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DePue: Today is Wednesday, January 29, 2014. My name is Mark DePue, the director 

of oral history with the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library. Today Iôm in 

Port Byron, Illinois, just outside of Rock Island, part of the Quad Cities area, 

and weôre probably not more than about a quarter mile from the Mississippi 

River. Iôm with James F. Perry, Jr., and I mention the junior, because Jim, 

weôve interviewed your father, as well. 

Perry: Yes you have.   

DePue: World War II and Korean War veteran, he was a major in the Korean War and 

saw some hellacious experiences, if I can put it that way. Weôll get to that, 

here in short order. But your interview today is about your experiences in the 

Vietnam War.  

Perry: Right, correct. 

DePue: I should mention, just very briefly here, how long have we known each other? 

Perry: Oh, over twenty years. 

DePue: How about 1981, I think. 

Perry: Yeah, itôs been quite a while. In fact, you worked for me at one point in time. 

(chuckles) 
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Marie Wagner, Jimôs mother, at 

the time of her marriage to 
James Perry, Sr. in 1945. She 
worked for the American 

Consulate General in Frankfurt, 
immediately after the war.  

DePue: And still I came and talked to you anyway. 

Perry: Absolutely. Brave man. 

DePue: Letôs start with when and where you were born. 

Perry: I was born, November 12, 1946. I was born in Frankfort, Germany. I have the 

distinction of being the first American male born in Germany after World War 

II. My mother worked for the U. S. Consulate General, and my dad was a 

bright-eyed infantry captain, at that point in time. They met, and they hatched 

me over there. 

DePue: So, they met in post-war Germany? 

Perry: Yes, yes. My mother had worked down in the Canal Zone, down in Panama, 

and she spoke fluent German. So, when the end came in Europe for good old 

Adolf and his boys, they needed translators. She volunteered, and off she 

went. 

DePue: When did she arrive in Germany?  

Perry: Right shortly after the end of the war. I mean, 

she talked to me some about being in Paris and 

taking a train from Paris, over to Berlin. 

Obviously, Germany would have been 

rubbleized at that point. She had some tales to 

tell about that. Yeah, thatôs how she got to 

Berlin. 

DePue: What city was she in, when your parents met? 

Perry: They were in Berlin.  

DePue: Berlin? 

Perry: Yeah, Dad was over with SHAPE [Supreme 

Headquarters Allied Powers Europe], and he 

was working, evidently, as liaison to the 

Consulate Generalôs office, as well. He used to 

tell me about some of the trips, that they would cross over into the Russian 

zone and have to deal with some of the Russian soldiers and their leadership. 

He wasnôt real impressed with them. Iôll put it that way. 

DePue: What was your motherôs maiden name? 

Perry: Marie Elizabeth Wagner. 

DePue: Weôve already mentioned that your fatherôs name was James F. Perry, as well.  
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Perry: Correct. 

DePue: Youôre not a third. What does the F stand for? 

Perry: Franklin 

DePue: Tell me a little bit more about your father, his personality and how he ended 

up where he ended up, at that time. 

Perry: Over in Europe at that point?  

DePue: Right. 

Perry: Well, heôd been in an infantry divisionéOh man, I think it was the 97th. 

Theyôd come into the war late in the war. I remember he told me their division 

liberated one of the concentration camps. Heôs told me a little bit about that. 

He was, I guess, just the typical American soldier at that point. He had 

graduated from high school. Heôd gone through infantry OCS [Officer 

Candidate School] in the States, then division training, and they were 

deployed to Europe.  

DePue: You mentioned he got the tail end of the war.  

Perry: Pretty much. 

DePue: Did he see any combat in World War II?  

Perry: The division saw maybe a month, month and a half that he was in, so not a lot 

of combat at that point. However, occupation forces and those folks, it wasnôt 

a real rose bed, because you had former German soldiers at that point that 

were still trying to kill our people off. It wasnôt as peaceful as people would 

like to make it. 

DePue: How would you describe your fatherôs personality and character? 

Perry:  No nonsense; do your job; take care of yourself, a Christian man. I donôt know 

what else youôre looking for there. 

DePue: What denomination? 

Perry: Missouri Synod Lutheran.  

DePue: How about the same for your mother? How would you describe her? 

Perry: Mom was pretty hard-nosed, German heritage, didnôt take any guff. Being an 

Army wife, she had to pretty much take care of the family when Dad was 

gone; Dad was gone quite a bit. 

DePue: So he stayed in the Army? 
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Perry: Yes. Yeah, he spent twenty years on active duty. He retired; it would have 

been in 1963, down at Fort Bliss down in Texas. 

DePue: So he missed the Vietnam War? 

Perry: Yes. 

DePue: Did your mom like being an Army wife? 

Perry: No. I guess I answered that pretty quickly. Yes and no, a lot of good 

experiences, a lot of tough experiences. She always let it be known how 

difficult it was raising three kids, a lot by herself, moving every year and a 

half and that sort of thing, and having to be at the command performances 

with the generalsô wives and those sorts of things that Army wives get to do, 

you know. Initially, itôs kind of exciting, and then after a while, it becomes 

like, ñOh my Lord, Iôve got to do this again.ò So, yeah, thatôs kind of the way 

it was. 

DePue: It wasnôt what she thought she was signing up for? 

Perry: No, no, I donôt believe so. 

DePue: You mentioned there were three of you. Obviously, youôre the oldest. 

Perry: Iôm the eldest. I have a sister, Elizabeth and a sister, Catherine, and theyôre 

eight to nine years younger than I am. So I was raised pretty much as an only 

child for about nine, ten years. 

DePue: Did your folks treat the girls a lot differently than you? 

Perry: Much better than me. (laughs) 

DePue: Much better? 

Perry: Much. 

DePue: In what respect? Were they not quite as no nonsense? 

Perry: Well, they were given more latitude. There hadnôt been a girl born to the Perry 

family for probably forty, fifty, sixty years, so my first sister was the first girl 

born into the family, so everybody thought she was pretty special. Elizabeth, 

Libby, is that sister.  

Then my younger sister, she ended up with some asthma kinds of 

things, so with medical treatment and stuff she had to go through, she was 

always kind of the sickly one, and she learned how to use that to her 

advantage. 

DePue: Did you think they were as special as the rest of the family did? 
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Perry: No, no, no. (both laugh) 

DePue: Did you torment them? 

Perry: Well, yes, but they were always in my business. They took special delight in 

getting their older brother in trouble whenever they could, and I gave them 

plenty of ammunition. 

DePue: When did the family come back to the United States, after your dad was 

finished with occupation duty? 

Perry: The first time? It would have been 1948. 

DePue: Where did he go?  

Perry: He went to Fort Lewis, Washington. 

DePue: So, youôre just barely two years old at the time? 

Perry: Pretty much, yes, so I donôt remember a whole lot aboutð 

DePue: How long was the family there? 

Perry: At Lewis? It would have had to been broken down, because Dad was with the 

2nd Infantry Division, when they were mobilized and sent to the Korean War. 

That would have been November 1950. So, I suppose we were at Lewis for 

about two years, total. 

DePue: Did you stay at Lewis when your dad went overseas? 

Perry: No, when Dad left for Korea, my mother picked us up, and we went down to 

stay with one of her brothers. She came from a fairly large family. She had a 

brother who was a chicken rancher down in California, and we went and 

stayed with them, probably about four or five months. From there we went 

back to southern Illinois, my mother and I. She stayed out there [in California] 

for a while, and then we went back to southern Illinois, probably about six 

months later.  

I remember it was winter time. The folks had a big old Oldsmobile at 

the time with a big rocket V-8 in it. I could climb all over the car and sit 

wherever I want and lay up, you know, under the back window and have a 

hell of a time. But I remember the snow, and Iôve often thought about Mom, a 

young woman at the time, hopping in the car in the middle of winter and 

heading to southern Illinois. I remember coming across the Rockies there. We 

hit some snowstorms that, even as a young kid, I still remember those storms 

after all these years. 

DePue: Do you know where in southern Illinois? 
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Perry: My grandparents lived in Flora, Illinois, down by Effingham. Granddad 

worked for the B & O Railroad, a night switchman. He did that pretty much 

all his life, until he retired. I mean, he stayed with the B & O. 

Grandpa had been in World War I. He was a former Marine and had 

been over with Pershing and the boys there. While he was there, heôd been 

gassed, and he had some lung damage. So, rather than working indoors, he 

preferred an outdoor type job.  

DePue: Is that somebody you admired, growing up?  

Perry: Yeah, Grandpa was a good guy. Yeah, he was a great guy. I remember, while 

Dad was in the Korean War, Sundays particularly, he [Grandpa] wasnôt 

necessarily a church-going guy, but my grandmother was. She was 

Congregationalist. But weôd have dinner there, Sunday afternoons, and heôd 

always have me climb up on the lap, and heôd read me the comics. I always 

remember Pogo. The one comment that I always remember in Pogo is, 

ñWeôve met the enemy, and he is us.ò 

DePue: And youôre reading this while your dadôs over in the Korean War? 

Perry: Yeah, yeah, yeah. (chuckles) 

DePue: Speaking of that, youôre still a very young child at that time. He got over there 

in 1950, late 1950, so youôre barely four. I think he came back, from what he 

told me in our interview with him, about a year some later. 

Perry: I asked him the other day how much time he spent in Korea. He said eighteen 

months. He was a little irritated, and I said, ñWhatôs the deal?ò And he said, 

ñWell, I was a fairly junior major, but I stayed an extra six months, because 

they promised me LTC [lieutenant colonel] as the battalion commander of the 

second of the ninth [2nd Battalion 9th Infantry Regiment].ò And he said, ñI 

didnôt get it.ò And he didnôt get promoted to lieutenant colonel until we were 

back in Germany, around 1958. 

DePue: Well, Iôve had an opportunity to interview your father, as you know, and not 

too many people that I interview have earned two Silver Stars.  

Perry: No. 

DePue: What I want you to doðand this is obviously very second-handðbut walk me 

through, as you understand your fatherôs experiences in the Korean War. 

Perry: In the Korean War? Well, I was a bright kid, but I really didnôt connect a lot, 

other than I knew Dad was in the war. Heôd sent me some silk jacket from 

Korea that was all embroidered and really special. He sent one for me, and 

then I had a buddy Tommy, there in Flora. He sent one to Tommy, as well. 



James F. Perry, Jr.  Interview # VRV-A-L-2014-002 

7 

So, weôd go around town with our silk jackets on, so everybody knew Dad 

was in the war.  

But it really didnôt hit home as to what was going on, until, it would 

have beenéIt was in the wintertime, when we were down at Grandmaôs. I had 

no idea what action Dad would have been in at that time, with the 2nd Infantry 

Division, but we got a telegram saying that Dad was missing in action and 

was presumed killed. So, you know what that does to everybody. [It] k ind of 

ruined the Sunday dinner; I know that much.  

So it was aboutðI remember thisðit was about two weeks later we 

got another telegram, telling us that heôd been found. He was alive and 

everything was fine. As a kid, that bothered me, yeah. 

DePue: What was it that bothered you, that the initial message had been sent and was 

wrong? 

Perry: Yeah. Well, just that your dad was killed. You know, youôre going to lose 

your dad. Yeah, I guess that would be it, pretty much. When youôre a little 

whippersnapper, you think your mom and dad are going to be around for a 

long time. All of a sudden, itôs like, ñWhoa, Dadôs not going to be here.ò  

Then Mom was so upset, and Grandma was upset. Everybody was so 

upset and wrapped in their own things that youôre kind of a kid standing on 

the outside looking in, trying to figure out whatôs going on. So, yeah, I 

waséYou learn to toughen up early. 

DePue: Was your father the typeðyears afterwards, when you were spending time 

with himðthat he would talk about his experiences in Korea? 

Perry: No, never. 

DePue: When did you find out about what he had gone through? 

Perry: (Sighs) Dad and I, in my teenage years, kind of drew apart and grew apart. My 

sister, Libby, got married to my brother-in-law, Mark, down in Kansas City. 

She was at Kansas City Art Institute. This would have been 1976. I didnôt 

know my uncles very well, but one of my uncles, Uncle Earl, was at the 

wedding for my sister. He showed up with my grandma.  

After the rehearsal stuff at the church where Libby was going to be 

married, we went back to the hotel, and my uncle said, ñCome on, letôs go get 

a drink.ò Well, we go to the bar, and we sit down, and Iôm having a beer. Heôs 

a former Marine also, so heôs having a shot and a beer. Iôm just a dumb Army 

captain at that point, and I said, ñNo, Iôll just stick with my beer.ò But he 

started talking to me. 
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I remember him saying, ñDo you know what your dad went through in 

the Korean War?ò And I said, ñNo. I really have no idea.ò You know, Dad 

never talks about it. He never did talk about it, and even when Iôd ask, heôd 

just ignore it. He wouldnôt talk about it. And my uncle started telling me about 

when he [Dad] was overrun, up north, and some of the other engagements that 

he was in, with the 2nd Infantry Division, and when the division was pulled 

offline and had to be rebuilt from, basically, ground up and retrained. At that 

point, it dawned on me what was going on. I mean, I was an Army brat, so I 

knew Dad had a chest full of stuff on the Class A uniform, and I knew he had 

two Silver Stars and a Purple Heart and Bronze Stars. 

DePue: Were you never curious enough to ask him? 

Perry: The relationship just wasnôt close enough. I donôt know how to explain that. It 

was just a void. I believe my father had so many men, killed and injured, 

under him during the Korean War that when he came back from Korea, his 

total focus was on training his people, whoever they were, for combat. That 

was his total focus, and the family lost. Dadôs attention was on his soldiers 

and his men, preparing for the next war. 

DePue: Was your dad the type that would have talked to your mom about the 

experiences? 

Perry: I remember, as a kid, when dad came back from Korea, Dad ended up as a 

Senior Army Advisor, up in Madison, Wisconsin, to an infantry. I donôt know 

if he was regimental advisor; I believe thatôs what he was. And I remember 

Dad, at night, yelling and screaming and crying and carrying on at night. Heôd 

wake me out of sound sleep. So, I mean, it was obviously post-traumatic stress 

stuff and nightmares. And I can remember, he and Mom in the bedroom. I was 

down the hall, but it was loud enough to wake me up, and it was a pretty big 

house. I mean, he was carrying a lot of stuff around in his knapsack. 

DePue: Let me just to put some context into this because, again, Iôve had the 

opportunity to study a little bit about the Korean War and certainly 

interviewed your father. That first year of the war was a horrendous 

experience for the United States Army and the Marine Corps. Of course, it 

started with the invasion of South Korea in June of 1950. Ended up having the 

Pusan Perimeter.  

Perry: Yep. 

DePue: They broke out of the Pusan Perimeter, about September of 1950. The Inchon 

Landing was an important part of that, Inchon being much farther north, and 

then they drove the North Koreans north. 

Perry: Way north. 
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DePue: Way north. And they made the decisionéAnd this is a matter of history; itôs 

certainly something worth studying about. 

Perry: Politics. 

DePue: The decision to enter North Korea. The Army was on the western part of the 

peninsula and the Marineôs on the eastern part, were both driving, hell-bent, 

for the Yalu River, which was the border between North Korea and China, 

and basically weôre ignoring threats from China. 

Perry: Meanwhile, China says, ñDonôt do what youôre doing.ò 

DePue: China says, ñDonôt do what youôre doing.ò 

Perry: And we ignored. 

DePue: Essentially, yeah. This is where Douglas MacArthur factors into it. We donôt 

need to get too far into it, but it was right after Thanksgiving of 1950 that a 

huge offensive by the Chinese, both against the Marines and the Sixth 

Division on the eastern side of the peninsula and several divisions, to include 

the 2nd ID [Infantry Division] and the western side. And not more than a few 

days after that, the 2nd Infantry Division was entirely cut off, essentially 

surrounded.  

For anybody interested in it, you can read about it in Running the 

Gauntlet at Kunuri. Your father, as I understand, was an operations officer in 

an infantry or artillery unit? 

Perry: Infantry. 

DePue: Infantry unit. Thatôs one of the places he earned a Silver Star. 

Perry: Correct, yeah. They were given a mission of clearing the ridges, to try to 

allow all those men that (chokes up) ended up being killed in that debacle [to 

withdraw]. Iôve since talked to Dad a little bit about it, and they were up on, I 

believe it was the western ridge, engaging the Chinese and shooting up 

machine gun nests and that sort of stuff.  

You know, the thing about what Iôve read is theyðthey, being the 

leadership of the 2nd Divisionðreally picked the wrong way out. There was 

another way that they could have gone, but they chose the wrong one. They 

didnôt realize that Kunuri had been encompassed and circled on both sides. 

DePue: This was probably very early in the timeframe that he was there. 

Perry: Yes. 
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James Perry, Jr. and James Perry 

Senior, taken in the summer of 2004 in 
Port Byron, Illinois. The two were 
celebrating Jim seniorôs 83rd birthday. 

Olive, the familyôs English cocker, joined 
them.  

DePue: My understanding, having read about this and quite a bit of military history, 

this is every bit as harrowing as the Battle of the Bulge, if not more so. 

Perry: Oh, absolutely. More so. 

DePue: The cold was even colder. 

Perry: I asked Dad how they kept equipment operable in those cold conditions. He 

said, ñWell, we had to run the vehicles constantly.ò He told me that they were 

fighting for days and days in wind chills of twenty to thirty below zero. Iôve 

been in cold weather in the military, and I canôt imagine trying to fight a 

withdrawal under pressure in those types of conditions. I canôt fathom. 

DePue: That was just the beginning of his eighteen months, in Korea. He earned 

another Silver Star, quite a few months later. But he was there during the 

timeframe that the line kept moving back and forth.  

Most peopleôs understanding of Korea was it was a stable line, close to 

the 38th parallel. It wasnôt that way when he was there. When you found out 

about this from your uncle and first started to hear these stories, what were 

you thinking about your dad and about these stories? 

Perry: Well, I thought I really had to reevaluate my whole thought process about Dad 

and what heôd done and why he had done what he had done with the family 

and Mom having to take care of things. Iôd had some resentments, and I just 

had to go back and look and evaluate, as an older, mature person, and take a 

look at the misconceptions that I had. 

DePue: Well, the irony is this is over a decade 

after heôd retired and several years after 

youôd gotten back from Vietnam. 

Perry: Yes, yeah. We werenôt close. When I left 

for Vietnam, when I flew out of the Quad 

Cities here, I didnôt expect him to show 

up, but he was there, and I thought, 

ñWow,ò because weôd been knocking 

heads pretty good together for quite a 

while, more so me than him. 

DePue: Did it change your relationship, finding 

out about that? 

Perry: Yes, yeah, yeah. A great deal more 

respect, understanding what he went 

through and what motivated and what 

drove him and still drives him. I mean, 

heôs pretty independent for ninety, 
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ninety- two, ninety-three years old. You donôt tell him much. 

DePue: Is he still reluctant to talk about these things? 

Perry: Yes. 

DePue: What changed, where he was willing to talk about it with you? 

Perry: Well, you did the interview, and thatôs probably the first time that heôd really 

sat down with anybody to talk about his experiences in the Korean War. After 

that interview, I started asking him, at different times, about things, and heôd 

let one or two little things out. That would lead to more things. 

DePue: But even so, thatôs thirty years or so removed from when you first found out 

from your uncle. 

Perry: Yeah, yeah. The family life, with my parents, was just strange. My wife, 

Linda, says she doesnôt know how I ended up so normal. I said, ñYou think 

Iôm normal,ò I said, ñyou ought to be inside my head.ò (both laugh)  

Linda comes from a family like yours, where everybody worked 

together, and they were all on the same time, pushing and heading in the same 

direction. My mother had some emotional issues, God bless her, and those 

always weighed on the family. It just was difficult. It was difficult for her; it 

was difficult for the family. 

DePue: You said, after your father came back from Korea, you guys ended up in 

Madison? 

Perry: Yes, we were in Madison, Wisconsin. 

DePue: Were you old enough at that time to remember the years in Madison? 

Perry: Oh, yeah. I had a great time. We lived not too far from the college on the lake. 

DePue: The University of Wisconsin. 

Perry: Yes, University of Wisconsin. It was a big old house, up on top of a hill. [It] 

had a big backyard that went down to the lake. It had a private pier, and I 

fished all the time. I gave my mother a heart attack one day. I had an old inner 

tubeéI was a good swimmer by this point. Obviously, youôre on the lake all 

the time, you have to swim or sink.  

