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DePue: Today is Thursday, September 15, 2011. My name is Mark DePue, the 

Director of Oral History with the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library. 

Today Iôm in the basement of Thomas Jones. Good afternoon Tom. 

Jones: Good afternoon. 

DePue: Now letôs get this established right from the beginning. How would you like 

to have me refer to you?  Thomas, Tom, TJ? 

Jones: Tom, TJ, either one. 

DePue: Okay. I think Iôll use Tom, although I think a lot of your friends refer to you 

as TJ? 

Jones: A lot of them say TJ, most say Tom though. 

DePue: Okay. When and where were you born? 

Jones: I was born in Quincy, Illinois, November 17, 1944. 

DePue: So, you were born in the midst of the Second World War? 

Jones: About the end of it, right? 
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DePue: Yeah, one year out. 

Jones: One year out. 

DePue: Was your father in the military? 

Jones: No, but I really donôt know about my real father because, back thenðI donôt 

know if you want to get into this. 

DePue: Sure. 

Jones: Well back then, my mother got pregnant. The guy that got her pregnant, he 

was one of the first of his family that had the ability to go to college, and they 

did not want him to have a wife and a kid going to college. It was a small 

town. So, I was born there. I was there for six months and then my mother 

brought me up to Peoria, to my grandmotherôs. 

DePue: Did you even know your fatherôs name? 

Jones: Oh, I know him. The fact is, I have a stepbrother. We used to spend time 

together. Weôve reached out to each other andð 

DePue: Would you be willing to tell us his name? 

Jones: Oh, Ralph Douglas, thatôs my stepbrotherôs name. My father was Ralph 

Douglas. He was a junior. 

DePue: Okay. Obviously then, you took your motherôs name. 

Jones: Yeah, that was my motherôs name. It was actually my grandmotherôs name 

too. That was my motherôs maiden name. 

DePue: And her name again? 

Jones: Katheryn. K-a-t-h-e-r-y-n. 

DePue: A different kind of spelling. 

Jones: Yes. 

DePue: She probably fought that her entire life. 

Jones: When she got old enough to realize it was different. (chuckles) 

DePue: You mentioned that, at a pretty young age, the family moved over to Peoria. 

What led to that? 

Jones: Well, my grandmother was in Peoria first. Then, when my mother decided 

that Quincy was not going to be the place for her future, thatôs when she 
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brought me up to Peoria. I was six months old then. So, from six months until 

I was in the sixth grade, I was in Peoria. 

DePue: And your mother was living in Peoria at the same time? 

Jones: No, because what happened is, sheðI grew upðmy grandmother raised me. 

My mother went to Chicago to find a job and all, 

and then she brought me to Chicago. 

DePue: And thatôs going to be quite a few years down the 

road, right? 

Jones: Yeah. Letôs see, from six months up until I was in 

the sixth grade, I lived in Peoria with my 

grandmother. 

DePue: Well, I want to spend a little bit of time on that 

because those are the formative years. You 

mentioned your grandmother. Is your grandfather 

not living at the time? 

Jones: He was living, yes. They owned a boarding house. I guess youôd call it a 

boarding house. That was during the time when blacks couldnôt stay in hotels. 

So, what happened is, she hadðit was a double house, a big house. I forget 

how many rooms. So, what happened is, she almost operated likeé Back in 

those days, when blacks traveled from city to city, they stayed in either private 

homes or a boarding house like that. 

DePue: Tell us a little bit about your grandparents. Apparently, your grandmother, did 

she have a stronger influence over your upbringing? 

Jones: Yeah, she was a very strong woman. She had came from the south. The fact 

is, she was there. She was picking, and she grew up on a plantation for a 

while, picking cotton.  

My grandfather, he worked on a plantation too. But they decided they 

had to leave the south and come north. Wasnôt sure exactly why, in terms of it. 

There was always rumors, but it wasnôt sure. 

DePue: Do you know about the timeframe they moved north? 

Jones: Letôs see, I was born in ô44. They had been there a few years before that, so I 

would think it was in the ó40s, in 1940, I think. It was around that time. 

