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Preface

This manuscript is the product of tape-recorded interviews conducted
by Charles Hill for the Oral History Office in 1984. Margaret Reeder
transcribed the tapes and Linda Jett edited the transcript. Pemy
Newton reviewed the transcript.

Permy Newton was born in March 12, 1947 in Spring Valley, Illinois.
Mrs. Newton enlisted as a murse in the United States Air Force in
1969. After serving a year and a half in Montana, Penny reelisted and
was sent to the Danang Airfield in Vietnam dquring 1971, In this
memoir Mrs., Newton discusses serving in Vietnam, her duties as a nurse
and her reactions to the Vietnam War.

Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a
transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator and
editor sought to preserve the informal, conversational style that is
inherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State University is not
responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for views
expressed therein; these are for the reader to judge.

The manuscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be
reproduced in whole orinpartbyanymans, electronic or mechanical,
without permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Sprmgfleld Illinois 62794-9243.




Penny Newton, Petersburyg, Illinois, 1984.
Charles Hill, Interviewer.

A: I was a nurse in the air force. I spent cne year in Vietnam,

1971. I had spent a year and a half stationed in Montana
prior to that and then was assigned to go overseas. When I was in
Vietham I was assigned to the Danang Airfield as a murse in the clinic
there.

Q: How did you come to be in the military?

A: At the time when I decided to try the military as a job I was
working in the Chicago area after graduation from nurses training. At
that particular point in time I wanted to move but I wasn't too sure
where. I didn't have the finances and I was rather ingecure. Scme of
my family had served in the air force and I had an aunt that was a
flight mirse. So I considered the possibilities of going into the air
force and decided at the time they'd tell me where and they'd make
sure I got there ard they'd take care of me when I got there, so I
decided to try it. At that time I had never been to the northwestern
part of the United Stated and that's where I wanted to go. Then I
went in and got assigned to Montana as my first base.

Q: When did you actually go into the service?
A: I went into the sevice in 1969.
Q: When did you first find out that you would be going to Vietnam?

A: As a nurse I spent approximately a year and a half in Montana. At
that point I decided T did like it and I went ahead and signed up for
ancther two years. I knew at that point that I would probably get an
overseas assigment. However when I was thinking of overseas I was
thinking of Europe, Japan, maybe Thailand, various places like that.
I really had not even considered the possibility of being assigned to
Southeast Asia because I knew there were not very many air force
murses over there and I really thought they were all volunteers. So
at that point I had not had any experience as far as combat musing or
casualty care or anything like that. The year and a half that I was
in Montana was in a thirty-five bed hospital and the type of mursing
that I did was very general. That was my whole experience as far as
military. All of a sudden my orders came through and I had less than
a month before I was actually supposed to be in Danarng. That meant
that I had two days to contimue working. Then I immediately start
packing up my belongings and getting prepared to take a leave so at
least T would have some chance to be with my family before I left. It .
was a very big shock at the time and totally unexpected.
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Q: After you got over the initial shock how did you feel about it?

A: My feelings as far as being sent over there I, at that time, did
not know. I had not had any friendships or had had any experience
with nurses or worked with nmurses who had been over there. I really
had absolutely no idea what I was going to get involved in. At that
particular point in the military, we had not been trained in conbat
nursing nor had I seen really pictures, slides except what was on the
media as far as TV and what I had read and what I had heard from other
pecple as far as some of the men that had been over there. But as far
as of my peer group nursing, females, I had absolutely no
experience. It was rather frigh . My family was in a state of
shock because that was the last thing they expected that I would be
over there. At that particular time there was a slow down the first
part of 1971, so things weren't quite as chaotic over there but things
were still very uncertain. There were still a lot of casualties which
I did not know. I knew that I was going to be assigned to Danang,
that was in the northern part of Vietnam and I knew that was an area

‘that was on the news a lot. As far as what I would be doing over

there, what conditions I would be living under, I had absolutely no
idea., I was extremely nervous and I suppose probably the last week
before I actually started on the trip over there was rather nerve

wracking. It was somewhat even traumatic just trying to get over

there. T had to report to California and there was approximately one
hundred and seventy-five of us on the airplane that was scheduled to
take cut. I was the only female on the airplane going over there and
it was rather a ride. Not so much the airplane ride which was
smooth but it was kind of hard to take, all that was said and all the
activities that were going on in the airplane. I was definitely in

the minority.