But Iôd been out ice fishing the year before. Dad took me to do wind 

sails, and [we] had gone out ice fishing, further out in the middle of the lake 

than where I could get from my pier. I was out with my inner tube one day. I 

donôt know; [I] just thought itôd be a good idea to paddle out to the middle of 

the lake. Well, I did, and Mom came upstairs. She saw where I was. We had a 
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Major Perry, Sr., Jimôs father, 
while stationed in Madison, 

Wisconsin, when he worked as an 
advisor to both U.S. Army 
Reserve and National Guard 

soldiers.  

balcony on this house, and Iôm way out where she canôt get to me if the inner 

tube springs a leak. Iôm playing around with seaweed and the little fish that 

are swimming around there. She kind of caught my attention, and sheôs 

yelling and screaming and waving her hands up there. She didnôt look real 

big. I was out there pretty damned far, way too far. But anyway, I got back 

into the pier, after she said, ñGet your butt back in here,ò and then I got my 

little bottom tanned real well, and I never did that again. (laughs) 

 That and the damned muskrat that was around the pier used to chase 

me out of certain areas. I went over to the muskratôs territory one day, and this 

damned rat attacked me, and I thought, Wow, this isnôt good. 

DePue: It sounds like you enjoyed these adventures you had. 

Perry: Yeah, there was a little girl who lived upéShe was the daughter to the editor 

of the MadisonéI donôt know what the paper was called. But she was my 

buddy, and we rode bikes and played. We must have been, I donôt know, five 

or six, seven. But she passed away with, believe it would have been leukemia, 

while I was there. I remember my parents went to the funeral, but they didnôt 

let me go into the funeral. They thought I was too young or whatever, and Iôve 

always kind of resented that. 

DePue: It is interesting, they both would have seen plenty of death and destruction. 

Perry: Yes, so maybe they were trying to protect me from death and destruction. 

DePue: Preserve your innocence, maybe. 

Perry: Oh, absolutely, what little I had even then. (both laugh) 

DePue: What was the next move? 

Perry: Well, when we were in Madison, we moved 

from this house near the college. Mom wanted, I 

guess, a new house, so they built a house in one 

of the new developments in Madison. We 

moved from that houseéWe probably stayed in 

that new house for about a year and a half.  

During this time, my mother and father 

must have been going through some stressful 

periods in their marriage, because I remember, 

all the sudden, Iôm down in Bettendorf, Iowa, 

going to school where Mom and I and the girls 

are living with my aunt and uncle, and 

nobodyôs talking about why we are there.  

Meanwhile, Dadôs still back up in 
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Madison as Senior Army Advisor. So something happened at that point in 

their marriage and their relationship. They obviously patched that up, and 

Mom and I and the girls, after school was out that yearðit would have 

probably been 1955ish or ó54ðwent back to Madison.  

Then, in 1956, Dad received orders for Germany, and we went to 

Germany. Dad was stationed in Bad Kreuznach with the 2nd Armored 

Division. Theyôre trainers; theyôre rear area stuff. 

DePue: Is that northern Germany, or is that Volgerstr area? 

Perry: No, we were around Mainz, Wiesbaden, Baumholder. Frankfort would have 

been on the west, so we were pretty far back. 

DePue: Was the familyéWhen you were growing up, were you guys church goers? 

Perry: Yes, always went to church. 

DePue: On post? 

Perry: Sometimes, yes. Over in Germany, I remember Dad and I went to a Christmas 

Eve service when he was a Battalion Commander, at one of the chapels. 

DePue: A protestant chapel, I would assume. 

Perry: Yeah, yeah, yeah. 

DePue: Which are generally non-denominational. 

Perry: Non-denominational, yeah. 

DePue: How about when you guys were living in Madison or back in the States in 

other places? 

Perry: Yeah, Immanuel Lutheran Church, up in Madison. Dad was confirmed there, 

after the war. Dad had been raised Congregationalist, and Mom always 

wanted him to join the Missouri Synod Lutheran Church, so Dad went 

through adult confirmation there and was confirmed. But Dadôs always been a 

church-going guy, except maybe his younger years. I donôt know about that. 

DePue: You must have been attending grade school and into junior high when you 

were in Germany? 

Perry: Yes, in Bad Kreuznach, I was in like fourth-fifth or fifth-sixth. I donôt know; 

itôs hard to recollect. I wish I would have learned German. I wished I had been 

a better student and paid more attention to things, but I never learned German. 

DePue: Were they trying to teach you German? 
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Perry: Well, they offered it. They taught German classes. We had American teachers 

who came over from the States and worked for the Federal Government in our 

schools, and we had a period of German instruction during the day and math 

and English and science, the normal stuff, and PE. We always had PE, 

physical ed.  

I remember, one day we were outéI donôt know, it must have been 

about [a] six or seven foot diameter rubber ball that we had. We had teams 

that we had chosen, and we were pushing [it] up and down on the soccer field. 

Whoever could get across the goal line won the game.  

My dadôs boss, who would have been a full Colonel, his son was on 

the same team that I was. The kid was wearing dadôs rank, his fatherôs rank, 

pretty much and telling me what to do. This had been going on for a couple of 

months. One day Iôd had enough, out on the playground; I smacked the kid in 

the nose and bloodied his nose. Well, the kid didnôt go into the school to tell 

anybody. The kid ran off, about a mile down to where his dadéwhere the 

soldiers worked on the caserne [military barracks] and went in and ratted me 

out for what Iôd done.  

Well, Dad got home that eveningðI remember thisðhe said, ñColonel 

so and so called me into the office today, Jimmy.ò I said, ñYeah.ò He said, 

ñWhat happened to his son?ò I said, I told him; I said, ñWell, hereôs whatôs 

going on. The kid was bossing me, ordering me around.ò I said, ñI had enough 

of it, and I smacked him.ò Dad just kind of looked at me. He said, ñWell, 

donôt do that again, but good job.ò So, that was that. (both laugh) I guess 

violence was accepted in our family, as a means to solve problems. 

DePue: How old were you at that time? 

Perry: Oh, man, I would have been eleven years old, twelve. 

DePue: At that time, did you have a decent relationship with your dad? 

Perry: I was always kind of out there floating. I was just kind of out there. I was a kid 

that always did what I wanted to do, when I wanted. Mom was occupied with 

the girls. If I saw something I wanted to do, Iôd go do it. Iôd just wander off 

and do things. I mean, we had a bunch of kids like that on theéYou know, 

American kids. Weôd play baseball, or weôd play football, or weôd go for a 

hike, or weôd go get in a fight with all the German kids, who hated our guts. It 

was just building rapport with our allies. (both laugh) 

DePue: So you had enough running buddies? 

Perry: Oh, yeah, yeah. 

DePue: But it sounds like this particular incident, you were fine with the way your dad 

dealt with that. 
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Perry: Yeah, yeah. 

DePue: Did he stay in the Bad Kreuznach area of Germany? 

Perry: We were there for a year and a half. Then, at the end of that period, he was 

transferred to Munich. He was in the 3rd Infantry Division at that point, and 

he became a mech [mechanized] infantry battalion commander. 

DePue: So a lieutenant colonel by that time? 

Perry: Yes, yes, heôd been promoted. 

DePue: Was that his first battalion command? 

Perry: I believe it would have been, yes. 

DePue: Which is a big step for anybody who wants to make a career of the military. 

Perry: Oh yes, yeah. A lot of Dadôs friends from the Korean War had been riffed out 

of the service, reduction in force. I mean, all these guys that were in Korea, 

when they got back, they were board reviewed. If they didnôt meet whatever 

the parameter qualifications were, they were reduced in rank from like 

majoréI had a friend down in Texas whose dad had been a major, and he was 

reduced down to E6, just so he could finish his career at twenty years. 

DePue: E6 being a staff sergeant. 

Perry: A staff sergeant, yeah. 

DePue: I bet you found out about that kind of stuff probably years later too. 

Perry: Oh yeah, yeah. I didnôt know. I was just fat, dumb and happy.  

But Munich was kind of interesting. My school wasnôt close. I was 

getting up at like 5:30 in the morning, catching the bus by like 6:15. The bus 

would come around through our caserne area, and then the American high 

school was forty miles away. I remember even then, our school bus was [an] 

OD school bus. 

DePue: Olive drab. 

Perry: Olive drab. But the windows were covered by fence, like a chain link fence on 

all the windows. If weôd been in a crash, weôd have never gotten out. But it 

was for the safety of the kids, people throwing rocks and any other terrorist 

sort of things that could go on then. That was always kind of something; as a 

kid I always thought, ñWait a minute. If weôre the great rescuers of the 

German people, then why are weé?ò But, you know, security makes sense, 

particularly for kids. So thatôs what that was about at the time. 
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DePue: But did you understand at another level why the German kids didnôt like you? 

Perry: Oh, yeah. We didnôt like them, either. (laughs) 

DePue: Because? 

Perry: Just, we kicked butt in the war. That resentment was there, even in ó56 and 

ó57. That resentment fed down. Looking back at it, itôs obvious to me that the 

resentment fed back down from their parents. I mean, how would you like to 

live in an occupied country?  

In Munich we used to go hiking around, out in the fields. We were 

kind of, obviously, little hellions that really needed a lot of paddling, but my 

buddies and I, weôd spend the night together at somebodyôs place, sleeping 

out in the back yard. Then, in the morning, weôd hike off, out across an open 

field.  

We probably hiked five or six miles, and we found an old ammunition 

dump, where they were getting rid of ammo from the war. Well, we were at 

that age, we were fascinated with German helmets and swords and sabers, 

anything we could find to collect. Well, we actually broke into the secured 

compound, and when I say securedé The first time we did it was in like 

December, and there was snow on the ground. We broke in, thinking weôd be 

able to find war memorabilia. We ended up breaking into bunkers filled with 

tank mines and found grenades. They had German guards over this, and they 

had damn German Shepherds there. That particular time that we did this, 

weôre sneaking out, and the one guard saw us, and itôs in Germany, you know, 

ñHalt.ò We kept running our little butts off. He didnôt release the dogs, thank 

God, but the guy actually shot at us, over our heads. I mean, youôre eleven, 

twelve, thirteen years oldéI remember specifically, there was a path we were 

going down, a rutted out path where theyôve obviously driven vehicles in. It 

was ice and water, but I remember diving in this and then crawling off into the 

bushes, so the guy didnôt have a shot at me.  

DePue: Now, you said he shot at you, and then you said he shot over your head. 

Perry: Well, really, looking back at it, I remember hearing the bullets whizz. I mean, 

you donôt forget that sound. But yeah, bullets were going overhead. How high, 

I donôt know, but I wasnôt going to get up and run.  

Then another time, later that summer, we went into the same place. 

And if youôre familiar with the German World War II infantry hand grenade, 

itôs called the potato masher. Youôd have to unscrew a cap off the handle, and 

the fuse igniter would appear. Youôd have to pull that to set the charge off. 

Weôre out behind a housing addition, and we had two of these damn things. I 

thought, Wow, letôs blow these up. It will be cool. So we were on one side of 

a concrete bunker. There was kind of a hillside, and we did what boys would 

do. We pulled the fuses and flipped the grenades over and a big boom, boom, 



James F. Perry, Jr.  Interview # VRV-A-L-2014-002 

17 

and we took off. In about five minutes or less, there were the MPs and people 

looking all over to see what the hell had gone on, looking at the holes that we 

put in the ground. We never went back after that. We decoded itôs too 

dangerous to monkey around with this stuff. 

DePue: This is in the height of the Cold War. Thereôs probably no shortage of 

Hollywood versions of the Second World War coming out, and there were 

westerns on TV. Were you exposed to all of that, as well? 

Perry: Well, in Germany, we didnôt have TV. There was no TV. Iôd gone from 

Howdy Doody and Clarabelle and all that stuff in the States. We got to 

GermanyéWe brought a TV over with us. Well, the first problem you have, 

you couldnôt plug it into their outlets, because they run on a different cycle of 

electricity than we did in the States. So then you have to get a transformer to 

transform the stuff to the right cycle. Then you could plug it in, but then all 

you got was German TV or American shows with German dubs. So as a kid, 

itôs like, whatôs the point in this? 

DePue: No Armed Services Network? 

Perry: Well, there was. And I had a little crystal radio. You know, the little diode 

thing. I had a radiator in my room, an old big radiator for heat, and at night 

what I would do as a kid, when I went to bed, Iôd ground the crystal radio to 

get the power to my crystal radio. Iôd listen to Armed Forces Radio at night. 

They had ñThe Shadow,ò ñThe Green Hornet,ò ñDick Tracy,ò ñAbbott and 

Costello.ò I mean, all that stuff was right there. Iôd listen to that, Jack Benny. 

Iôd listen to that stuff at night. [My] parents thought I was asleep. 

DePue: I would imagine though that stuff was left over from the late 1940s. 

Perry: Oh, yeah, yeah, but it was all great stuff. I still love that stuff today. 

DePue: When you were at this phase in your life, were you thinking ñYeah, this 

military stuff is goodò? 

Perry: No, no. 

DePue: But you were doing all of this stuff. 

Perry: Yeah, but thatôs just because youôre in that environment. You learn about the 

environmentô youôre there with it. There were soldiers; there were infantry 

guys when we went to watch the movies at the caserne, at the army theater 

there.  

We used to collect shoulder patches. Weôd go over to clothing sales, 

where the seamstress was, and theyôd let us come in on Saturday mornings. 

We could rummage through the patches that theyôd taken off soldiersô 

uniforms. [Theyôd] be in a box, and if you found something you want, itôs a 
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dime or whatever, or theyôd give them to you. In fact, Iôve still got some of 

those patches downstairs today. 

DePue: Any sense of what your parents thought you ought to do with your life, at that 

time? 

Perry: No, no, no. My folks were happy if I just went to school and made Cs. 

(chuckles) They were just tickled to death. 

DePue: Is that because you werenôt making Cs or because they had low expectations 

of you? 

Perry: Either/or. I hated school; I was bored in school. I was an outdoor kid, and 

sitting in a desk all day longé Iôd be the perfect candidate for drugs today, if 

I were a kid in school, at that point. 

DePue: But otherwise, everything youôre describing about who you were at that stage 

of your life would have been great as somebody going into the military. 

Perry: Oh yeah, yeah, but I didnôt know it at the time. It was normal life. I didnôt 

know civilian life; I just didnôt know civilian life, other than the few episodes 

in Madison. But everything else was all military. 

DePue: Well, we still havenôt gotten past about thirteen years old. What happens next? 

Whereôd your dad go next? 

Perry: Well, I remember one day, over in Munich, he came in the house and said, 

ñIôll see you in a couple of months or maybe sooner,ò and off he went with his 

battalion. They went somewhere down in the Mediterranean, I thinkéI know 

Lebanon was having troubles, and what is it? Crete down there, or one of 

those thatôs this dual Muslimé 

DePue: Christian? 

Perry: Yeah. So they were down there for that. That would have been during, I think, 

Eisenhower years, yeah, Eisenhower years. But he was gone for about two or 

three months. You know, Momôs muttering around the house ñDamn it, Iôve 

got to raise these kids all by myself. Your fatherôs always goneò kind of a 

thing. Itôs like, you know, ñCome on, Ma; thatôs his job.ò  

DePue: Where did he get posted after Munich? 

Perry: After Germany, we came back to the States. Heôd had the family car shipped 

by boat, so the car was on the East Coast. We picked that up and drove down 

to southern Illinois to stay with my grandparents for a couple of weeks. Then 

weéin the middle of the summer, with no air conditioning, in the Chevy 

station wagon, headed off to El Paso, Texas. God was it hot, all the way down. 
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It was miserable. But he ended up down at the air defense school as an 

instructor, down at Fort Bliss in El Paso, Texas. 

DePue: So what subject does an infantry officer teach, down at the air defense school? 

Perry: He taught infantry tactics to the air defense types. 

DePue: To the officers going through basic and AIT [Advanced Individual Training]? 

Perry: Yeah, yeah, yes, officers in the advance course, I think, was down there. 

DePue: And thatôs at Fort Bliss? 

Perry: Correct. 

DePue: After you got over it being a little bit hotter than youôre used to, what did you 

think of Fort Bliss? 

Perry: Oh, I loved El Paso. In fact, Iôm considering moving back to that part of the 

world right now, maybe not El Paso, but Alamogordo or Las Cruses, or maybe 

over by Fort Sill on the Texas side of the river. 

DePue: To get away from the cold, since itôs like five degrees outside today? 

Perry: Yeah. Itôs been thirty below wind chills here and tons of snow. Iôm sick of the 

cold. The bodyôs too old. I went to Urban High School in El Paso, Texas. 

DePue: This is a public school? 

Perry: Itôs a public school. 

DePue: This was your first exposure, was it? 

Perry: Yeah, I started in eighth grade and went through senior in high school. During 

that period, about ô62, I think it was, Dad was reassigned to Fort Carson, the 

4th Infantry Division, as they were preparing to go to Vietnam. He was a 

battalion commander at that point. But we stayed in El Paso.  

One of the reasons was so I could finish high school and not have to 

get yanked out midway. But to be honest, it wouldnôt have made any 

difference to me. I could have adapted to a new high school fairly easy and 

would have had more fun. 

DePue: You mentioned your dad, around 1964, went to Fort Carson? 

Perry: No, it would have been ó62, ó61, ó62, somewhere in there. 

DePue: I donôt want to get too much in the weeds on this, but that would have been 

prior to the time that any major line combat units were going to Nam. 
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Perry: Yeah, yeah. I could have that wrong. Youôre right; I could have that wrong. 

DePue: That really started about ó65. We had troops there but not line units. 

Perry: Yeah, yeah. 

DePue: So he went up to Fort Carson for some reason. 

Perry: Yeah, he was up there and an infantry, but he was reassigned as an infantry 

battalion commander. 

DePue: Tell me more about your experiences in high school, because this is your first 

exposure to a public school, isnôt it? 

Perry: Well, other than the military public, but yeah, yeah. Eighth grade started off; I 

didnôt like it, (chuckles) and freshman year, I hated it more. As an army kid, 

you bounce from school to school, so one of the things that always frustrated 

me, I was either ahead in classes or behind in classes, trying to catch up 

or...And there was always some subject you were behind in, trying to catch up 

to the other kids, so you could be on the same sheet of music. That just totally 

frustrated me. Eighth and ninth grade, it was just trying to fit in, not only with 

your peer group, but particularly in ninth grade, youôve got senior, junior. So 

youôve got all that strata of peer pressure type things and fitting in.  

The worst thing that happened to me, in ninth grade, I was thrown into 

a junior/senior speech class. When I got there, I came in late to do my 

scheduling. You know, you had so many core subjects, and then you had 

electives. Well, the way it worked out, my elective was speech. I hated it, and 

I didnôt do well at it. 

DePue: Itôs an elective, but you didnôt elect it. 

Perry: I didnôt; my mother elected it for me. (both laugh) She thought it would round 

me out and help me. She was always trying to round me out and help me. 

DePue: It doesnôt sound like you were a shy kid or introverted. 

Perry: Oh no, no, no, I was never introverted, no, no, no. I made friends; I get along 

well with people. I learned how to figure people out at an early age, because 

of being bounced around so much. Thereôs plusses and minuses.  

I had an experience that kind of turned me around in high school. I had 

a teacher by the name of Marcello; he was my geometry teacher. One day, he 

came up to me in classéThis was early on in the year, he came up in class. It 

would have been in my sophomore year. He came up and cornered me after 

class. He said, ñI want to see you after school.ò My immediate reaction was 

ñWhat the hell did I do wrong now?ò because thatôs just kind of how I thought 

at that point. I said, ñYes, sir, Iôll be in.ò  
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So after school I went in to see him, and he said, ñMr. Perry, pull up a 

chair.ò And he sat down and talked to me like a Dutch uncle. He said, ñYou 

know, youôre wasting your whole life here. Youôre so much smarter than what 

youôre doing. I know you can do this work. You could run rings around most 

of these other people in this class,ò he said, ñif youôd just apply yourself.ò He 

said, ñYouôre smart; youôre bright, and I really expect you to do better.ò He 

talked to me like a human being, instead of being talked down to. It was more 

adult to adult. I thought, Wow, Okay.  

So that was an attitude adjustment for me, and it just started 

snowballing. I kind of figured out that getting fairly decent grades was better 

than getting stuff and getting yelled at when you got home for bringing in 

crummy grades, especially for deportment, acting up in class.  

It was years later, probably about ten years ago, I was on the Internet 

with my old high school group, and I found out that this teacher had passed 

away. I started digging into this guy, and he had been in the Bataan Death 

March. Most of my teachers, down in El Paso, or a lot of them, in the early 

ó60s were prior service military people, This guy had been a lieutenant in the 

death march and had survived it and gone into education. I thought, Wow, you 

know? In fact, down at Bliss, thereôs a building named after this guy. I saw 

that the other day. I thought, Man, how lucky I was to have a teacher like this. 

And [I]  didnôt even know it at the time. 

DePue: Does that mean you stopped getting into trouble outside of the classroom? 

Perry: No, no, no, no. 

DePue: Did you start working harder at your grades? 