DePue: Both the First World War, but both of those wars, there was a huge migration 

of African Americans northé 

Jones: Right. 
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DePue: ébecause of the job opportunities, to these industrial cities especially. 

Jones: Actually, they liked Peoria. (chuckles) They didnôt want to go to Chicago, but 

they liked Peoria. My mother, of course, being young, wanted to go to 

Chicago. (laughing) 

DePue: More opportunities for her then. 

Jones: Right. 

DePue: This would have been right about the end of the war. 

Jones: Thatôs the end of the war, when she went out. 

DePue: What was it like, then, growing up in Peoria for you? 

Jones: (chuckles) Peoria was interesting. At that time, Afro Americans and whites, it 

was separate facilities. I remember a couple of times where, like, I went to a 

movie, and, you know, they had a big fight break out between the Afro 

Americans and the whites because the African Americans had to sit up in the 

balcony, and some sat downstairs. It started a fight in the movie, out in the 

lobby and all.  

Because I was younger, I didnôt have any overt feeling about a sense 

of a lot of racial tension. I mean, Iôve seen a fight there. Iôve had people callð

you know, walking down and kids call you names, stuff like that.  

Growing up with your grandmother is a different world. Number one, 

very protective, overly. But sheéreally got down to it. She just knew basics. 

She told me once, because I was off into a lot of stuff when I was a kid. And I 

had a dark lab, and I was doing photos and doing my own development and 

all. 

DePue: At a really young age. 

Jones: Oh yeah, I was off into it, justéAnd she told me onceé You know, we 

would talk, and she told me once, ñNo matter how smart you are, always 

remember to use your hands because thatôs how you get your food to your 

mouth.ò Those are grandma things. (both laugh)  You know, thereôs wisdom. 

  When we first came to Peoria, she owned a farm. Yeah, there was a 

farm out on the Farmingdale Road or something like that, if I remember right. 

It was a little small farm. It had a little stream through it, you know. It was 

more just growing stuff for us. And, I remember, across the bridge at East 

Peoria, they had a big lot where they actually grew vegetables, farming 

actually. 

DePue: They being your grandparents? 
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Jones: Yeah, the grandparents. When I first got there, they had a farm, and it was 

good. So, I grew up almost in a farm attitude and all. Then, she moved to the 

city and bought the boarding house. My grandfather worked at Caterpillar and 

retired from that. 

  When I was younger, living with Grandmother, the first thing you do 

is you go to church every Sunday. (chuckles) And I got into it because I used 

to run all the support stuff for the Bible school. 

DePue: What was the church? 

Jones: Morning Star. Itôs a big church up there. The Morning Star, in fact, pastoré 

Itôs one of the biggest Afro American churches there, is Morning Star Baptist 

Church. Itôs been there, and itôs been several different places. So, I ended up 

getting very involved in church, since Grandma was a mother of the church 

too. 

DePue: What does that mean? 

Jones: That means she wasðwell, like you have deacons and all. She was a mother 

of the church, you know, older women that the preacher know he could 

depend on for anything. (chuckles) 

DePue: Letôs talk a little bit about the schools. Were these integrated schools that you 

started? 

Jones: It was integrated schools. I donôt remember the name of the school. I can get 

it. But yeah, it was integrated. I really donôt remember having a lot of 

problems in school, because I didnôt do anything. I went to school and at that 

time, we was living in Peoria proper, and school was like three blocks away 

from where we lived. So, you know, I did school and walked home those three 

blocks. I didnôt have a lot of adventures in terms of going back and forth to 

school, that I can remember. But I donôt remember problems in school, you 

know, of any racial kinds of things. 

DePue: Can you think of any particular incident where you became aware that you 

were different from a lot of the other kids? 

Jones: Well, that happened early on, because you just looked around. There wasnôt 

that many Afro American kids in that school at that time, I can remember; the 

fact is, two of the best friends I had, I vaguely remember, was two white kids 

who lived a couple of blocks down. It was really, you know, that we played 

out, pulled each other in wagons and stuff like that. But they were white kids. 