Q: How old were you then?

A: I was twenty-three. I was twenty-three years old at the time I
went over there. I thought at the time that I was mature and it would

be very easy to handle a situation, you know, that I would be able to
handle it well. But it was really very stressful.

Q: Do you remember your first impresesions arriving in Vietnam?

A: My first impressions when I got there, it was in the daytime and
there was just a lot of activities and a lot of planes.
seemed very hectic. At the time, pecple were going, they were armed
but it didn't strike me as so called war zone when I first arrived.
There were palm trees and it was quiet. They were going about their
day-to-day activity of loading planes. The base in itself had over
five thousand pecple on it and it was primarily a flying base for
missions going, bombing missions going up north. Danang was the
busiest in the world. So there were planes constantly taking
off. If anything, the activity somewhat amazed me but as far as the
impact of being in a war zone that did not hit because I had not
really seen any of the wounded or didn't hear the qun fire or bambs or
anything like that. It was rather peaceful. So at first maybe I got
to thinking that all my fears wasn't the case.
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Q: What case?

A: Fears of just going into a war zone type situation. That when I
landed, people had to be protected ard I was going to see Army
Personnel Carriers and people going arocund with their flak jackets and
helmets and things like that. But I didn't see that when I initially
landed.

Q: When did you see all that for the first time?

A: Prabably the first week. There was one other person that came in
on a later flight so there were two of us that they were trying to
orientate. We had not had this preparation before we got there so
when we go there we were told, we were given our helmets, flak
jackets. We practiced with 38 pistols, revolvers. And this was
rather hard to accept all this. I'm not real sure that we did a good
Job in even learning how to use our revolvers and so forth. The
interesting part was that we were supposed to be able to use our
weapons for self defense. But the people that trained us still in the
idea that there were so few of us--as I said the base had over five
thousand but there were only ten to fifteen mirses at one particular
point in time. There were a couple male nurses, but there probably
weren't more than twelve females on the whole base. Everybody was
still under the impression that we would always be protected anyway
ard we really wouldn't need to use any of these but we were still
required to carry weapons if we were ocutside the base for certain
activities. We got this type of training, what to do for various
kinds of attacks which we didn't know yet what these attacks entailed.
They tried to tell us how to protect us by getting under our beds or
wherever we happened to be at the time on the base, how to seek
shelter, the different kind of alert systems, and what to do if the
alerts want up and what not to do. We got orientated on protocol and
courtesy as far as any kind of cultural traditions or whatnot with the
Vietnamese pecple so that we would not offend them in any way. There
was just a lot of information in a short period of time. I think as
far as the culture and this type of thing, if I had known I was going
to be there this is one area that I could have been a little bit more

went, The nights were supposed to be the most dangerous. We were
probably there five to seven days and we came under ocut first rocket
attack. Now the alert system does not go off until the first rocket
hits, So you hear a boan and then you hear the sirens going off. We
know that we are supposed to put our helmets and our jackets on and
take cover. Depending on where we are, if we are in our quarters,
that's not to big of a problem. Possibly the one thing that was
difficult at night is that we did rotate shifts a lot. I did work a
lot of nights in the clinic area and that was a problem because pecple
that were confined to bed were usually very fearful of this time
because they were stuck in their bed and couldn't seek shelter. So we
had to try and protect them as best we could. Most of the time you
don't know where they are going to hit and there were a few times that
they hit strategic areas. They tried to hit airplanes, they tried to
hit fuel dumps but the rockets aren't always very accurate and most of
the time they don't always hit anything. But yet, you never know.
The danger from rocket attacks was shrapnel flying out and people were
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hit, maybe were injured by flying pieces of metal more often. So
scmetimes those injuries weren't quite as severe because pecple did
respect the fact that rockets could injure ard they did try to seek
cover so that this was avoided.