Perry: I worked harder at grades and trying to apply myself more. Like I said, grades 

werenôt a big thing at home; nobody pushed grades. Dad was gone during a 

lot of that period, when I was in school, so he wasnôt there to oversee, and 

Mom had her hands full with the girls. It was just likeð 

DePue: Now youôve described yourself something as a little bit of a handful. Were 

your sisters less trouble for your mom? 

Perry: My sister Libby would have been. She was a smart kid and applied herself and 

did what she was told. My younger sister, she was sickly at that time, so there 

was a lot of stuff going on there. 

DePue: Did you get involved in any extracurricular activities? 

Perry: Honestly, no, I didnôt. In high school, I did not. Well, I did junior ROTC, 

imagine that. 

DePue: You just told me you werenôt interested in the military. 
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Perry: Well, yeah, but that was an elective, and it seemed to fit. I knew the military, 

so it just seemed like a natural blend in. And youôve got buddies that their 

dads are in the military, so yeah, we did junior ROTC. 

DePue: What were your favorite subjects? 

Perry: In school? I liked biology. I had a ton of math, not that I really liked it that 

much, but I was fairly decent in math. Physics, I liked physics. Chemistry was 

okay; you could make stink bombs in chemistry class, so that was kind of 

cool. (both laugh) 

DePue: A nice, practical application. 

Perry: An application for everything; you bet. El Paso was a wild town to grow up 

in, as a kid in the ó60s. 

DePue:  How so? 

Perry: Well, you had access to Juarez, Mexico. You had the rock ón roll stuff 

starting. They were doing drug shakedowns in our high schools back in ô63, 

ó64. I didnôt participate in that sort of stuff, but you could go out after a 

football game, and guys would go over to Juarez. You had to be careful 

though.  

Dad got wind that we were doing this one time, and Dad said to me, ñI 

want you to know, if you get over to Juarez, and you get in trouble, you guys 

are going to end up in a Mexican jail.ò And he said, ñThereôs nobody here in 

the States that can help you.ò He told me about what happened to a couple of 

his soldiers that that had happened to. Basically, theyôd get thrown in jail; 

theyôd get robbed of all their clothes and everything else, their jewelry and 

watches and everything and rolled and beat up. And he said, ñIôm telling you, 

if you get there and get in trouble, nobodyôs going to be able to help you.ò 

DePue: What year did you graduate from high school? 

Perry: 1964. 

DePue: This would have been the early stage of the Beatles mania. Were you letting 

your hair grow a little bit longer at that time? 

Perry: No, no, no, I was into the California stuff. I liked the Beach Boys and Jan and 

Dean and fast cars and four on the floor, and away weôd go. We drove fast. 

DePue: When you were going to Juarez, was it looking for alcohol or what? 

Perry: Well, yeah. We werenôt there to buy souvenirs, (laughter) firecrackers, 

alcohol, the girly shows. We got bounced out of one of their bars one night, 

because it was aéI donôt even know if I should say it. Four of my buddies 
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and I were there, and we sat through this show in an upper balcony. It was a 

female impersonator. What the female impersonator liked to do was go 

through her act and then drag a half drunk GI up there and then rip her top off, 

and thereôs nothing there. And all the sudden the guy realizes that itôs a 

woman, and heôs totally embarrassed. So, we were upð 

DePue: A woman or a guy? 

Perry: A soldier from the audience, from Bliss. 

DePue: But a female impersonator would be a male. 

Perry: Yeah, thatôs what it was on the stage. So, we sat through one round and had a 

couple of beers. The next go around, weôre still up in the balcony, and sheôs 

doing another act, or he, whatever she is.  

Anyway, weôre yelling down to this GI, ñGet off the stage. Itôs not a 

woman; itôs a guy. Get off the stage. Get off.ò About that time, I had the 

biggest Mexican guy Iôve ever seen. Honest to God, the biggestéI mean, he 

was huge. He came up and picked up all four of us, took us down the steps 

and threw us out bodily in the street. He said, ñStay out of here,ò and we did. 

DePue: Well, this is a peculiar question. Did he say that in English or Spanish? 

Perry: He said it in very plain English. (laughs) 

DePue: Heôd had practice saying that before.  

Perry: Yes, yes. 

DePue: Were you working at the time? 

Perry: Yeah. About my sophomore year in high school, I had a buddy; he got me a 

job where he was working selling shoes. We sold shoes together atðI forget 

the name of the place, but it was a name brand placeðon weekends, on 

Saturdays. On Sundays, the stores were closed. But he left, and he got a job at 

Safeway, a grocery store near where I lived and went to school.  

A couple of weeks after he had gone, he came by, and said, ñHey, you 

want to work over at Safeway with me?ò I said, ñHeck, yeah.ò He said, ñWell, 

come on over.ò I talked to the manager and assistant manager and started 

working and worked, I donôt know, twenty, twenty-five hours a week.  

Dad pretty much told me, [at] the beginning of one school yearéThe 

new deal, at that point in time, was madras [plaid] shirts and button-down 

collars and Fruit of the Looms and Levis and penny loafers. Mom and Dad 

would buy you a standard issue for school, at the beginning of the year, which 
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was basically J. C. Penneyôs or Sears and Kedôs sneakers and a couple of new 

shirts.  

I said, ñI donôt want that stuff.ò Well, Dad was still around, and he 

said, ñLook, this is what Iôm buying you. If you want something else, you go 

get a job.ò So I went and got a job, best thing he ever did for me, because you 

had bosses back then that said, ñThe customerôs always right, and we give you 

hours, and you better be here, or weôll give your hours to somebody else.ò I 

mean, thatôs where I learned, I really believe, a pretty good work ethic, from 

those folks at Safeway. 

DePue: Now, youôve been talking a lot about both of your parents. How would you 

describe your relationship at that point in your life? 

Perry: I just went and did what I wanted to do. As long as I stayed out of trouble, 

didnôt create problems for the family, behaved myself, went to churchðI went 

through confirmation, you knowðthings were okay. I mean, we talked. 

DePue: So it doesnôt sound that much different than anybody else. 

Perry: No, no. I didnôt tell them a whole lot though. I kept my stuff to myself. 

DePue: Iôll put you on the spot. 

Perry: Yeah, do it. 

DePue: Which one of your parents would you most take after? 

Perry: You know, I was thinking about that the other day, and honestly, itôs not 

either/or; itôs a combination of both. Iôm hard-nosed. Iôve got a generous 

heart, and that comes from Dad and Mom both. The bad traits, I picked up 

from Mom. So, if you look at the good and bad traits, Iôd say a lot of the stuff 

I have to fight [are] the Mom tapes that roll around in my head a lot. Not to 

say she was a bad person, because she could be very generous and giving and 

outgoing one day, but the next day could be, ñHoly crap, who are you?ò  

Iôll give you a for instance. One Christmas, after Iôd been working, I 

bought her a Christmas gift. Iôd gone to the PX [Post Exchange]. I had a 

military ID card, so I could go to the PX. So I went to the PX. I got her this 

sweater. It was a pullover with reindeer on it, black and white. I thought it was 

really cool, so I bought it and gave it to her. She opened the gift up and she 

threw it back at me. She pitched it back and said, ñWhat are you getting me 

this for?ò I thought, Holy crap. I never got her another thing after that. I 

thought, The hell with it, Iôm not going through this kind of stuff.  

To this day, I have no idea. Sheôd gone through a hysterectomy at this 

point in time, so her female hormones and everything had to have been, you 

know, whatever. But a kid thatôs a sophomore or junior in high school doesnôt 
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understand that stuff. I was like, ñWhoa, fine.ò So I gave the sweater to my 

girlfriend. (both laugh) Howôs that? 

DePue: Did she like it? 

Perry: And she loved it, as a matter of fact. 

DePue: This is a timeframe when there are some other interesting things happening in 

the United States, especially for somebody whoôs paying a little bit of 

attention to the military. Youôre at Fort Bliss, Texas, home of the Air  Defense 

Artillery School. Remember the Cuban Missile Crisis, October of ô62? 

Perry: Oh, Lord, do I, yeah. Biggs Air Force Base was in El Paso, which was near 

Bliss. Weôd been following the crisis in school. Our history teacher was a vet, 

and every day weôd get little pieces of whatôs going on. More than anything, 

being Army kids, we all realized how bad it could get and what it would do to 

families and what it would do to our country. I mean, we were totally tuned in.  

I remember sitting on the second floorðit would have been English 

classðand we hadéthe windows looked right towards Biggs Air Force Base. 

The afternoon was overcast, which is kind of unusual for El Paso, but it was 

just overcast and grey that day. All the sudden, all us kids in class were 

looking at the teacher. The teacher didnôt see what was going on, but there 

were B-52 bombers, loaded up, lifting off on the runways, three at a time. 

There were about four or five of these lift-offs, separated by about ten to 

fifteen minutes. And every one of us thought, This was the end of the world, 

because we knew. We had Air Force kids in class too, so you swap stories 

about what your dads do, and whatôs going on.  

Well, strategic air bases have nuclear missiles, I mean nuclear bombs. 

They were going to their assembly areas. They lifted off and went. Weôre like, 

ñNow what the hellôs going to happen?ò because we also are smart enough to 

realize, where weôre sitting, is going to be targeted by the Russians. So, you 

know, weôre thinking, Hell, weôre all dead. It was, Wow! As long as I live, Iôll 

never forget that afternoon. Just totally frightening. The other day I wonôt 

forget, when I was down there, was the day [President John F.] Kennedy was 

killed. 

DePue: November of ó63. 

Perry: And I remember I was in our cafeteria. It was my lunch break, and they came 

on the speakers. The first thing they told us was the president had been shot, 

and theyôd taken him to Parkland Hospital. They didnôt know the condition. 

And then, about half a hour later, they came on and said, ñThe presidentôs 

been killed.ò It was weird the way school was that day, because everybody 

just sort of left. I mean, they didnôt make a big announcement that you go 

home or whatever.  
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I remember walking home that day; I either rode my bike to school, or 

I walked to school until I got enough money to buy my first car. But I walked 

home that afternoon, and I was looking at the sky. I mean, it was just clear 

blue. It was the prettiest damn day. I mean, what had happened, man, I just 

couldnôt think it through. 

 I remember the day of 9-11, here in Port Byron. When 9-11 happened, 

I went outside. There were no chemtrails in the air, no nothing. It was the 

prettiest bluest day, and I thought back to the day Kennedy got killed, down in 

Texas. It was the same kind of beautiful, sunny day, like this shouldnôt happen 

on a day like this. But it just flipping right back to that.  

We were out of school then for, I bet, the better part of five days. They 

had the presidentôs funeral, and all that stuff was on TV, went through all that. 

It was really a downer for everybody in society. I mean, particularly being in 

Texas and having that happen in Texas.  

I remember watching [Jack] Ruby, on TV, shoot [Lee Harvey] 

Oswald. And even then as a kid, I thought to myself, How did this guy get so 

close to this guy that heôs got a pistol and able to shoot him in the gut and 

drop him? So anyway, Iôve always been kind of a conspiracy nutéor just a 

nut. 

DePue: Just hearing you talk about the Cuban Missile Crisisé Of all places to be, the 

center of our missile center. 

Perry: Yeah, yeah, because as a kid, from my high school, youôd walk out the front 

door, and we were close enough to see the trails and the launches of the Nike 

Zeuses and the Hercules and all that stuff up at White Sands. I mean, White 

Sands wasnôt that far away, either. 

DePue: This is the missile training center. 

Perry: Yeah, yeah. 

DePue: What did you think you wanted to do with the rest of your life, when you were 

in high school? 

Perry: I had no idea. 

DePue: Youôd spent your entire life, up to this point, surrounded by the military. 

Perry: Yeah, thatôs all I knew. 

DePue: But that wasnôt one of the options? 
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Perry: I didnôt consider it. I mean, it was the summer of 1964. Weôre out running 

around, having a good time, doing parties, just ignoring life. I mean, the early 

ó60s was wild and crazy. 

DePue: Was it that you had no intention of ever going into the military, or you just 

werenôt focused enough to think about it? 

Perry: Wasnôt focused. I was thinking about my girlfriend, my car, my job. I was 

going to Texas Western, promptly failing my classes there, because I had no 

business there. I was seventeen when I graduated from high school. I was just 

too damn immature for a lot of responsibility in places and things I was doing.  

DePue: What did your parents want you to be doing? 

Perry: Mom said to me one time, it would be nice if Iôd become a pastor. I promptly 

laughed at that and said, ñNah, Mom. I donôt have that kind of call. I donôt see 

that as something Iôm going to do.ò And I think Pastor Clausenðhe was my 

pastor who confirmed meðreinforced that with my mother. (laughs) 

DePue: When you were going to public school, down in El Paso, were you living on 

base? 

Perry: No, no. We lived in El Paso, in an area called Milagros Hills, first. Dad 

bought a house there and then had a swimming pool built in the backyard. 

That was the biggest pain there ever was. It was nice to have a pool in Texas, 

but I ended up being pool boy and cleaning and changing filters and all that 

stuff. It was just a lot of work. But anyway, we stayed in that house for about 

two years.  

Then the folks built a house on Pistachio Street inéI think Treehaven, 

is the subdivision. From the back yard it was desert, all the way up to the 

Franklin Mountains, at that point, to the White Sands Highway. We used to 

hike the mountains. [For] my extracurricular activities from school, my 

buddies and Iôd go out rabbit hunting, quail hunting, hike the mountains.  

Hiking the mountains got dangerous one day, because we got up in 

there, and thatôs where the weapons ranges were, for the Army. We got in 

behind them, where the safety officers couldnôt see us. You know how far a 

seven six two round goes, a bullet round. We got behind that. 

DePue: Thatôs your standard rifle round. 

Perry: Yeah, yeah, and the bullets, theyôre whizzing and bouncing. So we had to get 

down. There were big boulders there, and we crawled down in the boulders 

and got down below, so we didnôt geté We were down there for about five or 

six hours. (laughs) I mean, it was like, oh boy. Then we started thinking about 

the rattlesnakes and the tarantulas. No, we were always out in the desert 

hiking, so I was physically fit. 
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DePue: Most people arenôt aware of this, but El Paso is a pretty high elevation to 

begin with. 

Perry: Oh, absolutely, yes. 

DePue: Even before you get to the mountains. 

Perry: Yeah, yeah it is. 

DePue: Did you like the weather down there? 

Perry: I loved it. Yeah, I enjoyed it. My friends, my high school, yeah, I liked El 

Paso. I guess itôs changed. I still have friends down there. My one friend, Phil, 

I call him periodically. He said, ñYou wouldnôt recognize where you lived, or 

where we lived.ò He said everythingôs gated; thereôs gangs. He said itôs all 

gone. Gangs, itôs justéyou know. 

DePue: So you had a gang, but it was a completely different gang? 

Perry: Yeah, we were friendly guys. Thatôs what gangs were; they were your buddies 

back then, a gang of buddies. Itôs not like today. We didnôt carry heat. We 

didnôt shoot people and didnôt beat people up. We worked. 

DePue: What did you do after you graduated? You already said you went to college 

for a little while. 

Perry: [I] went to college down there for a while. Then my dad retired from the 

military while he was at Carson, and he came back to El Paso, because the 

folks had built the house. I think the plan would have been that they were 

going to live in El Paso. Dad ended up working for the Gallo Wine, 

Budweiser distributorship, down in El Paso. My momôs dad, during the 

Depression, had been a bootlegger, made bathroom gin, in the bathtub. 

DePue: Did you know of it at that time? 

Perry: No, I didnôt know that. These are things that I learned later. (both laugh) 

DePue: I didnôt think any church-going womanôs going to tell you about her dad. 

Perry: But anyway, Grandpa, to get through the Depression, you knowéMom said 

she remembered guys coming to the back door, and fifty cents or twenty 

cents, youôd give them the booze.  

So, anyway, Mom had a real darned dim view of working around 

alcohol and people who drank a lot and that sort of thing. She wasnôt real 

enamored of Dad getting a job with the Gallo Distributorship and the 

Budweiser Distributorship.  
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I think it was really a mistake, because I believe, had Dad stayed 

where he was, with those people, he would have probably ended up being a 

millionaire, because the people that had the distributorship dealt with the post 

and the Air Force bases. The gentleman that hired Dad, Dad took me in to 

meet him one day, and the guy bought me a brand new suit. I mean, [he] liked 

Dad enough to take me out and have me tailor-fitted for the snazziest suit Iôve 

ever owned. It was a brown material with blue, in it, and it was cool.  

But anyway, Mom and Dad argued a lot about his working for these 

people and the distributorship. He had to be out at night, checking bars and 

that sort of stuff, and she just hated that. 

DePue: But it sounds like, from the time he went to Fort Carson, there were a couple 

of years that the two of them were living in two different cities entirely. 

Perry: Yeah, yeah. So, as a seventeen year old, I canôt wrap my head around much of 

this. To keep my sanity and to stay away from the family fighting, I went to 

work. I had friends, and I did other things, and I just stayed away, to keep 

from getting sucked into all this stuff. I didnôt need it. Emotionally, I couldnôt 

deal with half of it. 

DePue: Does that mean that there was usually tension in the air when you were home? 

Perry: There were always fights. I mean, there were fights. I remember, one 

Thanksgiving my mother chased my dad around the dining room table with a 

butcher knife, trying to stick him, and this is the formal dining room, with 

everything on the table. I remember, Dad used one of his Judo moves and 

came around behind her and got the knife away from her. But it was the 

mental stability stuff. That was going on all the time, stuff like that. 

DePue: Was she getting any help at that time? Was there anything that was officially 

diagnosed?  

Perry: No. Sheôd gone to William Beaumont General Hospital, the Army hospital 

there. Sheôd been there, but nothing that I knew of that was forthcoming. But 

Iôm a seventeen year-old snot nosed kid, so they arenôt going to talk to me 

about a lot of that stuff. So, itôs like, okay. I decided then, I had my life; Iôm 

going to live it. You people do what you want to do. 

DePue: Well, 1964 is when you graduated. So youôre in college for a few months. A 

lot of kids stayed in college, because there was also a draft if you happen to 

drop out. 

Perry: Yeah, yeah, absolutely. You got your Selective Service card, and if youôre in 

college, man, you werenôt going. 

DePue: And if you werenôt in college. 
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Perry: Then, if you got married, you werenôt going, so hey... 

DePue: Well, letôs take the next step in this narrative. 

Perry: Alright, letôs see. Mom raised so much hell with Dad about the job, that he 

finally said, ñOkay, enough.ò He applied for the QUASIS [Quality Assurance 

Specialist Ammunition Surveillance] program, up here at the Rock Island 

Arsenal. It was an intern program, the ammunition management program at 

the Rock Island Arsenal. 

DePue: QUASIS? 

Perry: QUASIS. Donôt ask me what it means. 

DePue: Is that an acronym? 

Perry: Yeah, itôs Q-U-A-S-I-S, Quality assurance? But anyway, itôs ammunition 

management. And he came up, up to the island. Mom had moved here earlier, 

and she was with my aunt again. So I was still in El Paso. Dad was still in El 

Paso. My buddies and I, we had an apartment. Oh, man, we had an apartment!  

It was kind of a Dew Drop Inn apartment, you know. Anyway, we had an 

apartment.  

Weôd had a beer party the night before. The keg was still in the 

bathtub, and there were drunk people everywhere, and Dad came in. He was 

leaving for Rock Island the next day. He sat me down and said, ñYou know, 

this really isnôt what you ought to be doing with your life. Why donôt you 

come on up to Rock Island, up to Iowa with us?ò He said, ñIôll get you 

through college, and you can settle down with your life then and figure out 

what you want to do.ò 

So I agreed, said adios to my buddies. I had a ó55 Buick, and Dad and 

I drove up to Grandmaôs in southern Illinois. Grandpa had died by this point. 

[We] spent some time with her, and then we drove up here. Mom and Dad 

found a house, a little place over the post office in Le Claire, Iowa. Mom was 

a fixer-upper type person. She fixed that place up, and then they moved out of 

that, and they moved to another place in Le Claire. I was sort of bouncing 

around with them. I was working at the Le Claire Jack and Jill, the grocery 

store in downtown Le Claire. They sold my car out from under me, so I had to 

walk to work. I was getting nowhere fast.  

My uncle worked at J. I. Case, and I asked him if he could find me a 

job at J. I. Case. He said, ñWell, I can ask around.ò He said, ñIt will be up to 

you to sell yourself.ò I think he greased the skids real well, because I went in 

to the personnel guy, and they hired me on as a laborer on the assembly line. I 

worked there for about a year, making more damn money than Iôd ever seen. 

DePue: Working on what? 



James F. Perry, Jr.  Interview # VRV-A-L-2014-002 

31 

Perry: We were putting Case tractors [together]. I was on sub-assembly, doing the 

picker stuff, and I could work piece rate. A buddy of mine from up in Iowa, he 

and I worked it. We could basically have our day done in four hours, if we 

pushed it. It was good money, hot. 