There was two white kids who were really friends. 

  I think I really experienced more of a difference when I got older. I 

became more aware of it. When I was younger, I realized I was not like them. 
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I didnôt look like them. I never really felt different; I just looked different, was 

the way that I felt. 

DePue: I would imagine, though, going to church was a very segregated experience. 

Jones: Well, Sundays are the most segregated time in America (laughing) because 

everybody goes to church, is the most segregated. Yeah, it was all black, and, 

I mean, it was fun. It was fun in terms of it. I didnôt know it was work; I didnôt 

know. Like, I did summer school. I was doing the summer school stufféset 

up the projectors and all that, and keep the class attendance, when I got older 

in the church and all. But it was, at that time, the largest Afro American 

church. 

DePue: This is something Iôve been wanting to ask you. You refer toðyou say Afro 

Americans. 

Jones: I say that because that is the term today. 

DePue: Not African Americans? 

Jones: Itôs African American. Thatôs actually what it is. I said Afro? 

DePue: Mm-hmm. 

Jones: Yeah, Iôm trying to elongate from black to African Americans, and I ended up 

in the middle.  (chuckles) 

DePue: Well, I know there was a time, especially in the late ó60s, early ó70s, where it 

was black. 

Jones: Black. 

DePue: Black and then Afro. 

Jones: And then Afro Americans, right. And a lot of that was when they first started 

looking at this Pan-Americanism and all those kind of things, and reaching out 

to Africa as the motherland. That spawned a lot of groups that started doing 

different definitions. I mean, it was black at that time, it was. I mean, it was 

the Black Panthers, they didnôt say African American Panthers. (chuckles) 

Donôt even sound right now thaté(both laughing)  Maybe itôs because Iôm so 

used to black. 

  Thatôs the interesting thing is because Iôve been there and have seen 

these changes of words, you know, in terms of, as it rose up the ladder of 

acceptability in terms of what. One time, itôs, youôre black, and youôre proud. 

But then, all of a sudden, now, you know. But it doesnôt sound as catchy asð

Black and proud just sounds much more catchier than African American and 
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proud, even though itôs a correct term. Iôm using it still because I came up 

during those ó50s and the ó60s, you know, in terms of it. 

DePue: That was an aside, but I did want to ask you about that. 

Jones: I donôt even think; I just say Afro American. Iôm getting lazy with it. 

DePue: Thatôs okay. I mean, weôre all creatures of the time we grew up in, to a certain 

extent. And speaking of that, you did grow up in a town like Peoria in the 

1950s. Many people look back on those days in the 1950s, those were the 

great days to be a young kid growing up. Was that kind of part of your 

experience as well? 

Jones: Yeah, because I wasnôt aware of anything else, except going to school, 

Grandma, family. I have a lot of siblings that are not brothers and sisters, but, 

because my grandmother had the big house, you know, this boarding house, 

other families would drop their kids off as they went to another city to find a 

job. So, a lot of my cousins grew up with me as, like, brothers and sisters, 

because, for a period of maybe three to five years, they actually lived there. 

So, it was really extended family things that went on. 

  Iôm going to go back to your question, because I started going over 

here. (laughs) 

DePue: Thatôs okay. 

Jones: Okay, good. 

DePue: Did you have a bicycle? Did you have a way to get around town? 

Jones: I had a bicycle, oh yeah. The fact is, when she came from the farm and moved 

in and got the boarding house, and this plot they had was on the East Peoria. 

You had to go across the bridge. So, I used to ride my bike over there. We 

lived on 7th Street, really, 7th Street, where the medical district is now. So, I 

used to ride my bike from there and then ride downðthey didnôt have the new 

bridges, you knowðand then go across the bridge, and then had to ride 

another five miles to get to the plot over in East Peoria. But, you know, you 

just didnôt think about it. 

DePue: Thinking about my Peoria geography, thatôs no small river youôre riding 

across. 

Jones: No, a big bridge, yeah. Iôm just lucky I didnôt findð 

DePue: (interrupting) Itôs the Illinois River? 