Q: Did you ever feel any real danger?

A: As far as feeling that T was in a dangercus postion the, rocket
attacks were frightening for a while but Danang was noted to be the
rocket city. After a while we would go in spells, sometimes we would
be hit every night and you got kind of used to it and you got kind of
lax. I think we did in our attitude. We'd take cover and think, you
know, most of the time it didn't hit anything and that was that., As
far as the danger goes I thought the area was so big that the chances
of being in any dangerous situation, it really scared me but I thought
I would be cokay. Most of the time at night I was either in my
quarters or I was at the clinic and if I was working I was busy encugh
that I did not think about that. I changed my mind though. We did
have one episode. I was working night duty and I was working by
myself and I was responsible for a fair mmber of people. I had
probably had about ten what we call corpsman under me that I was
responsible for and we had a small dispensary on one side that had
about fifteen or twenty patients with minor problems. The other side
had forty-five or fifty casualties that were awaiting to get air-a-vac
to a hospital in Japan the next day. You're warned when there is
trouble brewing so that you know that the likelihood of an attack
might be more. But I was working. The next thing I know I was kind
of thrown up against a wall and I thought, "Oh my God," samething had
hit there, has been damage here and it was very, very close I remember
being on the floor. I knew the impact area was close. I looked out
the window and I saw fire. Where we were located, as far as the
hospital facility was in an area where there was a lot of barracks.
Since I was on by myself the pecple that were in the beds some

Ky screaming, etc. People came from up front and said a
barracks had taken a hit. I think it just took one time to know there
was a barracks three huildings away and there was nothing left of it.
I think that one incident was enough for all of us really changed our
ideas. I think that one night made a tremendous difference because
that was the first time that they had taken so many casualties on the
base itself, as well as taking a direct hit that just wiped cut a
building and all the people in it. We were lucky it didn't do more
but at that particular point ocur attitudes changed and we realized
that maybe we ought to be a little bit more careful, watch what we do.
It kind of hit home. It was just a traumatic experience for all us
and it was samething that all of us remembered and probably still do
remember. But we decided we weren't in a situation that we couldn't
rely on pecple to protect us. 'That we were just as infallible as
anybody else could be and that changed our whole attitude.

Q: Is there anyway to describe your day-to-day routine? Not just
your routine in the hospital but even when you were off duty and where
you lived etc.

A: As far as where we were situated on the base and our activities go
the females had cur own building and it was a relatively secure
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building. Wefanﬂwrselvesjnasittmtimthatweworkedshifts we
worked some long hours. We needed same privacy because of the
problematmghtsarﬂtherwdmsthatgoesm. People were
banging on doors and this type of thing and trying to get into ocur
building. Wehadprdaablymmeofthemstsecuremlldmgs It was a
two story building that was enclosed and it was private. We did have
our own bathroome, thank goodness. So we felt fairly comfortable
there. Ihetenorsoofusthatmreassz.gned we had very close
quartershrtweallgbtalonga:ﬂthellvmgsituatlonwasquite
tolerable. As far as our job goes, the base in itself did not have a
full service hospital. Wehadadm;nnsarymaclinicwhmhmwould
try to take care of minor illnesses and injuries and this was for the
pecple cn the air base because the size of it is about the size of a
small town when you consider probably five to seven thousand people.
'Iheotheraspectofwhatmdldlsthatmhadwhatiscalleda
staging unit. That unit, we were equipped to handle up to about a
mnﬁredfiftycasualtiesmtrxeprocessofbeirxgamcmt We
were the overnight station. What we would do is that in Danang there
wasa95thAmy}bspitala1ﬂitwasafullaervicehospital. When
their patients were ready to be air-o-vac cutside of Vietnam they
waalld get patients ready and they would came to our facility for
sixteen to twenty-four hours. We had a murse assigned to military air
1lift command that were responsible for making the flight arrangements.
The planes would came in. We would be responsible for going and
getting the patients from the army hospital, we would unload, we would
see that they were comfortable, we provided treatment and medication
for them overnight. The next morning, usually in the early mornirng,
we would get the critically ill casualties in. They would be flown in
3heli copter and then we would be responsible for them until the