DePue: Where was the factory? 

Perry: In Bettendorf. Itôs where the riverboat gambling stuff is now. Still when we 

had jobs in America, Mark; we made things. 

DePue: Part of the day when there was lots of heavy industry in the Quad Cities area. 

Perry: Yeah, and you could go anywhere. When I moved up here, I could have quit 

Case anytime and walked over to John Deere and gotten on the next day, or 

Caterpillar. They were all here. 

DePue: Everything was here. 

Perry: IH [International Harvester], yeah. Now itôs gone, except for Deere. 

DePue: Were you union at the time? 

Perry: I had to join the union, yeah. After my probation, you had to be a union 

member, so yeah. 

DePue: Were you fine with that? 

Perry: I was too dumb to know any different at that time. It bothered me that they 

were ripping me off for union dues. I didnôt see I was getting any benefit for 

anything, but the older guys would drop a hunk of iron on you if you werenôt 

a union member. (DePue laughs) 

DePue: Was your father working at the arsenal then? 

Perry: Yes. The intern program was run out of Savannah Arsenal, Army Depot. So, 

when he graduated from that, he didnôt know where he was going to be in the 

world again. He could have been anywhere, because with his career path at 

that point, he could have been assigned to Korea or back to Germany or any 

number of places with ammunition. But fortunately I guess for him, he ended 

up here at Rock Island. He ended up managing the engineer ammunition. 

Bangalore torpedoes and that sort of stuff worldwide is what he ended up 

doing. 

DePue: But heôs no longer in the Army at that time. 

Perry: No, no. 

DePue: So a GS [General Schedule- pay schedule for civil service] employee? 
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Perry: He was GS, yeah. 

DePue: Did you go back to school, as well? 

Perry: Well, I tried school here, and again, I was̍  

DePue: Here being where? 

Perry: Le Claire, Iowa. Once I got up here, I tried Le Claire. 

DePue: What was the name of the school? 

Perry: I went to Palmer Junior College. Palmer is the home of the chiropractic 

school, but they were opening a junior college. It wasnôt what I thought was 

going to happen. I thought I was going to be coming up here, based on what 

Dad told me, and going over to the University of Iowa. That didnôt 

materialize, because Mom and Dad just didnôt have the money at that point. It 

was night school, so I was working during the days, driving back and forth, 

and I ended up dropping out. I said, ñThis is stupid.ò I just worked, worked 

and partied, go out on the river and catch fish. 

DePue: What were you thinking about doing when you were in college? What were 

you going to do with all this education?  

Perry: I wanted to go to dental school is what I thought. 

DePue: Why dental school? 

Perry: I wore braces as a kid, and thought, Well, thatôs something to do; itôs a 

professional job. I can make some money, and thatôd be cool. 

DePue: We must be about 1965 by this time. 

Perry: Yeah. 

DePue: Vietnam is starting to warm up. 

Perry: Itôs ripping. Iôve got friends from Le Claire thaté Youôve heard of the A 

Shau Valley. I have a friend of mine who came home, during this timeframe 

when I was still running around over in Le Clair, Iowa. He came back from 

the 4th Infantry Division. He was older than we were, but when he came 

home, it was like, ñOh wow, what happened to you?ò I mean, mentally, 

everything, he didnôt want to be with anybody, nothing. That was my first 

exposure to the Nam situation, what was going on. He wouldnôt talk about it. 

DePue: Where were you, as far as the draft is concerned? 

Perry: Well, letôs seeˈ 
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DePue: You probably were classified 1A. 

Perry: Yeah, I was 1A. I was just bouncing along. I was working. They just didnôt 

get me; I donôt know. 

DePue: What did they do, forget about you for a while? 

Perry: I often thought it was because I moved around so much, they never caught up 

with me, so I donôt know. 

DePue: Where do we go next in the story? 

Perry: Well, letôs see, the next eventˈ 

DePue: How about this; who were you dating at the time? 

Perry: Well, yes, thatôs where I was headed too. (DePue laughs) I met a very sweet 

young lady in Le Claire. I was the new kid out of town, new kid from Texas, 

and my uncle and aunt lived right across the alley from where they [the young 

ladyôs family] lived. My Uncle Fritz used to keep telling her, ñYeah, my 

nephew Jimmyôs coming up here; heôs quite the guy.ò Well, I got there, and 

she had eyes for me and snagged me. 

DePue: Whatôs her name? 

Perry: Pam. 

DePue: Pamela? 

Perry: Pamela. 

DePue: What was her last name? 

Perry: Meinert, M-e-i-n-e-r-t. But she was still in high school; I was out. So she went 

to Bettendorf High School, and I was working. Iôd drive her to school or pick 

her up from school. One thing led to another, and being a dumb kid, we ended 

up getting married early. She ended up pregnant before we were married, and 

it was like, ñOkay, now what are you going to do? Now youôve got to grow 

up.ò 

DePue: When was this? 

Perry: This would have been 1966. We got married in August. [Letôs] see if I can 

remember the date, August 23...No, August 20, 1966. 

DePue: So youôve been up in Iowa, Bettendorf area, for about a year and a half or two 

years? 
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Perry: Yeah, thereabouts. Made a lot of friends, a lot of guys. Honestly, we were 

partying too hard, tearing up the streets, in and out of the country, not hurting 

people but just doing a lot of wild and crazy, reckless stuff. And to be totally 

honest, it was getting out of control. One afternoon I was over at Pamôs house 

and my buddies, they were younger than I was. I was the only one of legal age 

at that point; Iôd turned eighteen. They were still seventeen, but they worked 

for the Davenport Country Club. 

DePue: We should say eighteen was the legal drinking age at that time. For hard 

liquor, for everything? 

Perry: Yeah, beer. I think beer; thatôs all Iôd drink. Anyway, they were having a big 

golf tournament at the country club. Two of the guys worked for the country 

club as caretakers. They knewétheyôd set up and then leave all the liquor and 

everything out on the course at night. So they came up with the bright idea, 

we can go over and snag onto the beer, and then we can have a beer party out 

in the woods here a couple days later. Thank God I didnôt go with them. I 

didnôt go when they went to get the beer, but they went.  

They came back by later that next day and found me. They had a trunk 

full of beer in the old Chevy, ó63 Chevy. The trunks are really big. I mean, it 

was full of beer and pop and candy bars. Anyway, we thought weôd gotten 

away with it. We got all our friends together, and a couple of nights later we 

had a wiener roast and beer and pop and had a grand old time.  

Le Claireôs probably, I donôt know, thirteen miles from Bettendorf. 

Well, we got done with the party, and we were all hungry. We were all too 

drunk to be driving. We drove into Bettendorf to Rossôs, which is one of the 

old famous hamburger places. In fact, [President Barrack] Obama just went 

there not too long ago. Itôs being torn down now. The guy that owned it was 

an old Navy veteran, and heôd give you more grief and tell you what a bunch 

of dumb little turds you were, that you donôt know anything. Heôd been in 

World War II and Korea, and heôd opened this restaurant up. It was a burger 

joint. But he was more fun to be around, because he had stories, and it was 

just kind of a fun place.  

Well, weôd gone in there for burgers; there was four of us. We got 

done with burgers, and weôre still really too drunk to be driving. We stopped 

over at a filling station that was just right on the corner from the restaurant. 

The gas attendant̍they still came out and pumped gas for you at that pointˈ 

the gas attendant came out and pumped the gas that we got and saw in the 

back seat, all the beer and the crap that was in the backseat. We headed out of 

Bettendorf, going back to Le Claire.  

When we left̍ Iôm glad he did thisˈhe called the Bettendorf Police 

Department. Before we got out of town, they picked us up, and we found 

ourselves in jail. We were in the Bettendorf jail that evening, and they 
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transferred us to the Davenport jail. In the Davenport jail it got more 

interesting, because there youôre with the mother rapers and the father rapers. 

There were all sorts of bad people. We walked in, and we were cute looking 

little teenage boys. We all decided, we were sitting on the picnic benches out 

in front there, rather than getting in a cell, where anybody could grab on to us. 

We just sat on the picnic benches ótil the judge called for us, and we all got to 

go see the judge. 

DePue: Hereôs you, I assume, blonde, blue-eyed. 

Perry: Oh, yeah. 

DePue: Probably looked more innocent than you were then? 

Perry: Oh, yeah, yeah. Anyway, the judge got us all in his chambers that next day 

and said, ñOkay, here are your fines. Hereôs what youôve got to pay. And oh, 

by the way, Iôve had enough of you in Scott County, Iowa. You all need to 

join the service, because if you donôt join the service, Iôm going to send you to 

Eldora.ò Well, if you know what Eldora was, it was basically a juvenile 

reformatory, which probably would have been a good place for us in 

hindsight.  

So, we all went home that afternoon, and then the next day we got 

together and drove into Davenport to see the recruiters. We joined the buddy 

system in the Army, where you joined together and you supposedly went 

through basic and AIT [Advanced Individual Training] together. It was a great 

deal for you. I qualified high enough to get into theé I joined three years; we 

all did. I was going to become a dental assistant in the Army. My buddies, one 

went engineers, and the other went straight leg infantry. The guy that went 

straight leg infantry never made it to Vietnam. (laughs) Figure that one. He 

went airborne and went to Vicenza, Italy for three years. 

DePue: He won that lottery. 

Perry: He won that one, big time. 

DePue: Thereôs a few strings here that I need to tie up. 

Perry: Probably. Go ahead. 

DePue: Were you already married at this time? 

Perry: Well, itôs kind oféI signed up. 

DePue: What day was that? 
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Perry: I got married on the twentieth of August. I raised my right hand in Des 

Moines, Iowa, on the twenty-third of August. I was married three days before 

I left my bride for Fort Leonard Wood. 

DePue: So, letôs back up a little bit. Before you got married, what were your parentsô 

reaction to̍  

Perry: The situation? 

DePue: The situation. 

Perry: Well, it was very interesting, because I knew what I needed to do, morally. I 

figured, I got my girlfriend pregnant, need to get married, need to do 

something, you know, do it the right way. 

DePue: Let me ask you a really personal question. 

Perry: Sure. 

DePue: Did you love her? 

Perry: Yeah, I did. But we were both too young to even understand what we were 

getting into.  

So, I called my parents, because I wasnôt living with them anymore. I 

said that I wanted to talk to them, and I wanted to bring Pam over. We went 

over to talk to my parents, because legally I wasnôt old enough to get married 

in the State of Iowa or Illinois. I had to be like twenty-one or something. 

However, in Michigan, I could get married. So anyway, Iôll get to that in a 

second.  

I went and talked to Mom and Dad. I needed to get their permission. 

Dad was wavering, but Mom said absolutely not. So I said, ñOkay, fine.ò So 

we left and went back to Pamôs folks, her mom and dad, and talked and 

explained what happened. Her mother said to me̍and her mom was a great 

gal̍ she said, ñI know what we can do; we can go up to Michigan. Youôre 

both of age there. If you want to do this, weôll do it there.ò So thatôs what we 

do. The next day we drove up to Michigan and got hitched up there and then 

came back. Then two days later, I was gone. 

DePue: What was your motherôs objection? 

Perry: I have no idea. 

DePue: Did she not like or respect Pam? 

Perry: No, because after Iôd been in the service for a while, they got along well. In 

fact, my mother helped Pam get a job at the Rock Island Arsenal and started 
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her career in the federal service. I think it was more that I just wasnôt paying 

any attention to what Mom was saying. She said, ñI can deny this,ò and thatôs 

kind of what happened. 

DePue: Was Pam along with this whole incident of getting the beer and having the 

cookout? 

Perry: No, she saved me. No, she wasnôt around for that. The afternoon that my 

buddies stopped by and wanted me to go help that evening, to steal the beer 

and stuff, she said, ñNo, youôre not going.ò 

DePue: That would have been like the day after you got married. 

Perry: Yeah, but the incident happenedéthe break-in and stuff, where we got 

caught, happened like two weeks earlier. And she didnôt know she was 

pregnant at that point. 

DePue: All of  that happened pretty quickly. 

Perry: Oh, God, it was just likeéI mean, my whole world turned upside down in a 

period of two weeks. 

DePue: Hereôs the part that Iôm still struggling to understand. You get married. Okay, 

you are very young, but normally you have some kind of honeymoon, and you 

spend a lot of time together, and like within a day or so your buddies have̍  

Perry: There was no honeymoon, no honeymoon. 

DePue: éyour buddies have convinced you to go drinking beer and having a party 

with them and leaving Pam at home? 

Perry: No, that was before. All this happened prior to any of the marriage stuff, 

okay? No, I wasnôt carousing around, drinking. No, no. 

DePue: The day after you got married. 

Perry: No, no, no, no, no. I didnôt mean to leave that impression, no. 

DePue: Iôm glad I was nosey enough to clarify that. 

Perry: Thatôs good. 

DePue: But the law caught up with you. 

Perry: Yeah, they did, and off we went. Flew down to Fort Leonard Wood, got in a 

cattle truck, and drill sergeant started yelling. It was fun. And then the fight 

began. 
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DePue: Before this, you must have thought, ñI wonder why theyôre not interested in 

me.ò 

Perry: Who? 

DePue: The Army. 

Perry: Why they arenôt interested in me? I never thought about it. Honestly, we were 

just outé Iôll tell you, one of the things we did. One afternoon we were just 

bored and off of work, and thereôs a train down in Le Claire that had stopped 

along the tracks. We figured, well, we could hop the flatbed and be like Huck 

Finn and Tom Sawyer. Weôll go up to Clinton. Weôll get off there.  

So I had one of my friendséI said, ñDrive my car up; meet us up at 

Clinton. Weôre hopping the train. Weôre going to ride the train up.ò Well, lo 

and behold, we got to Clinton; the train didnôt slow down. Now what do you 

do? So, we jumped. I mean, we were jumping in grass; you couldnôt tell what 

was underneath it. I mean, it was high. It was later in the summer. How Iôm 

alive to this day is beyond me. (both laugh) 

DePue: By 1966 the Vietnam War is already seriously heating up. Were you paying 

any attention to what was going on in Nam? 

Perry: Little or none. I knew the war was going on. Youôd have friends in town; their 

number would come up; theyôd be gone. Like I mentioned earlier, the one 

friend, the older guy that had returned, he was just totally different. But if you 

know anything about A Shau Valley, you know what the heck he went 

through. You knew it was bad. You knew you really didnôt want to go, but 

youôre young, and if  it happens, it happens. You go and you do what you got 

to do. 

DePue: This was a little bit early for this, but were you hearing any stories in the news 

about student protests or resistance or complaints or arguments about it? 

Perry: No. No, not paying attention to that at all. I wasnôt politically tuned in at that 

point in my life. I didnôt pay attention to politics. 

DePue: How would you describe yourself politically? Do you have no interest, just 

indifferent entirely? 

Perry: I was indifferent; I didnôt care. I didnôt care, Democrat or Republican. When I 

went to high school, you got the normal propaganda about how Hoover was 

bad and the Democrats were good and how the great deal was a great thing. 

You just gotéThatôs what you got. That was kind of my mindset. 

DePue: Did your parents ever talk politics at home, growing up? 
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Perry: No. Dad being in the Army, no. It was never really talked about, at least not 

amongst where I was ever around. 

DePue: Tell me about your induction physical. Do you remember that at all? 

Perry: Yeah, I remember that. Iôm trying to remember how it broke, because 

everything happened so doggone fast there. Shortly after we signed up in 

Davenport, they sent us up toéI think it was called Fort Des Moines. It 

wasnôt Camp Dodge. I believe it was Fort Des Moines, and we did our 

physicals there. They ran us through on the yellow lines and the green lines. 

Follow these footsteps, bend over, look up your nose, look in your ears, and 

make sure youôre physically fit. We all were, and we came back from that and 

we were here foréI want to say, it was like another week.  

Then we got train tickets, through the recruiter, to go back to Des 

Moines. Thatôs when they flew everybody down there. So what they must 

have been doing was, theyôd bring people in until they got a flight or a cycle, 

down at Leonard Wood, that needed to be filled, and then theyôd bring 

everybody in at once, from various points around the country. 

DePue: So you went through basic training at Fort Leonard Wood? 

Perry: Fort Leonard Wood. God, was that miserable. I still didnôt have control of my 

mouth, completely. I still thought I knew more than other people, I guess. 

DePue: More than the drill sergeants? 

Perry: No, more than the mess sergeant. (chuckles) I was dining room orderly, and 

he wanted me to do something. I said, ñIôve already done it.ò Well, he didnôt 

like that response. He said, ñWell, you havenôt done it to my satisfactionò or 

something to that effect. So, after everybody else was released from KP 

[kitchen police] that day, he kept me. And I got to clean out the grease traps.  

Now, a grease trap isnôt a little one by one little thing that collects 

grease. This grease trap had a metal door in the front, that you would open up. 

Iôm six foot tall, and I could crawl my whole damn body inside of this dark, 

smelly spot. It was about maybe three foot high on the ground. This was all in 

the ground and connected to the sewage system. They donôt want the grease 

going in the sewers, because it plugs things up. So, the new guy with the 

mouth got to go in and clean up.  

Well, it happened to be about 110 degrees that day. It was in August. 

And the smells were just something that Iôd never smelled in my life. It was 

like, ñOh God.ò So, you get sick to your stomach; well, you clean that up too. 

Cleaned everything up, got done with it, and I went back to my bunk.  

The next day, one of the platoon sergeants came around to the people. 

When you go into basic, you take a battery of tests to see how bright or how 
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Officer Candidate Perry successfully completed 

a punishment tour, earned while in OCS at Ft. 
Sill, OK in April, 1967. His OCS platoon carried 
the rock Perry holds back from a road march. 

Their Tactical Officer had to sleep with it, an 
OCS tradition.  

dull you are, and I scored well. They came around and said, ñWould you be 

interested in going to OCS [Officer Candidate School], become a lieutenant?ò 

Well, Iôd been around in the Army long enough to know rank structures and 

what I thought might be a better rank structure than another, and I said, ñWell, 

yeah, I might be interested in it.ò They said, ñWell, from your scores, youôve 

had a lot of math in high school, and you took math in college. We think you 

ought to go to Fort Sill to Field Artillery OCS.ò  

I thought, ñOkay.ò I started thinking, Well, Iôm not sure. They said, 

ñWell, we need to know now.ò I thought about the grease trap, and I thought, 

ñYou know, thereôs got to be a better way to get through the Army than three 

years of grease traps.ò So I said, ñYeah, Iôll go.ò 

DePue: Was this before youôd even completed the basic training? 

Perry: I was still in basic training, yeah. So they tagged us, based on scores. My 

other two friends qualified for OCS, as well, that I was in [with]  on the buddy 

system. They chose not to go; they said no. 

DePue: By choosing OCS, did that extend the obligation you had? 

Perry: After OCS, I had a two-year obligation. So the way it broke, it extended it a 

couple two, three months, not that much. When we graduated from basic, 

family came down; the wife came down. We got like a weekend off. Then I 

headed down to Fort Sill. I was put into what they call down there is an OCS 

prep battalion.  

AIT [Advanced Individual 

Training] ran another eight or nine 

weeks; I donôt remember exactly. But 

basically what the OCS prep battalion 

did was prepare you for the regimen in 

OCS. Well, it was just like a mini OCS. 

I mean, everything that happened in 

OCS̍  

DePue:  Command basic training then? 

Perry: No, it was like a mini OCS. All the 

square meal stuff, all the running, all 

the Jarks1 up the hill, all the pushups, 

all the harassment, all the...I mean, it 

wasnôt like a normal AIT, where they 

got schooling, and they had time off. 

We didnôt get that. We were put 

                                                
1 During OCS, when the candidate earned too many demerits, he would have to run up MB4, a prominent hill at 

Fort Sill, in combat boots and M-14 rifle, within a limited time, as punishment. 
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under pressure, right off the bat. 

DePue: In a normal AIT, Advance Individual Training, youôre learning your particular 

specialty. 

Perry: Specialty, which would have beenéFor us it was observation and gunnery, a 

forward observer and then figuring out fire direction control data. Thatôs what 

we got in AIT. Only smart guys get into that stuff, as you well know. 

DePue: And all that talk about going into the dental corps and doing that kind of 

work? 

Perry: Went out the window. Well, I knew I was married; I had a kid. I needed to be 

able to support the family, and I thought, ñWell heck, why not? What the 

heck. It makes more sense.ò 

DePue: Where was Pam during this time? 

Perry: She was back in Le Claire, and she was living with her parents. And through 

CHAMPUS [Civilian Health and Medical Program of the Uniformed 

Services], the baby, Cheryl Ann, was born. CHAMPUS picked up the whole 

bill.  

DePue: CHAMPUS being the military medical system. At what point in the training 

was your daughter born? 

