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Viet Nam is the Baby Boomer’s war. Our husbands and wives; 
brothers and sisters; cousins and friends all served.

In 1965 there wasn’t a volunteer army, but compulsory military 
service—the draft. That is the year the first boomer would have 
been drafted into the military. He was 18 years old—just a kid, 
graduating from high school, too young to vote, and inducted to 
go fight a war he most likely knew nothing about. He probably 
couldn’t point out Viet Nam on a map. It was the first time he 
was away from his family and friends and he was scared. 

Utah sent more than it’s fair share of  young people—nearly 
30,000—a whopping 8.6%…significantly higher than the na-
tional average of  6.9%. Of  those, 388 men and one woman died 
or were listed as missing.

This article is not about the war and its political ramifications, 
but about the young men and women who served. November 11 
is Veteran's Day and November 25 is Thanksgiving. What better 
time to give recognition and thanks to these now aged soldiers?

The following three stories are from men whom you might 
know. They have asked that we not use their last names because 
they still feel the need to keep quiet about their experience. 
They go to work, pay taxes and mow their lawns—keeping their 
stories to themselves. 

Fred
I was drafted at age 19 before there was a lottery. I served in Viet 
Nam from December of 1966 to November of 1967, a year in 
hell. I didn’t expect to make it home.  I was careful to make my 
letters home upbeat as not to worry my family. They were never 
aware of the danger I was subjected to daily.

I went in as a Sergeant E5 (MOS 13 ECHO 40 NCO) and spent 
my time in the Mekong Delta jungles, out in front of the troops, 
just me and a radio operator, watching for white phosphorus 
signals that would help determine where artillery would “reign 
down,” I was the guy [the Viet Cong] they wanted dead. 

After my time in Viet Nam was up, I landed in Oakland, California 
for processing. I remember standing on an Oakland street corner 
all alone—no flag waving, no parades. I didn’t know what to do 
or where to go. I waved down a cab and checked into a San 
Francisco hotel where I holed up for three days. I think that time 
helped me decompress and find a way back to my real life.

I’m on disability. Due in part to my exposure to agent orange*, I 
contracted the diabetes I have lived with for 23 years. Because of 
the diabetes, my heart only functions at 70% capacity.

Like a lot of Viet Nam vets, I have been bitter for 40 years. Bitter 

with the government for my exposure to Agent Orange, and bit-
ter with the way we were treated when we got home.

Doug
August of 1969 at Oakland Naval Hospital is where the war in 
Vietnam began to impact my life. I was 19 years old and a corp-
man for the US Navy. One experience I had summarizes my two 
year war experience: 

One of my fellow corpsman who worked in physical therapy  
asked me if I could help him with a critically wounded Marine. 
Now mind you, I had been working on Neurosurgery for two 
months and had seen some dramatic battle wounds; gunshot 
and spinal cord wounds being the most common. But, I was not 
prepared for what I was about to see! I showed up a few minutes 
before Paul, a marine who stepped on a land mine, was wheeled 
in on a gurney to receive treatment.  His injuries were so devastat-
ing I could not believe he'd survived. His whole lower body was, 
for a lack of a better word, gone. He was missing both hands. His 
pain, both mental and physical, became apparent to me as Buzz 
and I gently lowered him into the whirlpool. He screamed in agony. 
He begged "please kill me" over and over again. My empathy for 
him was so strong, I couldn't help but wonder why the corpsman 
in the field bothered to save him. What kind of life will he have? I 

think I would have let him die! For years his screams haunted me. 

Then,15 years later as reading a popular magazine and I came 
across a article about a Vietnam Vet that had stepped on a land 
mine. I was amazed at what I was reading! I had to read the article 
twice to make sure it was not Paul.  What was so liberating for me 
is what he had done with his life. He never let his injuries slow him 
down. He had led a productive life and even loved to snorkel. He 
went on to thank all the medical personal that had saved his life, 
cared for him, and rehabilitated him. For me a change of thinking 
took place. We did the right thing in saving Paul. We did our job 
as best we could. Did Paul have the same outcome? Don't know, 
but I choose to think that somewhere in the Caribbean Paul is 
snorkeling.

Larry
I enlisted in the army in 1967.  

Mostly because I was young and bored and had grown up with a 
steady diet of John Wayne films showing the glory of war but also 
because this is what men in my family did.  

I arrived in Vietnam in early 1968 and was assigned to the 1st Bat-
talion 12th Cavalry—1st Air Cavalry Division.  

“A lot of  Vietnam veterans today still don’t say that they served or that they’re a veteran 
because people made them ashamed for doing their job…attitudes toward soldiers were 
hurtful.” Tom Corey, president of  Vietnam Veterans of  America
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I served as a radio operator in I corps and later in III corps.  Names 
like ‘Street without Joy’, ‘Parrots Beak’ and ‘A Shau Valley’ became 
part of my language.  

I spent a lot of time in the hospital with malaria and came home a 
burned out angry old/young man.  I was assigned to Fort Benning, 
Georgia and later to Germany.  I left the Army in 1970 having 
served 2 years 11 months 28 days and 14 hours.

