his pre-induction physical to learn to follow directions without asking any questions from the examiners.

“Stick out your tongue. Say ‘AHH.’ Move the hair out of your eyes. Any allergies? Run in place. Bend over. Turn your head and cough. Arms over your head. Stand on one leg. Hold your head up. Follow my finger. Breathe out. Look this way. Put your hands down. Breathe in. Hold still. Bend over and hold your jewels.”

“Stretch your leg out. Does this hurt? Keep moving. Squat down. Ever have hemmies? Get back in line. Next!”

He walked bare-foot across some wet flooring and then onto a long strip of brown butcher paper, leaving observable footprints.

A voice asked “Did you know you have flat feet? Do they hurt when you walk? Do you wear special shoes? 

When Johnny replied in the negative, the voice said “Next!”

Going to the doctor had never been like this, he had pondered as the curt commands to perform or comply continued for most of that day. In and out of lines, rooms, and chairs, following the person ahead through the building and finally out the door. At the end of the examinations, he had discovered that he had flat feet and a slight hernia condition, but was otherwise fit for duty. Johnny knew he was underweighted, hypertensive and afflicted with the usual college fatigue brought on by late night hours, but no one had seemed to notice or care much about that.

His daydream to the past was interrupted by an individual who came into the auditorium shouting for everyone to sit down. The shouter was dressed in uniform, sort of a green shade, with a patch on each sleeve. The patches were identical and appeared to be some sort of bird or eagle with a bunch of arrows in one claw and a tree in the other.

“At ease! At ease! Alright, settle down, guys. I am Specialist Dolan and I am here on behalf of the 87th Personnel Detachment to welcome you to the Chicago Area Induction Center.”

Perhaps it was Dolan’s slight stature, thin glasses and youthful appearance that caused the room to produce a scattering of snickers. Perhaps it was the high-pitched nasal tone with which Dolan spoke that brought catcalls from a few in the room. Or perhaps there were those who, like Johnny, looked upon Dolan as a non-aggressive sort who might be found behind a typewriter or a sales counter, but not as a soldier in the Army. Whatever the reason, the remainder of Dolan’s remarks were met with an occasional outburst of chuckling. The crowded room did pay attention since Dolan was the only person in the place who knew where the gathered young men were to go.

“Most of you will be leaving here today, so you’d better listen up,” Dolan continued. “Those of you who have enlisted or have notice that you have been drafted into the Army will be sworn in shortly. The rest of you are to remain here until you are called.” With that, Dolan moved to a door, opened it, and said, “Now will all those who have not had their physical come forward and line up. Smoking is allowed in this room. I will be back in five.” Dolan exited the room and led a file of a few men.

Sworn in? Johnny asked himself as panic set in. What was this guy talking about? I’ve already enlisted in the Army. What if they want me to take an oath to be in for four years or for the duration of the war? Heck, I don’t want any part of an oath I don’t read first. What is all this stuff anyway?

“What the heck are they going to make me swear to do?” Johnny muttered to himself, but loud enough to be heard.

“Hey, don’t sweat it, man, that’s just the Army way of talking. You already going in, ain’t you, man?” The question came from a guy sitting two chairs to Johnny’s right.

“Yeah,” Johnny answered, “I signed up for three years. You too?”

“Hell no, man. They snatched my ass in the Draft. I ain’t doin’ no three. So yo, gimme a square, man, I need some drag.”

“Huh, pardon me?” Johnny said.

“A square, man, a smoke, you know, a cig, you dig?”

“Oh, yeah, a square,” said Johnny, pleased with himself for picking up some new lingo, and pulled an unopened pack of Kool Menthols from his shirt pocket, then began to peel the cellophane strip. He was accustomed to sharing or bumming smokes from his time spent in the student lounge at school. Any smoker was fair game to hit on or be hit upon to share or provide a cigarette, but he had never heard a cigarette being called a ‘square’. Johnny tapped at the pack in order to extend two of the unfiltered cigarettes, and then proceeded to dig in his pocket for a book of matches. “You going into the Army today too?” he asked as he held the pack out to the other man, who proceeded to extract one cigarette and tap then it on the face of his watch.

“Dig it, hey, later man. I gotta catch up with some homies I know. Keep it loose, ya hear?” replied the other, who then made his way over to a small group across the aisle. As the guy left, Johnny noticed that his luggage consisted of a brown paper shopping bag that appeared to hold very few items. He looked down at his own luggage – a weathered tan fiberboard suitcase with rusty clasps and split seams, loaded with several changes of clothing, shoes and shaving items. That guy must not have a lot to take with him thought Johnny. Maybe I have brought too much. I’ll bet that’s what it is. I’ve brought too much stuff, but how was I to know? The notice just said to be here today. He looked around, hoping that he was not the only one who over-packed.

“Alright, you guys, listen up. At ease! At ease!” Dolan was back after sorting out the men who had left with him a few minutes ago. Johnny noticed that the room had not really thinned out at all, but that more men were coming in from the room next door. “Now I want you guys to stay in this building, on this floor, until you are directed otherwise. You can go through this door and down the hall and up two floors to the cafeteria for lunch at 1130 hours, and then return here, but other than that, do not wander around and do not exit the building. Got that? We will begin calling names at 1300 hours, so when you hear your name called, you respond loud and clear and come forward for your orders.”

As Dolan left, Johnny glanced at his watch. It was eleven fifteen. God, the time flew. I’ve been here since eight o’clock, he realized. Think I better head towards the cafeteria to grab me some lunch before the line gets too long. Picking up his suitcase, he headed for the door, joining other men who were already piling out as if they had just been released from school on graduation day. This was the most excitement Johnny had seen all day and it was a welcome familiar sentiment to share. He proceeded with the crowd up one flight of stairs until progress was halted by a booming voice from somewhere above in the stairwell. Someone was shouting to form a line and keep the noise down until the mess was open. Mess? Who made a mess? Johnny asked himself. Am I supposed to listen for them to open something?

Everyone shuffled into a line as best they could without pushing or shoving, sometimes crowding two or three to a step, unable to spread out, since the ‘line’ could neither move forward nor backwards. The doors to the mess were not open and the surge continued from the men behind. “Nothing we gotta do but wait for some lunch,” said a voice nearby. “Yeah, hurry up and wait,” said another. The anticipation of a meal faded quickly, to join the mundane cadence of the previous hours.
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