Perry: Cheryl was born in March of ó67. That was after I had completed the OCS 

prep AIT. I was held over; I didnôt get into OCS right away. The reason I 

wasnôt allowed into OCS right away is, when you go into OCS, they do a 

complete background investigation, and they ask if youôve had any trouble 

with the law. Well obviously, I had.  

So, I laid it all out to the investigators. Well, that means somebody 

comes back here and asks questions of judges and police departments. The 

judge was good to us. When he sent us off, he said, ñIf you do this, thereôll be 

no record of any arrest or anything.ò And he kept his word, because when they 

came back and investigated this stuff, there was no record and came back 

perfectly clean. So then I was entered into OCS after that. But it was a period 

of almost three months that I waited. While I waited, I was assigned to a troop 

detachment down there, that was running 13B AIT. 

DePue: 13B being your basicé 

Perry: Cannoneer, yeah. So I was marching troops from point to point. I was kind of 

like a glorified babysitter and acting corporal or something at that point, just 

waiting for OCS. But Cheryl was born during that timeframe, and I did get an 

emergency leave of about five days to come back to see her and the family. 
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Officer Candidate James Perry Jr., 

shortly after completing a 15 km map 
course/survival, escape and evasion 
exercise in July, 1967, while in OCS 

at Ft. Sill, Oklahoma. A member of 
2nd Platoon of OCS Class 36B-67, 
Perry is in the platoon barracks.  

DePue: Were Pam and your daughter able to join you at OCS?  

Perry: Not until I was an upper classman. You went through three phases in our OCS 

program. 

DePue: Walk me through the OCS program. 

Perry: It was roughly a twenty-three week program, where you were schooled on 

officer etiquette, tactics, gunnery, maintenance, all pertaining to artillery. It 

gave you common core subjects that you needed to know to be an effective 

artillery second lieutenant, physically and everything. The program turned out 

lots of good people. It was a strenuous, rigorous program. It was probably the 

toughest thing that I had experienced in life, at that point. It meant a lot to me 

to get through that, because youôre with your buddies going through 

something and the team building and the bonding. The last thing you want to 

do is flunk out, so you had to maintain an academic score through there to 

graduate. Physically, you had to pass the PT tests and weapons qualifications 

and visual stuff. 

DePue: Basic in AIT is normally what people look back on as their toughest period, 

especially basic training. Youôre AIT because youôre getting all that discipline 

and structure and harassment and things like that. What was different about 

OCS that made it tougher from your perspective? Were you still getting that 

harassment? 

Perry: Well, yeah, you were getting the harassment; you were gettingébecause the 

first phase of OCS, what they tried to do to us, was to get us to quit. They 

wanted to find the quitters, so they put the pressure on to force people out of 

the program. 

DePue: What happens if you quit? 

Perry: Well, you reverted back to enlisted, and you 

filled an MOS [Military Occupational 

Specialty] slot, wherever the Army needed 

you. We lost a bunch of people in that first 

eight-week period, and good riddance is all 

you could say, because they wouldnôt have 

made it. They would have been more 

detrimental in a combat situation, had they 

been able to sneak through. So the Army 

system worked. It weeded them out. 

DePue: Did you look at it that way at the time? 

Perry: At the time, no, you were just hoping it wasnôt 

you. I was doing everything I could humanly 

do to make it through that program. I think itôs 
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the first time in my life that I was focused on a real goal and wanted to 

achieve it. So, it was a growing up period for me, more than one, yeah. 

DePue: Does that mean that you were able to keep your mouth shut? 

Perry: Yes. Yeah, I learned that, learned that very fast. 

DePue: Sorry to be so blunt. 

Perry: No, but yeah. You know me very well. (both laugh) So, anyway, Pam was 

able to move down to Oklahoma, down to Fort Sill, when I got to be upper 

class. That would have been like the sixteenth week of OCS.  

Then you spent another eight weeks at what they called upper class or 

redbird. You got to wear a red tab on your shirt, walk around and drop other 

smacks around, make them to pushups and that sort of thing. 

DePue: Did you like the academic, the scholarly aspects of it, because that was pretty 

tough? 

Perry: It was tough. It was really difficult, because you were sleep deprived; you 

didnôt get enough sleep. Personal time was limited. It just took a great deal of 

concentration. I had some of my gunnery classes after chow in the afternoon, 

and if youôre tired and youôve got a full stomachéI can remember many days 

going to the back of the class, just standing up, so I didnôt miss understanding 

what was being talked about, because we didnôt use computers back then. All 

our stuff was done on slide rules, on tabular firing tables.  

Theyôd work us up from common area fire missions to met messages 

[weather data transmitted to artillery units in fixed formats] to precision 

registrations. You had to be able to do the stuff on exams. You had like an 

exam every week on what youôd covered. If you didnôt pay attention, this stuff 

wasé And it came so fast. Youôre expected to run a fire direction center in 

Vietnam.  

They made no mistakes telling us we were going to Vietnam; thatôs 

where we were headed. Some lucky guys got Germany, but the bulk of us, we 

shipped to Vietnam. 

DePue: Youôve been talking about gunnery, and Iôll confess that Iôve gone through the 

same experience, so I know what youôre talking about. But, for most people, 

they might think gunnery means youôre going out to a range someplace to 

shoot a weapon. Whatôs gunnery for the field artillery? 

Perry: In the artillery, youôre actually shooting targets that you canôt see, that are 

miles and miles away. So, you have to have a set of eyes on a hilltop 

somewhere that can see the target. And theyôve got to determine information, 

directional information and distance information, thatôs sent back to the fire 
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direction control team. And, based on the type weapons system, like 105 

howitzer or 155, you calculate that data, sent from the eyes or the forward 

observers to you, to determine that data. That data is then sent down to the 

individual cannons and set off on the cannons, and then itôs fired. The rounds 

go out. More than likely, first round out, youôre going to miss. The eyes adjust 

that data, they refine that data. So youôre trying to get close enough to kill 

whatever youôre shooting at, simplified. 

DePue: Is that to say that this is, essentially, a series of mathematical problems? 

Perry: Yes, absolutely, all the way through. When youôre not hitting a target, it boils 

down to some sort of math issue thatôs gotten messed up. 

DePue: Now, the three main areas, when I was going through this training, were 

learning how to be a forward observer, the guy whoôs up on the front lines 

watching this stuff land and adjusting it, what youôve just been talking about; 

the gunnery stuff, working in a fire direction center; and also the gun line, 

working with the guns themselves. Did you get all three of those? 

Perry: During OCS, yeah. We had weeks of each. 

DePue: Which one did you seem to like the most, to take to the most? 

Perry: I liked the gunnery. But, see, it was a combined process back then. Later on in 

my military career, they split out the observation teams, away from the 

gunnery, the people that determine the data. At that point in time, it was a 

combined, forward observer, gunnery system for teaching.  

Down at Fort Sill, during OCS, theyôd put us out on the ranges. Weôd 

actually have the forward observer right there next to the gunnery team and 

compute all the data right there and then send it back down to the guns that 

were about a mile, mile and a half away. So it wasnôt actually the way it 

would be for a unit situation, but for school training, thatôs the way they 

worked it. 

DePue: Did you get some survey training, as well? 

Perry: A little bit, not a lot, enough to figure out to take the fire out of the old lady 

and end it, know what DOL [Direction of Logistics] was and know what 

magnetic north is and how to use your aiming circle to apply the survey data 

that survey people leave for you. But that was what a lieutenant needed to 

know. You got that in basic. 

DePue: You might want to explain very briefly what it meant to be taking the fire out 

of the old lady. Is that what the executive officerôs doing? 

Perry: Yeah. How do I put it? You know what Iôm trying to say. 
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DePue: The term that comes to mind is that youôre laying the battery, which, when 

youôre talking to civilians, is laying the battery? 

Perry: Laying the battery. Youôre getting the howitzers in position, where they need 

to be to be able to fire. 

DePue: Youôre aligning all tubes parallel. 

Perry: Tubes are parallel. Everythingôs parallel, so technically you can be on a 

common grid to mass fires. 

DePue: Iôm sorry to get so technical; I probably shouldnôt do this. Did you learn 

anything about searchlights when you were in basic training? 

Perry: No, not a thing, never even heard of them, other than I knew they were on 

tanks. 

DePue: And how much of your mindset, the focus that you and the other students had, 

was because you knew where you were headed? 

Perry: Oh, totally. At that point in time, I was paying a lot more attention to what 

was going on in Vietnam. We knew the rate that artillery lieutenants were 

being killed off, because an artillery lieutenant, as you well knowéWhen you 

go out as a forward observer, youôre with an infantry unit, and youôve got a 

radio on your back, or your radio operator has it. Thereôs a big long tall 

antenna, and the VC [Viet Cong] knew what the guys carrying the radio 

meant, because they were deathly afraid of artillery. The first thing they tried 

to kill off was the artillery guy, the lieutenant and the radio operator.  

So yeah, we were going over as cannon fodder, we all figured. Then 

theyôd tell us all these tales, ñYou get out in the field, and youôd be out there; 

youôll last seven seconds. Thatôs the lifetime of a second lieutenant forward 

observer.ò Like, come on, but it scared you, made you pay attention. 

DePue: Were you aware of the growing complaints and resistance, the counter war 

movement that was going on at the time? 

Perry: A little more, but still, we were so focused on what we were learning; that was 

the overwhelming task. By the time you got done with the day, all you wanted 

to do was drop into your bunk and get five or six hours sleep and start the 

same cycle over again.  

We were trapped. Trapped maybe isnôt the right word, but we were not 

given any free time whatsoever, until probably about fourteen weeks into OCS 

was before we got our first task, which meant we couldéFor one Saturday 

night, we could get off post, go have a beer or go downtown to see a movie or 

whatever.  
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But, for that previous fourteen weeks, we were busy with Army stuff, 

twenty-four hours a day. I had a couple of nights where they just came in, 

rousted us up out of our bunks, made us put our wooden foot lockers on our 

back, take us downstairs and duck walk around the building, going, ñquack, 

quack, quack,ò just for harassment. (both laugh) 

DePue: That was before Pam came down, I assume. 

Perry: Yeah, yes, yes. 

DePue: What did she think about all of this? 

Perry: Well, I think she was glad that I had kind of found myself and had something. 

I think she wanted me to stay in the Army. 

DePue: Even at that stage? 

Perry: Not so much at that point, but as she got around military life, I think she 

wanted that for me. 

DePue: Did she think you were a better person because you joined up? 

Perry: Oh, Iôm sure. Iôm sure, yeah. I was not boozing and running around and 

ripping crap up and getting in trouble. So, yeah. It impressed everybody after I 

graduated from OCS and went back home. They were like, ñWow, youôre the 

same guy?ò ñWell, yeah.ò 

DePue: So, youôre much more serious, but youôre learning about how to blow things 

up. 

Perry: Yeah, oh, it was great, nothing like it. Time on target. (laughs) 

DePue: Instead of finding some renegade hand grenades, German hand grenades. 

Perry: Yeah, yeah, nothing like a timeéI just moved up the scale on explosive 

power. 

DePue: When did you get commissioned? 

Perry: September 26, 1967. 

DePue: And your first assignment after that? 

Perry: I ended up in Service Battery of 2nd Battalion, 2nd Artillery, Old Deuce. 

DePue: What was that unitôs job? 

Perry: We provided school support for OCS classes for AIT training for like forward 

observers going through AIT. We were a 105 Howitzer Battalion, three 
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batteries, Alpha, Bravo, Charlie, and had headquarters and then service. The 

reason I was assigned to service [was] I had applied for flight school in my 

last week of OCS; Iôd qualified for flight school, and I was thinking I was 

going to be going down to Fort Rucker. Through the personnel system in the 

battalion, they understood that, so they put me over in Service Battery. I really 

wanted to be in a Firing Battery, but second lieutenants donôt get to say where 

theyôre going; you just go. 

DePue: What does a Service Battery do? 

Perry: They provide maintenance and upkeep for the vehicles of the battalion and the 

howitzers, so theyôre in working order. Or else, when they come in for 

inspection, you get in real trouble when things donôt work. 

DePue: Did it include ammunition delivery at that time? 

Perry: Yes, yeah, ammunition delivery was a big, big part of it. In fact, that was one 

of the lessons that the NCO [Non-Commissioned Officer] court taught me, as 

a secondéand it was a valuable lesson. I had a platoon sergeant, Sergeant 

Pruitt. He was an SFC [Sargent First Class]. When I got to the platoon, heôd 

obviously had a lot of us brilliant OCS type lieutenants under his supervision, 

and he was my, really, my trainer. Thatôs what the NCOs did; they trained us, 

surprising as that might sound.  

People think, ñWell, youôve got all the education going through OCS.ò 

But you donôt have a lot of common sense, hands-on experience. And when 

you come into a platoon sergeantôs areaé My first day when I met him, he 

said to me, ñWell, lieutenant, this is my platoon. I run the platoon.ò He said, 

ñIôll listen to you, all due respect, as a commissioned officer. But we need to 

be on the same sheet of music, and if I feel weôre not on the same sheet of 

music, Iôll be seeing the battery commander.ò ñOkay, fine,ò I said, ñYeah, I 

understand that.ò 

We were out delivering ammunition one day, and it wasnôt Sergeant 

Pruitt, but by this point in time, he trusted my judgment. Weôre working; 

weôre clicking very well together. He was over in one part of the field, and 

Iôm at another part, probably about four or five miles away. Weôve got 

batteries spread all over that day, out in the field and on the ranges at Sill. It 

had rained recently, and down in Oklahoma they get some real gully washers. 

The soil is a sandy condition. We were late getting from the ammunition 

dump, where weôd loaded all the ammunition on the trucks, and getting it to 

the firing point, so theyôd have ammunition to start the shoots for the school 

on time, because if you donôt do that, then the battalion commanderôs getting 

a ring from the post commander saying, ñWhatôs going on? Why werenôt 

youé?ò And battalion commanders donôt like calls from generals, that way. 

So, if you caused something like that, you were in trouble.  
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Well, we were running late that morning, and we had to drop 

ammunition off at another firing point. I could see it across the gully. Weôve 

got all terrain vehicles, and I said to the sergeant, I said, ñJust drive straight 

across and drop the ammunition.ò And he started, ñWell, Iéò And I said, ñI 

donôt want to hear it; I donôt have time for it. Just do what I told you.ò He 

says, ñYes, sir,ò gave me a salute, got in the truck, drove it about twenty-five, 

thirty feet. We had the truck stuck in sand and mud and water, and thereôs the 

ammunition, not at the firing point. I managed to delay shoot for an OCS class 

that morning.  

When I got in out of the field that afternoon, I was referred to the 

command sergeant major, who talked to me for a bit. Then he escorted me in 

to see the battalion commander. The battalion commander told me, he said, 

ñLook, you need to listen to your NCOs. When theyôre telling you something, 

youôve got to listen.ò I said, ñYes, sir.ò And he said, ñDonôt ever do this 

again.ò I said, ñNo, sir, I wonôt.ò I never did, and I always listened. Thatôs 

when I learned to really start listening to people, I think, rather than thinking I 

knew what was best.  

And when I got to Vietnam, I had the same experience with my 

platoon sergeant there. He said, ñThis is my platoon. I donôt know you 

lieutenant. No disrespect, but Iôm running this platoon, and youôre not going 

to come in here and make some dumb decision and get one of my people 

killed.ò I said, ñSergeant Morrison, I had this talk with Sergeant Pruitt about a 

year ago, roger, out.ò (laughs) But, thank God for good NCOs, because they 

train us, in soldiering. 

DePue: What happened to the whole thing with wanting to be an aviator? 

Perry: Well, like I said, I passed all the tests. I was waiting for orders for Rucker for 

a class. I had hard measles when I was a kid, and it went into the ear, my left 

ear. And Iôd been around guns for a while. But long story short is that 

personnel, whoever was in charge of the school on the medical side, sent that 

back down. [It] said Iôd had a hearing problem and that they needed a retest on 

my hearing exam.  

So, we had an aviation facility at Fort Sill, and they sent me over there. 

I drove over, got into their little soundproof booth and took another hearing 

test, and they shipped that back. It turned out that I skipped high frequency 

bands that I missed, so that disqualified me from flight school. UHF radios, 

high frequency radios in helicopters, doesnôt work well if you canôt hear what 

theyôre saying to you. 

DePue: At that time in your training, when you were going to a rifle range or you 

were on the artillery firing line, were you wearing any kind of hearing 

protection? 
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Perry: No, no. It wasnôt issued; it wasnôt mandatory; it was just tough it out, ñCome 

on.ò Youôd be John Wayne, you know. Youôve been around cannons. Youôre 

around that all day long, and theyôre going off next to the officer. Youôre up 

close and personal with it. You yank that lanyard, and itôs a big boom, and 

that concussion works on the ears. Iôm just grateful Iôve got the hearing Iôve 

got today. A lot of people donôt. 

DePue: How long were you in this Service Battery at Fort Sill? 

Perry: Letôs see, I got toð  

DePue: Jim, youôre being told in OCS, ñYou guys, youôre are all heading to Vietnam," 

and you headed to Fort Sill, Oklahoma. 

Perry: Yeah, I ended up at Fort Sill. I was there for a year, as all this stuff was 

processing through Rucker. 

DePue: While things are really heating up, in terms of anti-war protest and all. 

Perry: Oh, yeah, and hot stuff is starting to show up at Sill and places in the 

battalion. In my Service Battery, we had a guy that was trying to unionize the 

Army. He made the national press and everything. I forget the guyôs name, but 

he was basically a communist. You just stayed away from this character. He 

was like an E-4 [U.S. Army Specialist 4]. He was just a malcontent, but he 

had all the legal stuff tied up, so everyone handled him with kid gloves.  

I was there for a year. We always had the one big inspection every 

year, our annual IG [Inspection General]. Part of the idea is the battalion falls 

up. We were Class Ds, our ñspiffyò uniforms. [We] had to do a review. After 

we got done with that, theyôd get all the results and told people, the battalion 

commander and staff, how they did on the big inspection.  

So, we got done; we were dismissed. I was headed to my car. One of 

my buddy lieutenants came up and said, ñAh crap.ò He said, ñI got my orders 

for Vietnam.ò I just kind of chuckled at him and said, ñAh, better you than 

me.ò He just kind of smiled. ñGo down to the club; weôll have a beer later on. 

Weôll take the wives down, have dinner.ò He wanders off. About fifteen 

minutes later, he comes back over with the biggest grin on his face, and he 

says to me, ñGuess what, Jim.ò I said, ñWhatôs that?ò He said, ñI flipped the 

orders over that I got, and guess whose nameôs on the back?ò And I said, 

ñYouôve got to be kidding me.ò He said, ñHereôs your copy.ò So, we were on 

the same set of orders to head out. I got a thirty day leave and then headed for 

Vietnam. 

DePue: When did you ship out for Vietnam? 

Perry: The first of September of 1968, which was at the end, wind down, of Tet of 

ó68. 
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DePue: Do you remember hearing about Tet? You must have been at Sill at the time. 

Perry: Had I not been held over from getting into OCS when I should have, that three 

month period, I would have gone to Vietnam early on in Tet. I had a bunch of 

people that I knew from that OCS prep class that got in to early OCS, a lot of 

them got killed, a lot of them, probably 30 percent of them. 

DePue: Well, youôre down at Fort Sill, and youôre watching whatôs going on in the 

outside world, outside the gates of Fort Sill; things are really getting hot. We 

just talked about the Tet Offensive. I think it was April that Martin Luther 

King is assassinated. Remember that? 

Perry: Yeah. The country went up in flames. I mean, everything burned, riots 

everywhere. You couldnôt control it, once it started, and it had to go its cycle, 

but boy it was ugly. Army battalions everywhere, evidently, were alerted and 

mobilized. We got riot control training, which normally Federal Services 

donôt do, because thatôs usually a National Guard training requirement.  

They came in with special instructors for us for about a week, week 

and a half period, and we did all the riot control training, crowd control, all the 

formations. Then they took my battalion over toéThey went down to Wichita 

Falls and loaded them up on planes and flew them to Washington, D.C. We 

were part of backup for the 82nd Airborne that was trying to put the riots 

down in Washington, D.C. It was nasty. Everything was burning. It was a bad 

time in our history. It was the closest Iôve ever seen America to coming apart 

at the seams. 

DePue: Thatôs just the beginning of that year. The next event, big one, was Robert 

Kennedyôs assassination. 

Perry: I was on the qualification range the day that he was shot. 

DePue: That was in June. 

Perry: Yeah, I was doing my weapons qualification with M-16. I didnôt like the 

weapon, but I qualified with it. Anyway, I was living off post at the time and 

came in. As a lieutenant, I could take my personal vehicle out to the range. I 

was listening to the radio. I hadnôt paid attention to the news the night before, 

but that next morning it said Robert Kennedy had been assassinated by Sirhan 

Sirhan, by a Muslim.  