Unlike a lot of Veterans I was treated kindly and with respect by 
my age peers and the anti-war movement. I was treated badly by 
the people that said I could count on them. The Veterans Admin-
istration sent me a letter saying I needed to come for a physical 
because of the time I spent in the hospital in Vietnam.  After wait-
ing 4 hours I went up to the desk and asked, “How much longer?”  
The response was, “What are you complaining about its free!” I 
went to the Veterans Service Organizations and was told, “We 
don’t want you whining drug addicted losers in our organizations.”  
The VA had ‘rap groups’ for veterans, one for Vietnam Veterans 
and one for Real Veterans. I found that the only way to get a job 
was to say I had never been in the military so, yes, I lied about my 
military career for financial gain I guess I could be tried under the 
‘Stolen Valor’ law.

In 1975, when the war ended, I got drunk to celebrate.  I got sober 
in 1986.

My mother told me, “I sent off a happy go lucky 18 year old boy, 
and I got back a bitter, angry, cynical old man”

That’s about it.  

Thank you Lyndon Johnson.

The Veterans Administration has learned a lot from the past. 
The problems that the Viet Nam Vets faced alerted them 
to their shortcomings in dealing with home-bound soldiers. 
The soldiers returning today are met with an interdisciplinary 
team that evaluates their physical and mental fitness. They are 
checked in on every 30, 60 and 90 days to make sure they are 
reentering civilian life successfully.

The VA is also reaching out to Viet Nam vets, hoping to intro-
duce them to the new and improved system. (see sidebar)

In Utah, soldier bashing was less prevalent than in other states, 
but still, we were safe at home listening to “Fortunate Son” 
while these guys were experiencing horrors that we can’t imag-
ine and they will never forget.

So...the next time you see a Viet Nam vet, take a minute to tell 
him or her thank-you for his service and sacrifice. 

*Agent Orange is the code name for one of the herbicides and defoliants used by the
U.S. military as part of its herbicidal warfare program, Operation Ranch Hand, during
the Vietnam War from 1961 to 1971.

References and recommended websites

www.saltlakecity.va.gov/
veterans.utah.gov/
veterans.utah.gov/
http://www.vietnampix.com/intro.htm
www.moorej.org/vn_mem/
historytogo.utah.gov/utah.../utah.../utahandthevietnamconflict.html

NOT THE OLD VA
The VA Salt Lake City Health Care System is not the same VA 
people always imagine.  It’s not just for your father anymore, it’s 
for your mother, son, daughter, uncle, brother, aunt…get the 
picture? We have baby strollers in our Women’s Clinic and text 
messaging in our Operation Enduring Freedom/Iraqi Freedom 
clinics. It is a unique blend of  old and young Veterans coming to-
gether, bonding from their experiences and healing thanks to each 
other. Our staff, many of  whom are Veterans themselves, work at 
the VA because they want to continue to serve. Their compassion 
and commitment is unwavering. We salute our Vietnam Veterans 
for giving us another try and allowing us to make good and learn 
from the past. Because of  this new generation of  Veterans rav-
aged by war our older Veterans are realizing they still have some 
demons to deal with. We are honored to help and eager to help 
those who may be struggling, struggle a little less. We are a big 
system and we are not perfect, but our mission is very clear. We 
are here to serve Veterans and we love what we do. There is noth-
ing more honorable. 

The George E. Wahlen VA Medical Center and our outlying 
clinics provide everything from your basic primary care needs to 
specialty care to mental health services. Our care and services far 
exceed anything you will find in the private sector…just com-
pare our performance measures. For our rural Veterans we offer 
telehealth services. A doctor can look in your ear from 300 miles 
away or just listen if  you need someone to talk to. A Veteran does 
not have to be service connected in order to get care. Veterans 
can receive care regardless of  their claim status. New Veterans are 
entitled to five years of  free healthcare which includes wellness 
physicals, readjustment counseling or anything else related to their 
services.

New PTSD regulations
As of  summer 2010 the Secretary Of  Veterans Affairs, Erick Shin-
seki loosened the requirements for PTSD claims, meaning the bur-
den of  proof  expected is significantly diminished. Veterans who 
may have been denied claims in the past should certainly re-file.  

Agent Orange Presumptive Conditions
Vietnam Veterans exposed to agent orange should check with the 
Veterans Benefits Administration on presumptive health condi-
tions that will entitle you to compensation. There are new illnesses 
and conditions being added all the time. 

Jill Atwood
Public Affairs Officer
VA Salt Lake City Health Care System

You Took Care of Us,  
Now Let Us  

Take Care of You
Call to Enroll Today  

Committed to Caring For Veterans
The VA Salt Lake City Health Care System 
and the Utah Department of Veteran Affairs 
Presents:

Unite for Veterans
Watch KUTV Channel 2 on Veterans Day 
for our “Unite for Veterans” Campaign.

The Department of Veterans Affairs would 
like to thank all Utah Veterans and their 
families for their service and sacrifice.  On 
Wednesday November 11, Veterans Day, 
we want to talk to you about the benefits 
and services you have earned.  You will 
hear from experts in healthcare, disability 
benefits, education, and job training.  You 
will be able to call in and ask questions.  
Operators will be standing by for 12 hours.  
Hear from other Vets going through the 
same thing.  And again, thank you for your 
service.

1-800-613-4012
www.saltlakecity.va.gov
Find us on Facebook