c planes, the large Cl4ls, came from the Phillipines and
landed. At that particular point ard time we were responsible for
preparing all these casualtiea for flight. We would load them all up
and put them on the airplanes. Then they would start on their way
eventually to get back to stateside. We averaged anywhere from
to sixty on a particular day. At times when there was a lot of
activity going on we would no sooner get the casualties on the
, we wauld have to start getting ready to receive another

sixty or so. The most that we had in a day that I could remember was
we got a hundred and fifty. There was one week that had been
exceptionally bad up north and we had taken a lot of casualties and so

itals were full. They had to start clearing out the less critical

ents and them sent to other hospitals. We could do a
hundred and fifty to two hurddred a day on those particular days. It
was very hectic. You might be talking about three to four plane loads
full of casualties and some of these plane loads would be going to,
there might be several destinations. There was a burn unit in Japan.
They might be going to Clark in the Philippines and they also went to
Guam. So in those days you could work ten hours, maybe up to eighteen
hours if need be, especially if there was a weather problem or
maintenance problem on the aircraft, because we had to have the staff
to be there to take care of all these people and that's where the
problem came if we were under a high alert status for possibility of
attack. We had a hundred fifty of those pecple that we were
respongible for a good mmber of them, may have been helpless,
definitely confined to their bed. This always was a problem at night
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because_mosepeoplehwoftheregltation of Danang.anitheywauld
much rather sleep during the day and stay awake all night. But we
never knew, the situation changed daily. If we found that the
casualtymmberwaslightaniwewerm'tgettingmthepeoplearﬂwe
couldqetmextradaysoffasfarasactivityqoes,mostofusfelt
that we wanted to do something in the commmnity. Something locally
andmostofusgothwolvedinworkwithorphanagesandsmeofthe
area hospitals. At that particular point there were saveral

that we helped set up immmization progams. Had one of the
doctors ccme out and check them, because some of them had never even
seen a doctor. We worked with them. Some of the marines had built a
children's hospital and we did some work in the children's hospital
for the marines. Eventually these hospitals were turned over to other
agencies but we did enjoy working with the children. It ind of took
our mind off--gave us a chance to get off base as well as gave us a
chance to kind of--we enjoyed the children. They were in a sad
situation but they kind of cheered up everybody. I don't know who was
helping who, probably. I know we helped them at least for a while but
at the same time they ided therapy for all of us too. As far as
social time that was of a difficult period. Social activities
becauseofhavirgsofwfemalesmmmrequiredtogotocertain
events. Most of this was if there was general officer, politicians
visitirgthemrtry,thistypeofthim. Sametimes they wanted us to
be in view to show that there were females, there were nurses over
there. Itwam'tthat,ym]cm,theywerejustwrelydimers,
social activities but scmetimes we were required to do that even after
working twelve or sixteen hours a day.

End of Side One, Tape One

A: That was wasn't often but it was enough that sometimes I think the
first couple of times it was nice going out because it was the only
time you wore a dress but sometimes that gets old too. There were so
many alerts that a lot of times we could not go off base. So you were
restricted to the base, played a lot cards and you went to the clubs.
So I think at that point in time we were all single. We probably
partied and drank a lot more than we should have just because of lack
of anything else to do. They had films. As far as some of the muse
did date and we did go out but most of us preferred to go in groups.
Tt was safer and we kind of stayed with our own medical people. When
I wag over there I started dating somebody but he went up in an
airplane and never came back. I think that experience was encugh that
T decided that I didn't want to really risk going through that again.
As I said before we didn't take that many casualties. The casualties
we took were our flying pecple as we were a flying base so it was not
unusual that we lost planes everyday. With the planes went the crews
and you had a tendency sometimes to know several of these, Most of us
just felt that we didn't really want to get personally involved with
anybody at that particular time. There were pecple that were but that
was kind of a personal thing with most of us, I think.



