DePue: Whatôd you think when you heard that news? 

Perry: I didnôt know what toéMan, whatôs going on in our country? Weôre coming 

apart at the seams. Through the ó60s, as you followed some of the stuffé 

[Letôs] backtrack a minute. When I went through confirmation, at my 

Lutheran churchð 
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DePue: This would have been in high school? 

Perry: Yeah, this would have been in my sophomore year in high school. I was 

probably fourteen when I was confirmed, which meanséWhen I professed 

faith in the church, it would mean all sorts of things. But, we also had a youth 

group in our church, teenage kids. I belonged to that, and it was a good thing. 

It helped keep me under control before I hit the wild streak.  

But whoever was running the group would have guest speakers come 

in, and we had some guest speakers from the John Birch Society that came in 

and spoke to us about communism and falling from within. And Khrushchev 

[former Soviet Union leader Nikita Khrushchev] had made a big deal at the 

UN [United Nations] while I was in high school, beating his hand, the shoe, 

yammering about America collapsing from within.2  

All those thoughtséIôm thinking, Are we headed to marshal law? As a 

young man, was there truth to all this stuff that theyôreébecause it sure 

appeared so. I mean, youôre getting leaders killed, right and left. Youôve had 

President Kennedy killed. Then you have Martin Luther King, and you had 

Robert; youôd had walls shot. There was all sorts of stuff going on inside. 

Whatôs going on?  

To me, looking back now at that period, thatôs when America started 

to change, when all that stuff was going on. So I donôt know how to put it all 

together, even today. But that day that Robert Kennedy was killed, and I heard 

that on the radio, I thought, Man, this canôt be. I said, Thereôs just too many, 

too many coincidences, too many strange things happening, something bigger 

than somebody shooting. Somethingôs going on here. I started connecting the 

dots. 

DePue: It was about a month and a half later. Of course, Robert Kennedy was killed in 

California, right after he had won the California Democratic primary, itôs 

August. 

Perry: Same night they were celebrating it. 

DePue: Yeah. August 1968. 

Perry: How the guy got past security in there, through the kitchen, to do what he did, 

Iôll never understand. But thenð 

                                                
2On his last full day at the 1960 Assembly meeting in New York City, Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev took 
offense to the words of a delegate from the Philippines. What happened next has been debated, but William 

Taubman, author of Khrushchev: The Man and His Era writes that, after banging a table with both his fists, the 

Soviet leader took off his right shoe, waved it and then "banged it on the table, louder and louder, until everyone 

in the hall was watching and buzzing."  

(http://content.time.com/time/specials/packages/article/0,28804,1843506_1843505_1843496,00.html) 
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DePue: August sixty-eight in Chicago, Illinois, the Democratic convention, youôve got 

the Democratic convention going on inside the hotelð 

Perry: Guess who was headed to Vietnam when that was going on? I flew into 

Chicago, right during that timeframe. 

DePue: And outside the convention center, the whole worldôs watching. Tell me about 

that experience. 

Perry: Well, there was anarchy in the streets, if you want to call it that. The Chicago 

police werenôt being easy on these people. They had the batons out and 

whacking them. They were fighting for the one park in Chicago. I forget what 

park it was. 

DePue: Grant Park? 

Perry: Yeah, that was it. They were going at it, tooth and nail. It was ugly. That was 

the exact time that of my ship date was to Vietnam, and I loadedéIôm in my 

Class Ds, my semi-dress uniform, here in the Quad Cities, flying into 

Chicagoð 

DePue: OôHare? 

Perry: OôHareéto catch my flight to Travis for my flight to Hawaii and to Vietnam. 

And Iôm telling you, you got into Chicago and it was like, ñOh man, why am I 

wearing this uniform?ò There were crazies in the airport, just crazy people all 

over. It wasnôt as bad in the airport. I donôt mean to make it sound that way, 

but you could sense that people really didnôt appreciate it. They called us baby 

burners and that sort of thing. That stuff was starting to blow up. People 

would look at you like, ñWhy didnôt you go to Canada?ò I donôt know. But 

again, Iôm focused on where Iôm headed and what Iôm going to be doing, and 

Iôm thinking Iôm going to be a forward observer with an infantry outfit. Iôd 

kind of been forewarned I was going to be with 1st Cav [Cavalry Division]. 

DePue: With a life expectancy ofð 

Perry: Of seven seconds. (DePue chuckles) So that was my focus. In fact, I was so 

excited when I leftémy wife and I drove to the airport, and her parents were 

there, and my dad showed up, like I said earlier. My mom was there, my aunt.  

I was so excited about leaving, I took the house keys and car keys and 

put them in my pocket, didnôt realize I had them until I got to California. To 

which I made a long distance call to my ex, and I said, ñIôm sorry, I just found 

the keys in my pocket.ò I said, ñIôll put them in the mail to you.ò She said, 

ñYeah, my dad had to break into the house.ò I said, ñWell, Iôm sorry. I just 

had my mind on other stuff.ò 

DePue: Now, you just mentioned your ex. You were still married at that time. 
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Perry: I was married at that time, happily. 

DePue: Happily married. And you probably thought your daughter was as cute as she 

could be. 

Perry: Oh, yeah. She was a little bitty thing then. She wasnôt big enough to talk or 

walk when I left. She was walking and talking when I got home. 

DePue: Where were your sympathies, when you were in Chicago? Was it with the 

protesters or with the police? 

Perry: With the police. Set them knuckleheads up good. I believed in what we were 

doing in Vietnam, and I just looked at those people as a bunch of damn 

cowards and rabble-rousers, people who didnôt understand combat or war or 

anything else. 

DePue: What were your feelings about draft dodgers and draft card burners? 

Perry: I didnôt care much for them either. No white carder ever gave me the okay to 

come home, if you want to know the truth. 

DePue: Weôve been at this right at two and a half hours today. 

Perry: Time flies. 

DePue: And this is probably a logical place to break it up, so we can spend the next 

session talking about your experience in Vietnam. So weôll pick it up 

tomorrow morning. 

Perry: All right. 

(end of interview session #1) 
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DePue: Today is Thursday, January 30, 2014. My name is Mark DePue, the director 

of oral history at the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library, and today is my 

second session with Jim Perry. Good morning, Jim. 

Perry: Good morning, Mark.  

DePue: We are here in his home, a very gracious host. Itôs cold outside again, plenty 

of snow on the ground, but we need to talk about some place that wasnôt cold, 

at least when you were there. We left off yesterday with you just about ready 

to leave for Vietnam. So what Iôd like to have you do is tell me again when 

you are heading to Vietnam and how you got there. 

Perry: Basically, I flew from my home in Bettendorf, Iowa. We flew out of the Quad 

City Airport into Chicago OôHare, and from Chicago OôHare, we flew into 

Travis Air Force Base. 

DePue: But I thought you were down at Fort Sill at the time. 

Perry: No. Iôm sorry if I left that impression. I had a thirty day leave, upon orders for 

Vietnam, to get my family settled and brought the family back, close to where 

her parents lived, so she would have family support while I was overseas. She 

worked for Amitech as keypunch operator in the area. We decided not to rent. 

We bought a mobile home, so I had her all set up, pretty well established, 

when I left. She was in the area, had friends and relatives, so I felt pretty 

comfortable that sheôd be okay if an emergency came up. 

DePue: How old was your daughter at the time you left? 

Perry: Sheôd just started walking. Cheryl was born March 15 of 1967, and I leftéIt 

would have been September of ô68, so eight, nine months I suppose, that 

range. 

DePue: But a tough age to be leaving your daughter. 

Perry: Very difficult, very difficult. She was a cute little kid, a little blonde-haired 

girl with a little birthmark on her cheek and just really a cute kid.  
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DePue: Smiling at daddy? 

Perry: A pretty little girl, very difficult to leave. 

DePue: And you flew from Travis? 

Perry: Yeah. It was kind of funny, because you fly in individually, and all the sudden 

youôre in a group of guys that are going to the same place. Everybodyôs kind 

of apprehensive and nervous. Some of the guys had been there on a couple of 

tours, so they would like to scare the bejesus out of you with some of the 

stories that they had from their first tour. So you get that adrenalin going that 

way. They load you on the plane, after youôve waited and waited and waited, 

and we flew toð 

DePue: Is this a military aircraft? 

Perry: Itôs a civilian. 

DePue:  Stewardesses and the whole bit?   

Perry: Yeah, the whole thing, LBJôs [President Lyndon B. Johnson] airlines. And off 

we went. 

DePue: Did you know the unit you were heading to? 

Perry: No. None of us did. We flew into Vietnam and went to a Repo Depot, a 

replacement company. There was one in the north and then one in our area, 

for the country. So I went into the southern one. We had the flight out of 

Travis. Itôs an eighteen hour flight, and it was like god-awful long, just 

unbelievable. But we flew into Honolulu first. I donôt know, refuel, I guess.  

But on the way to Honolulu, we had an engine go out in the plane. So 

we had a holdover in Hawaii. I donôt know, it must have been about six or 

eight hours, while they replaced the engine. I met a National Guard captain. 

He was my seatmate. Heôd volunteered from the Guard to go over to a 

specific unit. He had a specific unit assignment. We went into the bar, and we 

had a couple of Mai Tais and got to know one another. Then we flew on from 

there and talked during the rest of the like ten hour flight, slept, talked. [He 

was] really a sharp captain, a nice guy.  

We landed in Okinawa. It was nighttime when we got there, and then 

from there we flew into South Vietnam. As we descended into southern 

Vietnam airspace, it was a gray, overcast day. In the horizon, looking out the 

window, you could see fires burning everywhere. It was unbelievable. There 

were too many fires and smoke clouds to even count, and this was towards the 

end of Tet of ó68. Tet of ó68 was quite the time in South Vietnam anyway.  
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DePue: Well, you said it was September of ó68 that you went over. Tet was early 

January, early February. 

Perry: Yeah, but when we were there for the campaign stars, whatever they put out, 

it was still considered part of the Tet Offensive when I got in there. 

DePue: So still a time of very heavy combat? 

Perry:  Yeah, yeah, yeah. There was stuff going on. 

DePue: The fires that you were seeing, were those fires from combat actions? 

Perry: I donôt know. They were probably burning manure, human manure, getting rid 

of it with the diesel smoke for all I know. (laughs) But when youôre a kid 

coming in, a twenty year-old kid, youôre thinking, Oh man, what am I getting 

myself into? I remember that thought. Iôm thinking, Oh man, what am I doing 

here?  

But I knew what I was doing there, and I was glad to be there. I 

thought I was doing the right thing and believed that I was doing the right 

thing and was eager to get on with the business of being a second lieutenant, 

Field Artilleryman, leader of men. 

DePue: Were you one of those that was concerned or curious about how youôd 

respond to combat? 

Perry: Oh, absolutely. I remember in high school, I had a very good English teacher; 

she was big on reading lists, and I remember reading The Red Badge of 

Courage about the Civil War. Yeah, so you always think, Under pressure, 

what am I going to do? Well, when you get under pressure and youôre well-

trained, you just react. That was the training Iôd had at Sill. 

DePue: Did you think at the time you had been well-prepared, well-trained for this? 

Perry: Yes, yeah, absolutely. I knew my gunnery; I knew my FO, forward observer 

business, and I figured, Well, whatever comes my way, the good Lordôs there, 

and heôll get me through this, or he wonôt. And that will be okay, too. It was 

one of those attitudes. 

DePue: Now, you talked about, on the flight down, seeing Vietnam for the first time. 

On the ground itself, whatôs your first reaction, just your senses? What did 

they pick up? 

Perry: (long sigh) We landed at Ton Son Nhut Air Base. No we didnôt either; no, Iôm 

sorry. We landed at Long Binh Air Force Base. I remember us getting out of 

the plane. The first thing that hit me were the smells and the heat and 

humidity. It was like, Man, this place stinks. I mean, the first (sniffing) deep 

breath of this, and it was like, whoa. It was hot, and it was sunny, and it was 
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bright, a lot of activity off the runways. You had F-4s lifting off, with full 

combat loads; there were helicopters. The intensity of action was fairly 

significant over what Iôd seen at Fort Sill. You were in the Army, but it was 

like a different sense of purpose than, obviously, there would have been, 

because youôre in a combat zone. It just made sense. People, they were 

moving on with business. 

DePue: We finished yesterday with you talking about the experience in OôHare 

Airport, at the very time that the Democratic convention was going on. You 

already mentioned that you were there, you thought, for the right reasons. Was 

everybody of that mindset? 

Perry: Early on when I got there, yeah, pretty much so, because the guys that had 

been there for a while had just been through Tet. Theyôd fought off a major 

attack, and they won. So they were pretty pumped and proud of what theyôd 

done. And the new guys coming in, yeah, Iôd seen what I call now the dirt 

bags there in Chicago. You didnôt think about that. You knew what you were 

there for, and you just went on with business.  

After six or so, seven months of being in country, thatôs when I 

noticed a decline in morale and racial issues and increased drug usage among 

soldiers. And thatôs when the anti-war stuff from the states started coming in, 

because the new guys rotating in at that time were bringing stories in about 

what was going on at California, Haight-Ashbury and the protests in D. C. 

Thatôs when morale started dropping.  

We werenôt really engaging the enemy full force at that point in time 

either. The peace talks were going on, so we were kind of playing a tit for tat. 

It was before the Cambodian invasion, and we were just kind of in a holding 

status. Youôd take a hill, or an infantry unit would do a sweep. That part of it 

wasnôt what I thought it was going to be. Not to say there wasnôt combat 

activity going on daily. There was, but it just wasnôt as intense as, say, like 

Dad in the Korean War or World War II. It was a definite difference. 

DePue: Weôre going to come back to these things a little bit later, but I want to get 

you at least talking about some of the combat operations. Weôve got to start 

with, you arriveð 

Perry: Let me tell you how I ended up with the battalion that I ended up with. The 

captain that I met on the flight over, we went into the Repo Depot, and he 

came up to me before he left for his assignment. He said, ñHow would you 

like to come over to my battalion?ò He said, ñI can get you over there. I can 

get orders cut and have you come on over to the outfit that Iôm going to be 

with.ò I thought, ñWell, if the rest of the people are like this individual, it 

wouldnôt be a bad deal.ò So I told him. ñYeah.ò Well, I was bright enough, 

even at that point, to realize a captain in the Army doesnôt pull a lot of strings, 

and I thought, Well, thatôs the last time Iôll ever see him.  
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I sat there waiting for an assignment to come out. Theyôd told me Iôd 

probably be going to 1st Cav [Cavalry Division] as a forward observer or 25th 

Infantry Division, because that was the AO [Area of Operations] we were in. 

Nothing happened; nothing happened, and I waited for about three, four hours. 

All the sudden, hereôs the captain in a jeep and a trailer. He pulls up in front of 

the Repo Depot and comes in and finds me and said, ñOkay, Perry, hop in the 

jeep. Youôre going with me,ò and off we went into the wild blue. 

DePue: Did you have orders in hand? 

Perry: No, no. He just dragged me over to the battalion. The personnel warrant 

officer over at the battalion headquarters called over, cut the orders, and then 

they had the orders done. It was just kind of an interesting way to get into a 

unit. (laughs) 

DePue: What was the unit you were assigned to? 

Perry: It was 5th Battalion, 2nd Artillery, and it was a composite battalion made up 

of Dusters, a 40mm Duster; Quad-50s, truck mounted Quad 50s; and 

searchlights, twenty-three inch jeep mounted searchlights that worked on 

white light or infrared. We were in high demand; people liked us.  

DePue: Hang on here just a second. Duster, tell us what a duster is.  

Perry: Duster is basically a tank chassis with a open turret on top with two forty 

millimeter guns. Your loaders had likeéI forget if itôs four or six round clips 

that theyôd feed into this beast. Youôd fire a clip off, and you had to have a 

loader right there with another four to put in there. They worked real well as 

crews and put out lots and lots of ammunition. This thing had a range ofé 

Well, it could do indirect fire, but we very rarely used it in indirect fire. But in 

perimeter security, you were always concerned about VC [Viet Cong] coming 

in, so it would range out to 1,200 meters and boy, Charlie [slang term for Viet 

Cong] didnôt like it. He didnôt like that weapon at all. 

DePue: Forty millimeter rounds? 

Perry: Forty millimeter. 

DePue: Were any of these explosive rounds? 

Perry: Yeah, absolutely. 

DePue: So theyôd go out a set distance and explode? 

Perry: Yeah, at a point, detonating fuse and bang. We also had armor piercing, but 

we never really used that. 

DePue: You say you also had Quad-50s? 
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Perry: Quad-50s. They wereéI canôt rememberéIt had to be like on a two and a 

half ton truck. The Quad-50 itself was mounted in the back end, sandbags all 

around, sandbags underneath the floor, lots and lots of fifty caliber 

ammunition with them. The mount itself was electrically controlled, so they 

could travers left to right; they could move the guns left to right or elevate, 

depress. They would throw outéYouôve seen fifty caliber ammunition.  

DePue: Itôs not a small round.  

Perry: No, no, itôs a bullet thatôs three-quarters in diameter, copper, full-metal jacket. 

It will blow a man in half.  

DePue: So whatôs the rationale for having four of these tied together? 

Perry: Fire power. The Quad-50s were used on convoy escort, because what was 

happening. The Viet Cong knew our resupply routes, and we would get orders 

from higher headquarters. Delta 71st was the duster outfit, and they would put 

these deuce and a halfs, with the Quad-50s, in the convoy.  

When youôd get a blocked ambush, your real mission was to drive 

through the ambush, so you wouldnôt sustain as many friendly casualties. But 

if you got blocked, with everything bunched up, then the Quad-50s were there 

to fight off the enemy, because theyôd come in with RPGs [rocket assisted 

projectiles] and satchel charges, whatever, to blow up tankers. Itôd get real 

ugly, real nasty. 

DePue: You just talked about how your level of confidence was pretty high going in 

there, that you knew how to be a good forward observer, and you knew how 

to do gunnery and compute firing data, all the skills that a young artillery 

officer should know, and you end up in a unit where none of that will come 

into play. 

Perry: Yeah, Iôve never seen any of it. The only thing is, as an artilleryman, I was 

well-versed in gunnery. The infrared searchlights used the aiming circle. 

Youôd actually get a direction, azimuth [the horizontal angle or direction of a 

compass bearing] and elevation. They had the capability, with white light at 

night, to bounce the white light off the clouds and diffuse the light. So Special 

Forces guys, further out in really fun places, would get a diffused light. They 

had starlight scopes, so it would help them see where they were at. 

DePue: Before you get intoéI want to talk quite a bit more about the searchlight part, 

because thatôs what you ended up doing? 

Perry: Yeah, yeah, Lord Almighty. Iôd never seen a searchlight. 
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This photo of First Lieutenant James Perry was taken in 
October, 1968, early in his tour in South Vietnam. He is 

holding a captured enemy rifle, taken from a Viet Cong 
during Tet of 1968. He is standing in front of I Battery, 
29th FAôs headquarters building. (Duster Compound 

near Long Binh, South Vietnam). 

DePue: Where were you stationed in Vietnam? 

Perry: I was part of 5th Battalion, 2nd 

Artillery, as we stated. It was 

made up of Delta 71st, which 

were the Quad-50s. I was 

actually assigned to I Battery, 

29th Field Artillery. We were 

attached to the 5th of the 2nd, 

and that was the searchlight 

battery. It sounds strange to say 

searchlight battery, but thatôs 

what we were. In my platoon, 

we had, I want to say twenty-

six jeep-mounted searchlights. 

They were deployed out as 

sections, and there were two 

lights in a section, when they 

went out to a unit that requested our assistance or our capability for what we 

did.  

I was actually XO [executive officer] of the battery and second platoon 

leader. My actual location, during this timeframe, was a place called Duster 

Compound, which was near Long Binh. We had three platoons and a battery. 

The other battery headquarters was located up at Lai Khe, with 1st Infantry 

Division. The other platoon, I believeðmemoryôs kind of fuzzyðI think was 

over in the C  ֳChi area. 

DePue: What corps area was this? 

Perry: We were in III Corps. 

DePue: And tell us where III Corps was. 

Perry: III Corps would be found above the delta and below the central highlands in 

Vietnam. Saigon would be, not necessarily in the center, but would be in the 

south, southeast corner of the Corps. Most of my platoon assets were assigned 

out to places like Loch Ninh, Tay Ninh, Song Bé, around Nuey Ba Dinh. We 

had some around the Ben Hua area. Then further south alongðI forget the 

name of the placeðwe had lights down south of Saigon. It was called the 

Fishnet Factory. There, we had to actually take the light out of the jeep and 

put it up on a fifty foot tower that they had, or a platform, part of a building. 

DePue: Were you primarily operating on the western part of the III Corps area, then? 

Perry: Not necessarily, pretty much north, northwest portion, because periodically, if 

I was back at battalion headquarters, we had an afternoon brief. The S2 

[intelligence and security staff] of the battalion was briefing the battalion 
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commander, and the NVA [North Vietnamese Army] regiment that we were 

kind of chasing around was up around Parrotôs Beak and near [the] 

Cambodian border, along Ho Chi Minh Trail. So, yeah, I guess most of the 

assets were deployed up there, other than Song Bé, which was north, 

northwest, and that was out in the jungle with the Montagnards3.  

We were assigned there to a fire base, with a eight-inch 175[mm] 

artillery piece. Viet Cong didnôt much care for eight-inch 175 howitzer fire 

support bases and was always trying to infiltrate and then flip satchel charges 

into things and wreak havoc. 

DePue: What were the divisions that were operating in III Corps at that time? 

Perry: First Infantry, 25th Infantry; 1st Air Cav was in there; 196th Light Infantry 

Brigade. Iôm trying to remember what else. Then there was a lot of South 

Vietnamese outfits, as well, a lot of Ranger stuff. In fact, Duster Compound, 

[on] the opposite side of secure fence, we had a Ranger Battalion next to us. 

They were a different breed. 

DePue: I am really rusty on this, but didnôt the My Lai Massacre occur in the 1st Cav? 

Perry: No, that was Americal. 

DePue: The Americal Division. Did that occur while you were there? 

Perry: Iôve read about it. I donôt remember the dates, right off the top of my head. It 

may have, but we didnôt hear anything about it, if it did. That didnôt filter 

through to us through, either through Armed Forces RadioéWe had Armed 

Forces Radio, you know, ñGood morning, Vietnam.ò [Good Morning, 

Vietnam was a highly successful 1987 film starring Robin Williams as an 

irreverent DJ on Armed Forces Radio.] I can remember many mornings 

waking up to that. It kept you sane, at least, but I think a lot of the news was 

censored, obviously. 

DePue: It sounds like you covered quite a bit of terrain, but describe the terrain where 

most of your operations occurred. 

Perry: Up around Song Bé, flying up there from Duster Compound would be triple 

canopy jungle. I was fascinated, flying up there, by all the B-52 bomb craters 

in the area. I donôt know exactly what the Air Force was doing or who they 

were looking for, but there were just row after row after row of B-52 arc light 

runs, where youôd fly over, and youôd see green, green triple canopy. Then 

youôd look down and see this big roundélooked like a pond back in Iowa, 

                                                
3 Also known as the Dega, the Montagnard, are the indigenous peoples of the Central Highlands of Vietnam. 

The term Montagnard means "people of the mountain" in French and is a carryover from the French colonial 

period in Vietnam. In Vietnamese, they are known by the term ngҼ֩i ThҼ֯ng (Highlanders). 

(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Degar) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indigenous_peoples
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Central_Highlands_(Vietnam)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/French_Indochina
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/French_Indochina
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vietnamese_language
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and it was beautiful blue. I mean, it was juxtaposition on what you were really 

looking at.  

So that was pretty much heavy jungle. It was always hot and humid, 

and then during the dry season, it just got hot and dry. Hell, we had six inches 

of dust down in the motor pool that youôd walk through. It was like walking 

through flour. I donôt think Iôd ever seen anything like that. You get that crap 

in your weapons, and things jam and things just donôt work right.  

Around C  ֳChi-Dau Tieng, thatôs where the Tunnels of Cֳ Chi were. 

That was not as heavily jungle. It was moreéreeds, high grasses, not a lot of 

trees that I recall, but high grass, kind of plains kind of thing. 

DePue: Was it a farming region? Was it populated? 

Perry: Well, other than up around the Cambodian border, it was a lot of farming. 

More towards Saigon and south of that, I remember running into rice paddy 

kinds of stuff, so that was that way towards the delta. There was agriculture. I 

remember, youôd drive through the country, and there were roadside stands 

selling watermelons and monkey fruit and weird stuff that Iôd never seen, as a 

kid in the States.  

Of course, the battalion doctor and those people say, donôt eat on the 

economy. Well, you know, curious kids stop along the way and give 

somebody a couple piasters [Indochina currency that Vietnam continued to 

use into the 1950s and subsequently renamed the dong] or twenty dong [the 

currency of the South Vietnam from 1953 to May 2, 1978], and you drive off 

with a watermelon. So youôve got a treat for the day. 

DePue: You mentioned the monsoon. What was the monsoon season? 

Perry: I always get this screwed up in my head now, because it was different, north 

versus south. Basically, the monsoons were almost like a four month season of 

rain. As I recall, it would have been the January timeframe, December 

timeframe. Basically, the trade winds shift coming off the South China Sea 

and bring moisture over the land.  

Iôve never seen rain so heavy in my life. It starts raining. Imagine your 

heaviest rain that youôve ever been in, and then imagine it going on for 

twenty-four hour periods. Then the sun comes out for about four hours, five 

hours, and it just gets blazing hot and humid, like youôre in the hottest part of 

Florida or Texas. Then it starts the process up again, and it just rains and rains 

and rains. Somebody lied to me before I got to Vietnam, and said there was 

never lightning in Vietnam. Iôm here to tell you, there was lightning, lots of it. 

(laughs)  

During the monsoons though, when it rained, it got cooler. I remember 

at night trying to sleep. You were actually cold, because it cooled down and, 
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you know, trying to sleep at night. It was weird, because you were used to the 

hot and now, all the sudden, youôre cool or cold, and itôs still sixty, seventy 

degrees, but youôre bodyôs telling you youôre cold. 

DePue: I imagine motivation at that time was getting far enough off the ground that 

youôre not going to get swept away. 

Perry: Yeah, yeah. Honestly, a lot of times during monsoons, combat action would 

slow down, because neither side could engage. You couldnôt fight through the 

high waters. Itôs sort of like the American Civil War; it just sort of stops for a 

while. 

DePue: Especially the area that was heavily forested in the triple-tier canopy jungle, 

was Agent Orange being used when you were there? 

Perry: Yeah, yes, yeah. Part of the NVA [North Vietnamese Army] would get wind 

that we were using chemical warfare on them. I remember, during some of the 

Buddhist riot stuff that went on in Saigon, we used CS gas [commonly known 

as tear gas], not we, not our battalion, but CS gas was being used on some of 

that for crowd control and then the Agent Orange. So the enemy made a big 

issue of chemical warfare on them.  

As a kid, you know, Iôm thinking, ñWell, whatever the Armyôs doing, 

theyôre not going to hurt us. Theyôre trying to win the war, and theyôre trying 

to take care of us.ò Flying up to places in the northeast, like Song Bé, 

helicopters were spraying one day, and then we flew through the trails of the 

stuff. They were above us, and the helicopter flew right through the spray of 

the Agent Orange. It hit the windshield of the helicopter, and theyôve got like 

big windshield wipers on it.  

I remember looking at that thinking, What the hell is this? I was on the 

intercom, and the pilot said, ñDonôt worry.ò He said, ñTheyôre just spraying 

Agent Orange stuff to knock down foliage for movements down below, so the 

guys that are in there will be protected when they move through,ò because it 

killed everything. It just turned everything grey. But they turned the 

windshield wiper on the helicopter, and this stuff just smeared on the window. 

You couldnôt see anything. Iôm thinking to myself, You know, this isnôt good 

stuff; I wasnôt stupid. But the helicopterôs open, and youôre breathing it, and 

itôs flying around you, and itôs just everywhere.  

Agent Orange was used around perimeters, where they had like little 

pump sprayers, like the old fire extinguishers in school. Theyôd go out and 

spray Agent Orange around to keep grass from growing up, so they could see 

the perimeters at night, so Charlie didnôt sneak in and turn the Claymore 

mines around [anti-personnel mines that are directional and detonated 

remotely]. So if they came in, you werenôt popping the Claymores, and all 
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those little ball bearings come flying at you. It was everywhere. Yeah, it was 

used a lot. 

DePue: Was it orange? 

Perry: No. The reason it was called orange wasðon the big barrels of this stuffð

there was Agent Blue and Agent White and Agent Orange. The problem with 

the herbicide itself was dioxin, the chemical component that causes the 

genetic changes and gets stored in the fat. Itôs the gift that keeps on giving to 

us guys. Weôve lost lots of people from cancer and heart and brain conditions 

to the after effects to this stuff. It was just nasty.  

I canôt prove this, but the rumor was that Dow Chemical and the 

people that were making it, were making tons of money from this stuff. If they 

would have gone one more step in the processing and the purification of this 

stuff, they could have taken the dioxin out. But, because it would have cost 

more, they didnôt do it.  

Iôve been on the Internet since, and Iôve looked at maps of South 

Vietnam today, and it shows Agent Orange exposure all over Vietnam. Every 

area that youôre in there, the water systems are still contaminated with this 

stuff. It never goes away. Itôs like nuclear radiation; itôs just there.  

Then I was curious to see whatôs going on with the kids that are being 

born over there. Theyôve got lots of conditions, where kids are just 

malformed. Theyôre in orphanages, and theyôre just stuck that way. I really 

feel that we owe that country some cleanup and fixing what we did, because 

we really, really messed them up bad that way. 

DePue: What was the nature of the enemy where you were located and where you did 

operations? Was it NVA? Was it Viet Cong? Was it both? 

Perry: Somewhere up around Nuey Ba Dinh, Black Virgin Mountain and Old French 

Fort, we had another eight-inch 175 firebase. We were regularly probed up 

there by NVA regulars. I forget what regiment it was. I want to say the 32nd 

NVA Regiment was in that area, but I just donôt recall. They were up there, 

and they were smart, and they were deadly.  

But in other areas, it was the little guy that was smiling at you during 

the day, and then at night he was sabotaging stuff or setting up ambushes. So 

it was a combination of both. They worked together from what I saw. 

DePue: Which one did you fear the most? 

Perry: I didnôt like either one of them. Fear, I didnôt fear them. After my first thirty 

days in country, I was concerned about myself, my well-being, and 

apprehensive. I was learning new ropes and new skills and new equipment. I 

got into country, and my platoon sergeant, Sergeant Morrison, said, ñSir, this 
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is my platoon.ò He said, ñIôll let you know when you can make a decision.ò I 

said, ñThatôs fine. Sergeant Pruitt back in Fort Sill trained me that way too.ò 

So it wasnôt a problem.  

After about three weeks of our traveling together, around positions, he 

asked me one day, ñWell, what you think we ought to do?ò I gave him an 

answer. He said, ñItôs yours now.ò So, during the days and the rest of the time 

there, heôd go one direction, and Iôd go another direction to check on our 

people, because we were spread out over 36,000 square kilometers or 

something. I mean, we were just everywhere, and we were being moved. A lot 

of times theyôd move the outfit that my sections were attached to.  

There was one time they just left my people in place. I got out there, 

and theyôre sitting in an empty perimeter in the monsoon period. Thereôs six 

inches of water in an old firebase that had moved, and my guys were just there 

by themselves. I mean, I was hot. You donôt do this, leave people. So we got 

them all loaded up and moved them to their new position.  

In fact, thatôs the day I was helping them carry a tarp over to a jeep, 

and I fell into a closed latrine. If you know anything about latrines, what 

happens there... I mean, it was comical because, as a lieutenant, you know 

your people, and they know you and your team. Yeah, youôve got the rank, 

but if they respect you, the comedy comes out.  

Here they came, ñHey, sir, what are you doing down there?ò There I 

was on solid land, and all the sudden Iôm about four feet, four and a half feet, 

holding this tarp, trying to keep my head above water. They came over; 

theyôre laughing and pulling me out. Thank God is was raining monsoons, 

because it kind of washed me off.  

So we were pulling out of the position, and my driver, Specialist John 

Schuman, said to me, as I started getting into the jeepðWe had the doors on 

the jeep to keep rain out. That was our big luxuryðhe said, ñSir, would you 

mind?ò I said, ñWhatôs that?ò He said, ñWould you mind riding on the hood 

for a while?ò (both laugh) I said, ñCome on, John.ò He said, ñSir, Iôve got to 

clean this vehicle up when we get back, and youôre covered in shit.ò I said, 

ñYou know, youôre right.ò So I got on the hood of the jeep, and there I rode. It 

washed me off pretty good, but I still smelled like hell. You start thinking 

about internal parasites and bugs that you pick up from that stuff.  

We got them moved and got them taken care of, but I was pretty upset 

that thereôs some captain in an artillery base that just didnôt give a crap about 

the people who were helping them and just left them. As far as I was 

concerned, he should have been court marshalled. 

DePue: What I want to ask you now is, as much as you can, describe the tactics of 

employing searchlights, because most people who hear about this say, ñHuh?ò 
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First Lieutenant James Perry stands next to Sergeant Moore, one 
of his best section leaders, who was in charge of two jeep-
mounted infrared searchlights. They were on a Duster compound 

near Long Binh, South Vietnam circa Oct/Nov, 1968.  

 

Perry: They have no idea. Most people donôt know searchlights were even used in 

country. We did a lot of different things, but primarily the searchlights wereé 

We were part of II Field Force Headquarters, and that was the command 

headquarters that pretty much controlled the operational, day-to-day combat 

activities within III Corps area. 

DePue: I got a couple pictures 

off the internet. 

Perry: There you go. Thatôs the 

old boys there. 

DePue: Mounted on a jeep. 

Perry: There it is on a jeep, the 

back end of the jeep, 

where your passengers 

would sit. The twenty-

three inch light faces to 

the rear, and thereôs a 

mount on that, with 

azimuth rings, so you 

can actually lay that 

light on a direction, and 

you can use an aiming circle to lay the light. 

DePue: Now, the obvious question that comes to mind is, arenôt you kind of a target, 

as soon as you turn the light on? 

Perry: Absolutely. In one way, the units that we belonged to, they really donôt want a 

white light on. But when a ground attack is taking place, they really want the 

white light, because it will illuminate whatôs going on out in front of them on 

the perimeter. So itôs a blessing and a curse. All I can say is, we usually 

operated on the infrared capability.  

Basically, what we had within the section is we had binoculars that 

were like starlight scopes, that you can see green. Anything that gave off heat 

then, youôd pick up that green, and the infrared lit that up real well. So we can 

see out about 1,200 meters or so, and you could pick up movement.  

At the one firebase up at Song Bé, my people picked up movement one 

night, coming from where the trash dump was located. You know, they take 

all their crap and dump it. Obviously, we werenôt environmentally conscious, 

at that point in time in the military. My people kept reporting that they had 

movement, coming in from there. We were tied in to the battalion TOC 

[Tactical Operations Center], and it was all logged in.  
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They had a battery commander that really didnôt believe in our system, 

evidently, and he kept telling these guys, over a two hour period, ñJust keep 

observing.ò Well, you know what happened after two hours. They [the enemy] 

hit, right in front of my section, going after the jeep and tried to come through 

the wire. Well, we also had defensive weapons; we had M-60s. I loved M-60s 

because theyôre a great weapon. They pretty much turned about seven or eight 

VC in front of them into hamburger. Coincidentally, that battery commander 

that didnôt listen to my section sergeant up there was relieved of command for 

not paying attention to what was going on in his perimeter. 

DePue: Were there actually fire missions called in that he refused to fire? 

Perry: No, no, not that. They were still operating as a typical artillery outfit and 

responding to missions, but he didnôt listen to my people. They called into the 

TOC, telling him, ñYouôve got a problem on your perimeter. Weôve got nine 

or ten people that are trying to break through the perimeter.ò He thought they 

were seeing just people down at the junkyard or the trash dump, picking 

through trash, dumb ass. 

DePue: A stupid question, but when youôre in infrared mode, the enemy was not able 

to notice that they were being watched? 

Perry: No, usually not, unless theyôd captured starlight scopes from guys that were 

out and about in the jungle and had gotten killed, and they [the VC] captured 

the equipment, but no. We never got word that theyôd been supplied from 

Hanoi and the Russians and all those people with that kind of equipment. 

DePue: When you first found out you were being assigned to a unit that had 

searchlights, and then you end up being the platoon leader for the searchlight 

platoon, did you get any special training? 

Perry: No, no, no. Just here it is, and because my replacement had already left 

Vietnam. Thatôs one of the reasons I got to the battalion. They were so short 

of lieutenants, because of the Tet thing. They were, I think, around half 

strength with lieutenants that they were authorized [to have] in that whole 

battalion at that point. Not that we were that vital to the operation mind you, 

but battalion commander wanted people that were trained and he could count 

on. 

DePue: You were being told, ñBack at the schoolhouse,ò and probably on the ride in 

that life expectancy of a forward observer in the 1st Cav is seven seconds. 

Perry: Oh, yeah. I thought Iôd landed in fat city. (laughs) 

DePue: That this was a better gig? 

Perry: Oh, absolutely. Thatôs what I thought. And Iôve always felt a sense of guilt 

that I didnôt get to be a forward observer in Vietnam, because thatôs what Iôd 
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trained for at the schoolhouse, at OCS. Iôve always felt that I missed an 

opportunity, as bad as it might have been. You kind of feel like, Man, I should 

have been able to do that. But Iôve looked back on it in my life, and God has 

you go down certain paths in your life. And that was just the path that He 

picked for me. 

DePue: What was the MOS [Military Occupational Specialty] of the crews that 

serviced the searchlight? The average gunner was a 13 Bravo. Did they have a 

different MOS? 

Perry: Yeah, we had a different MOS in there. In fact, within my platoon, we had to 

have some real high skilled people, because they changed electronic 

components out; they had to maintain this stuff; they had to operate it. I had 

two PhDs, E4s, [the fourth enlisted rank in the US Military]  in my platoon, 

believe it or not. Then I had guys that hadnôt graduated from high school, in 

my platoon. And here I am, a second lieutenant, high school graduate, running 

the show. So it amazed me, after looking back, but it worked. I mean, it 

worked. 

DePue: Iôm assuming that the PhDôs hadnôt volunteered. 

Perry: No, no, they were USôs. (chuckles) 

DePue: US being drafted? 

Perry: Yes, but you know what? Out in the field, I can never tell the difference 

between a US and a RA, regular army guy. Theyôre joined. When youôre 

getting shot at, that doesnôt factor in. 

DePue: What kind of units and situations did you end up being deployed? How did 

that work? Were you always attached to a field artillery battery someplace, or 

were you set up on top of hills, or did you accompany units on movement, or 

what? 

Perry: If we were attached with a unit and Two Field Force left us with that unit, 

then weôd travel with them. If a unit leftðlike I talked earlier, where this guy 

left my people just out in the middle of the boonies in the waterðwe would 

get a reassignment. That would end up coming back through battalion 

headquarters to me. Then Iôd physically go find my people. Then weôd recon 

the routes and move. We didnôt get in big convoys at that point. It was just at 

your own risk and move. Then youôd report in to the new unit that you were 

assigned to with your people, get them set up, get them introduced, get 

ammunition supplied, figure out what that commander wanted the people to 

do, where he wanted them to look, based on his, the commanderôs, intent and 

that sort of thing. Then youôd head back to figure out what the next thing was, 

battalion or your battery commander had for you to do. I was always busy, 

and that was a good thing. I was busy morning, noon and night, early on. 
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First Lieutenant James Perry, Jr. awaits take-off 

for a resupply run in October, 1968 from the 
base at Song Bé, South Vietnam. Their 
destination that day was an artillery base near 

Long Binh, Republic of Vietnam (South 
Vietnam).  

DePue: How many searchlights in your platoon? 

Perry: I want to say we had twelve sections, two per section. 

DePue: Were they deployed as sections? 

Perry: Section deployment, yes. 

DePue: In other words, you could have your platoon spread all over Godôs creation. 

Perry: I did. I did. The entire year I was there, they were spread everywhere. 

DePue: Did you typically spend time with a specific section? 

Perry: Yes, I would go out and spend days 

with a section, see what was going on. 

Or, like I said, we had aviation assets 

available to the battalion.  

Quite honestly, morale is 

important to people when theyôre stuck 

out in the boonies. So I could scrounge 

up SP packs, and they were great big 

boxes full of candy bars and cigarettes 

and toilet paper, whatever the hell, 

puzzles and magazines, morale booster 

kinds of things, no alcohol, of course. 

DePue: What does SP stand for? 

Perry: Supplementary pack. [It] came through 

the supply systems. If you were adept 

at bartering and trading, you could 

come up with things. I was very adept, so I took care of my people as best I 

could. But, to get mail out, the helicopters would be assigned to the battalion. 

Itôs kind of an ash and trash run, quite honestly, for the aviation outfits.  

Youôd get a UH-1 helicopter, and youôd be out at the landing pad in 

the morning, break of day, sunrise, and youôd throw purple smoke out for 

them. Theyôd come in and land at our landing pad. Youôd load your crap up 

and off you went. Youôd fly up to Song Bé. Song Bé from Duster Compound, 

where the platoon headquarters was, was almost an hour flight by air to get to 

this place.  

Youôre flying over no manôs land. More than once, looking down, I 

thought, Man, if we ever went down, youôd never get out of the place. Youôd 

just be down in the boonies. 
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DePue: Did you ever take fire when you were in the helicopter? 

Perry: Yeah, yes, yeah. 

DePue: Whatôs that sensation like? 

Perry: Like youôre a damn sitting duck, and thereôs nothing you can do. In fact, they 

issued flak jackets to all of us in Vietnam. Theyôd stop flak, but itôs not like 

the current ceramic stuff that will stop bullets. I chose to protect my testicles 

at all times, and I would sit on my flak jacket in the helicopter, as much as 

possible. And when I was out in the jeep, I would sit on my flak jacket. I was 

a young man and still thought I might want to have kids.  

But in a helicopter, getting shot at, the pilot takes evasive actions, and 

you start doing strange maneuvers, unbeknownst to you. And all the sudden 

you can look down, and thereôs a hole in the floor of the helicopter, and 

theyôre firingéI forget what their caliber was for the big stuff. It seems to me 

it would be like fifty-two caliber, similar to our fifty cal. They were down 

there shooting at you.  

We either flew real high, where youôd be up in altitude, (both laugh) 

where it would be cold, literally cold, because youôre not used to like fifty 

degrees, or youôd fly treetop. And flying treetop was a real trip, because 

youôre ripping leaves and up and down through rivers. Itôs like terrain 

navigation; youôre just up and down and bouncing around. Itôs pretty exciting. 

DePue: Was your stomach used to all of that? 

Perry: Oh, yeah, yeah, except there was one flightéWe had to take malaria pills, a 

weekly malaria pill. Obviously [there were] lots of mosquitos and [youôre] 

trying to keep the rate of malaria down, because once you get that, you can 

end up combat ineffective real quick, if you get an attack. Well, one of the 

side effects of the malaria pill was it loosens your bowels, and really bad. I 

think they used to call it in World War II Hershey Two-Step, or maybe that 

was World War I. 

DePue: Every war has had its own name for this. 

Perry: Yeah, yeah. Anyway, I was in the helicopter. We were probably at about 

5,000 feet or so, and my malaria pill kicked in, from the morning. For me and 

my system, they were pretty fast acting. Iôd take one, and itôd clean me out 

real quick. Well, youôre at that altitude, you got to go, you got to go.  

I told the helicopter pilotðI donôt mean to be crude here, but youôre 

on the intercomðI said, ñI got to shit.ò And then he said, ñYouôd better not 

shit in my aircraft. That crew chief will just kick your butt, lieutenant.ò Iôm 

talking to a major at this point, because that day we had a major flying. I said, 

ñJesus Christ, what am I going to do?ò He said, ñYouôve got your damn steel 
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pot there, sonny boy.ò He said, ñDrop trou [trousers], and empty it out in your 

pot.ò So I took my helmet liner out and got my pot, and there I am at 5,000 

feet, with three other people, taking a dump in my pot. But thatôs life. 

(chuckles) Kept everybody on the aviation side happy, but it wasð 

DePue: Did you keep it in the pot all the way down to the ground? 

Perry: Oh, yeah. I carried my pot with me when I left the aircraft and cleaned my pot 

out and then put it back on my head, later on in the day. So off we went, yeah. 

Probably, honestly, I have more good memories of my year in Vietnam than I 

do of bad. I donôt think about the bad. 

DePue: Well, youôve told me two rather humorous stories, and they both deal with a 

common subject. 

Perry: Yeah, itôs shit. (both laugh) 

DePue: But maybe not so humorous. Iôm still thinking that, as soon as those 

searchlights go on, and maybe if the enemy knowsðEven if youôre in there 

for MO [movement orders]ðthat youôre thereð 

Perry: They know, and they go right for them. To be quite honest with you, yes. If 

thereôs a ground attack, the first thing they went for were either the dusters or 

the quad-50s that we were with, because in fire bases, we were always 

deployed together. We would cross train, so my searchlight people knew the 

jobs of the dusters and the quad-50 people. We cross trained to make sure, 

because in situations like that, people get wounded, killed, and you got to have 

the cross training, so thatôs what we did.  

But Charlie knew what we had, and they were always reconning these 

areas. They were always around. They were always observing. When they 

came in, they went in for those direct fire weapons that we had, and they went 

after the searchlights. They came in with RPGs [rocket propelled grenades], 

and theyôd fire an RPG right at the searchlight. 

DePue: Was there a mentality, an attitude, that went along with working those 

searchlights? 

Perry: Yeah. (laughs) A lot of the guys were kind of cowboys. A lot of folks didnôt 

understand what the searchlights were about until they had them attached with 

them and realized that these guys are really good to have around here; they 

arenôt as bad as we thought they were, and theyôre protecting our butts. So 

then they were taken care of, like a long lost brother, ñCome on in. What do 

you need?ò 

DePue: Did you ever get attached and work with ARVN troops, Republic of Vietnam 

troops? 
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Perry: No, we did not, but like I said earlier, we had an ARVN ranger battalion right 

next to us at Duster Compound. In fact, their battalion commander in Tet of 

ó69 brought all the officers, who were called back in froméWell, not all the 

officers, but a good proportion of the officers were called back in from the 

field.  

We had a command performance over at the ARVN rangerôs place, 

their headquarters, that evening, where we were served such delicacies as 

monkey and rat and local foods (chuckles). I often wondered what kind of 

parasites we were eating. 

DePue: Now, weôve talked a little bit about the enemy. You faced, obviously, both 

Viet Cong and NVA troops. Did you understand at the time the motivation of 

the Viet Cong, especially? 

Perry: Yeah. It took me probably a couple or four months, five months, six months in 

country to realize that, in my viewpoint, we werenôt fighting to win that war. I 

grew up on World War II stuff, Korean War stuff, watching Combat! [1960s 

television drama, depicting a U. S. platoon, fighting its way across Europe 

during World War II.] on TV, those sorts of things, to know enough about you 

get into a war; you fight a war; you kick the enemyôs butt; you come home, 

and itôs done.  

We werenôt doing that, and I realized that the NVA and those people 

were trying to take their country back from first the French and then us. So I 

could understand that, but I believe we were there stopping communism from 

moving further down through that area. 

DePue: Even at the point where you understand why they were fighting against you? 

Perry: Yeah, yeah, yeah. Somebody wants to kill you; youôre going to kill them first. 

I mean, itôs survival. I never cared for the violence that I experienced. A lot of 

guys would take pictures of when theyôd attack, they being the NVA or Viet 

Cong. If they were killed out, theyôd do a sweep the next day to get a body 

count to report to higher headquarters, because the whole war seemed to move 

on body count at that point in time. Anyway, theyôd bring them [the dead] 

back in to the perimeters, and theyôd take pictures of these guys that are blown 

apart. Those would be war souvenirs, and you get a collection of that. I 

neveré 

We werenôt allowed to do that; we shouldnôt be doing that. If I ever 

found that sort of crap with my people, Iôd confiscate it, take it back to 

headquarters and burn it. I donôt know if I answered your question. I kind of 

got off on a different tangent. 

DePue: At any level, did you respect the enemy you were fighting? 

Perry: Yeah, he was damn good and proficient at what he did. 



James F. Perry, Jr.  Interview # VRV-A-L-2014-002 

73 

DePue: Both NVA and Viet Cong? 

Perry:  Both, yeah. What I ran into, it wasnôt like Joe Shit the Ragman coming at you. 

These were well-trained soldiers that knew what they were doing. Theyôd 

recon; theyôd put a mission together. Normally, they would rehearse this stuff, 

and then theyôd come at you. Yeah, I had respect for the enemy. You know, 

ñKnow your enemy.ò (both laugh) 

DePue: Well, Iôve kind of doubled back here, but I wonder if you can remember the 

first experience you had in combat? 

Perry: ˈI supposeéI was flyingéIt was one of my first helicopter rides up toéIt 

really doesnôt involve the enemy; it involves the U. S. I came into the battery 

before Captain Coleman came in. Captain Coleman was a senior captain, 

came into the battery as the new battery commander. The old battery 

commander had already rotated home.  

Iôd been around, and the battery commander wanted to go to all the 

platoon headquarters and figure out his forces and where people were at. So, 

he said, ñCome on Perry, weôre going for a ride,ò and off we went. The first 

position we went to was up at Lai Khe, the 1st Infantry Division. It was our 

3rd Platoon headquarters that was up there, Lieutenant Dixon.  

Anyway, we got up there, and the platoon had sent a jeep to pick us up 

at the airstrip. We went back in, and then we went out, off of Lai Khe, out into 

the countryside, visited a couple of positions, and then came back in. So we 

were gone probably three hours. [We] came back to the helicopter, and the 

helicopter was disabled; we couldnôt take off. He said, ñWhat the heck 

happened?ò  

Anyway, long story short, the co-pilot of the aircraft had a captured 

AK-47, and the crew chief and the co-pilot were playing John Wayne stuff 

and just dicking around. The co-pilot pointed the weapon at the crew chief and 

sent a round right through the stomach of the crew chief. Took out part of the 

stomach, kidney, liver. He lived, but he was evacuated out of the country. The 

round then proceeded through the crew chief and into the navigation 

electronic equipment in the front of the helicopter.  

So there we sat for the rest of the day, until we could get a new 

aviation asset in to us. That was early on, and Iôm thinking, What the hell is 

going on? How can people be so sloppy with what theyôre doing? I saw a lot 

of that kind of death over there, where people just didnôt follow procedures, 

took shortcuts or did something stupid, and it cost peoplesô lives or limbs.  

Then the other incident that sticks in my head iséThis is more combat 

oriented. We flew up to French Fort, a Fire Support Base, Saint Barbara. It 

was the wet season, and the helicopter pilot said to me, he said, ñWeôre going 
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to make a fast landing. Weôre going to make combat landing here.ò I said, 

ñOkay.ò  

Basically that iséNVA forces had mortars out there, trained on the 

fire base, and they were launching stuff at us. He came in, shoved me out, and 

off he went. And Iôm standing on engineer PSP [pierced-steel planking]. Itôs 

grading on the ground, so theyôve got a hard spot to land, versus landing in the 

mud.  

Well, Iôm standing there, basically naked. Iôve got my flak jacket and 

helmet on, that sort of thing. But mortar rounds came in.  So Iôm trying to 

figure, which way do I go? This is my first time in this position; I donôt know 

where anything is at. Thereôs bunkers built, but Iôm away from the bunkers. 

Mortar rounds came in. I just ran off the end of the PSP into the mud and got 

down as low as I could. Then pretty soon the fire lifted, and the guys from the 

platoon came out and pulled me out of the mud, had some water, cleaned me 

off. 

DePue: They probably had a good laugh. 

Perry: Oh, yeah. ñGot the new lieutenant here. Nice to meet you, sir.ò (laughs) 

DePue: Thereôs a lot of lore about the new guy coming into the units. How were you 

treated by the old hands? You mentioned your platoon sergeant already. 

Perry: My platoon sergeant straightened me around real quick. He was a good guy. I 

was very fortunate in the Army to have good NCOs. Even later on in my 

career, when I became battalion commander of 105 Battalion, I had good 

NCOs. I learned early on that the NCO runs the Army pretty much, at least at 

the fighting level.  

All my men seemed to respect me. I was so young looking, one of the 

things that I did is I grew a moustache, so I would look older, because quite 

honestly, fair-haired, blonde hair, blue eyed, round face, I looked like I was 

thirteen years old, back then. So I figured, Well, Iôve got to grow a moustache, 

at least, to look manly here. I kept it all my life. I fit in, and they fit in, and 

they accepted me. 

It was interesting that way, because I didnôt know what to expect. But 

I think they were more accepting of me than what I was trying to figure out, 

because I was trying to figure out the whole system at that point, because I 

hadnôt been trained on any of it. The tactics that I had to learn were different 

than what Iôd been taught at Fort Sill. The equipment was different, and things 

spread out all over hellôs bells was completely different than what Iôd been 

taught. So it was a fast learning curve for me too. 
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DePue: A lot of the officers who came in had an experience where theyôd spend six 

months in heavy combat and then get rotated to something else, a staff 

position or something. Did you have that experience? 

Perry: No, no. My job, when I got there, was the same job that I had when I left, and 

that was okay with me, I didnôté 

DePue: What Iôd like to have you do now is to share some of the memories of specific 

incidents, if you could. When we first met, you mentioned quite a few of 

them. But letôs start with this one, and then Iôll kind of let you take it from 

there, an incident involving a suicide. 

Perry: Yeah, as the 2nd Platoon and where we were assigned there (Duster 

Compound), we fell on the duty roster for providing staff duty officer and 

officer of the day and that sort of stuff. Quite honestly, we had fifty cals on the 

perimeter. We had triple layer concertina [wire] all out there, and periodically 

weôd received rifle fire. It wasnôt real bad, but we had to have guard mount 

and play the old stateside routine and post people out there.  

It was my turn, and I had a runner (coughs). Of course, with being 

officer of the day, you have to have somebody that you canéhe makes coffee 

or whatever, somebody to play cards withˈwhen itôs about 3:00 in the 

morning, and you canôt see straightˈto keep you awake, because throughout 

the night youôve got to go out and check on your people to make sure that 

theyôre awake and alert and not asleep, and theyôre paying attention to what 

they should be paying attention to.  

One of my menˈI forget his name nowˈreal nice kid, about my age, 

we played cards most of the night, drank coffee, just a great kid. It seemed 

like everything was fine, like he accepted what was going on. I couldnôt tell 

any difference. Two days laterˈit was on a SundayˈI was over in one of the 

buildings, and I heard a round go off. You know what a rifle sounds like. I 

heard it; What was that? So, taking my initiative, I headed over to where I 

heard the bullet to try to figure out what was going on.  

We had rocket towers on Duster Compound. Rocket towers were 

around long gun posts, and basically what you would doéWe had like a BC 

scope up there for observation, where you could get an azimuth. So you were 

laid on true north, and you could look through these. So, at night, if you were 

up there and you saw a flash out in the distance, you had to sight on the flash 

and then report back to battalion headquarters, down there, what azimuth it 

was. Then theyôd report it up to II Field Force at headquarters. Then you 

would triangulate that flash, and then youôd put artillery fire on that 

triangulation.  

Anyway, the young man had been up in the tower during the day, and I 

still donôt know why he was up there, but thatôs where he went. He went up 
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there and shot himself. Unbeknownst to me, he got a Dear John from his 

girlfriend, which meant sheôd dumped him while he was there. Then he got a 

letter from his mother, saying that his mom and dad were getting divorced.  

Up in the tower that afternoon, about 2:00, he put a M-16 to his chin, 

pulled the trigger, and blew the top of his head off. I was down at the base, 

and the battalion commander saw me. I was probably the first lieutenant that 

showed up on the scene. The battalion commander said to me, ñPerry, you got 

a strong stomach?ò I said, ñYes, sir.ò Our battalion doctor was already up in 

the tower, and he said, ñI want you to go up there and help the battalion 

surgeon. He needs some assistance.ò He said, ñTake one of your good men 

with you that can handle what youôre going to see.ò  

The tower was like thirty foot in the air and itôs surrounded by half-

inch plated steel, so youôve got protection when youôre up in the air like that. 

We had a cot up there. I remember there was an old army cot that was up in 

that thing and a couple of chairs. The square footage of this would have been 

maybe eight by eight, ten by ten. No, eight by eight I suppose would probably 

have been the largest surface area you had to move around in this thing.  

I came up the ladder and came over the steel plating to get inside, and I 

saw the young man there. He was slumped over on the cot, and there blood, 

more blood than Iôd seen for a while. Then his brains were laying around. The 

battalion surgeon said to me, he said, ñHey, Perry, hereôs a plastic bag. You 

need to scoop the brains up for me, and then we need to get another stretcher 

up here, so we can lower him down.ò We basically sandwiched him in 

between two military stretchers and then roped him off and lowered him to the 

ground.  

Yeah, Iôve carried that foré (long pause, composing himself) Iôve 

carried that for a long time, always wondering what I missed that night when 

we were playing cards or what I could have said or how I could have 

prevented what happened. Quite honestly, thereôs only so much you can do, 

but when youôre a young guy, even as you get older, you wonder what you 

missed. But he made a choice and did what he did, and unfortunately, we sent 

another young man home to his mom and dad that way.  

That was a tough one to deal with. That bothered me for a long time, 

because Iôm sitting there seeing what weôre doing on the ground, maneuver-

wise, engaging the enemy or not engaging and just kind of holding where we 

were. It was based on the peace talks that were going on up in North Vietnam, 

I believed. I didnôt have anything to prove that, but I figured thatôs what was 

going on, and Iôm thinking, You know, if weôre not going to fight this 

goddamn war, letôs just go home. 
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DePue: You need to be a little bit more detailed when you say, what was going on and 

how we were fighting. What was it that you were seeing and that you were 

having problems with, in regard to the tactics? 

Perry: Well, what we were being told was, the Vietnamese Army was going to take 

over more of the war. And God love little green acorns, they tried, but they 

werenôt capable. The leadership that I saw, they werenôt as dedicated as the 

NVA. They didnôt believe in their system enough to really want to fight for it, 

from what I saw.  

That said, other organizations were very good, but a lot of itéAgain, 

it depended on leadership. The first time I saw two ARVNs walking down the 

road, holding hands together, I thought, What in the hell is going on here, in 

this army? Iôd never experienced that. Iôm thinkingéYou know, back in ó68 

you think, Well, guys just donôt hold hands. 

DePue: You didnôt understand that was part of their culture. 

Perry: No, I had no idea. I hadnôt been taught about that. I just didnôt understand that. 

DePue: What was your comment about God bless little green acorns? 

Perry: Well, it was just something that popped in there. 

DePue: But it means something to you. Little green acorns eventually grow into great 

oak trees.  

Perry: Yeah. At that point in countryˈmy time in countryˈI just wasnôt sure what 

the heck we were doing there. I just wasnôt sure. Iôd been in enough places, 

seen enough things. Iôd lost that first feeling that, yeah, we were there doing 

the right thing, and I just didnôt know. I mean, I was questioning it. It didnôt 

mean I let up on my leadership, my job or anything like that, but internally Ié 

And I never talked to my people, my men, about that, those feelings. I just 

wasnôt going to do that. 

DePue: How about to some other officer, to somebody you could trust? 

Perry: Nah, I pretty much kept it to myself, and it ate at me. I did have one friend, 

and we talked. He was with the Quad-50s, and heôd been out on a lot of 

convoys that had been ambushed, so heôd been up close, in front with it. We 

both asked the same stuff, ñWhat are we doing?ò We talked, buté 

DePue: Do you remember his name? 

Perry: Bob McCready. 

DePue: He was your best friend over there? 
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The members of the 5th Battalion, 2nd Artillery gather for a memorial 
service for the soldier killed during the attack on Fire Support Base St. 

Barbara. The ceremony was held on Duster Compound near Long 
Bihn, Republic of Vietnam in August 1969.  

Perry: One of them, yeah. Yeah, Bob was. And we had a newbie, a Lieutenant Rowe, 

that showed up. He was like us when we got there, all full of fire and vinegar. 

DePue: The story you told earlier about using the infrared and watching the enemy 

come in, towards the perimeter, was that at Fire Base Song Bé? 

Perry: Yeah, that was at Song Bé. We had another incident right before I left 

country. I had less than three weeks in country, where weˈ 

DePue: Just arrived or about ready to leave? 

Perry: Ready to leave. Iôm kind of jumping around here, but itôs one of the incidents 

that sticks in my head. There was a ground attack up at Fire Support Base 

Saint Barbara, coming out of Cambodia. They came in at night, and the first 

thing they went for was the infrared capability of the jeep. They got up to and 

inside the perimeter and fired an RPG directly at the jeep. It demolished the 

jeep and the light, killed two people and injured three or four other of our 

battalionôs people that were attached to the artillery unit there. 

DePue: So these are people from your platoon? 

Perry: Yes. I say, luckilyéAs fate would have itˈLetôs put it that wayˈI 

mentioned the cross 

training stuff earlier. 

The Quad-50 people 

were operating the 

searchlight when this 

was going on. It was 

their shift at night to 

man the searchlight, and 

I had some of our people 

that were sleeping in the 

bunker at that point. The 

way the schedule shift 

worked, the Quad-50 

people were in the jeep, 

and they were killed. So 

it wasnôt my men per 

se, but it was still 

people that I was familiar with up there. 

DePue: Were you on the fire base at the time? 

Perry: No, I was not; I was somewhere else. Then, battalion called me up, and I came 

back in to Duster Compound and then the next day flew up. Then we 

evacuated the equipment. The bodies went to the mortuary people, and we did 

personal effects stuff, accounted for that. 