Jones: Yeah. But again, I think about things now, where before then, youôd just go do 

it. Iôd be like, well, okay, Iôm supposed to be going over to help Grandma. So, 
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I get on the bike and I start riding. (both laughing) It wasnôt a ñshould I, 

shouldnôt Iò think about it, accidents can happen. Overall, I felt that I was in 

sort of a cocoon, with Grandmotherôs very definable rules and all. I thought 

my grandmother, it was God and Grandmother, and sometimes those positions 

switched when she was whooping me, butéYou know, because Grandmaôs 

God. Sheôs the one that can talk to God, and, back then, they had a different 

attitude with kids, you know. Back then, the police would say, oh, thatôs your 

mother or your father. You belong to them. So, I grew up convinced that my 

parents owned me, and, if I did something they didnôt like, they could kill me, 

and they wouldnôt go to jail because I was theirs to do with what they wanted 

to. (both laughing) 

DePue: I notice you always refer to your grandmother. Was she that much more 

dominant a personality in your life? 

Jones: At that period in my life, yeah. She was total there. My mother was in 

Chicago, and I was, like I say, from six months until I was in the sixth grade, I 

was in Peoria. 

DePue: And Grandfather was the guy who was paying the bills, but otherwise itôs 

Grandmother? 

Jones: Grandmother really was in charge of everything. (both laughing) He went to 

work and brought money in. And it was a very physical contrast. Grandma 

was a big woman, and Grandfather was a small, short guy; so, it was a real 

dramatic contrast.  

But, the rumor was that they had to leave from down south because 

Granddaddy had got in a fight. I donôt know if he killed a guy or something, 

or he just got in a fight with a white guy, and thatôs why they had to leave and 

come up north, because, even if he just got into a fight, out there; he struck a 

white person down south. 

DePue: What state did they come from? 

Jones: Missouri. The family came from Hannibal to Quincy and then from Quincy to 

Peoria. 

DePue: But when you are talking about the south, youôre talking about Hannibal, 

Missouri? 

Jones: Oh no, they came to Hannibal coming north. (chuckles) Thatôs where they 

came. They had to leave from the Deep South. I think they were inéIôm not 

sure if it was Louisiana or Mississippi. Iôll have to go to some of my aunties, 

or something that are still around, to get the specifics. But the part I 

understand is, they came from down south, Hannibal, Quincy and then Peoria. 
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DePue: Well, letôs get you to Chicago then. My math would say that that would have 

been roughly 1955, if you were in the sixth grade at that time. 

Jones: Right. 

DePue: Remember anything about that move? 

Jones: When we first moved to Chicago, we stayed withðand by then my mother 

had marriedðso, we stayed with my stepfatherôs sister on 5222 Wabash, right 

down from DuSable [High School]. Actually, my first semester, I went to the 

grammar school right next to DuSable in Chicago. 

DePue: Well, for those of us, like me, who arenôt from Chicago, where roughly in the 

city is that? 

Jones: The south side. It was the address, 5222 Wabash, stuffôs coming back. So, it 

was south and 51st Street is where they were at, DuSable. Thatôs where the 

DuSable Museum, thatôs what that is today. I remember, around when I 

usedðitôs a museum now. 

DePue: Chicagoôs known for being a city of neighborhoods. Did it have a name for 

the neighborhood? 

Jones: No, that was just far south. Then, from there, we moved into the projects at 

3939 Lake Park, which is around where Wrigley Field is; thatôs 35th. 

DePue: So, farther north then? 

Jones: Yeah. 

DePue: When you first moved there in the ó50s, would that be a neighborhood that 

was recently becoming integrated or populated by Afro Americans? 

Jones: Yeah, it was. There was a combination. It wasnôt all black; it wasnôt all white; 

it was a mixture. If you were on this block, it would be a different kind of 

mixture over here, but it was all moving towards more blacks moving in at 

that time. 

DePue: Now, maybe you were too young to comprehend at the time, but I would 

imagine that that was part of the white flight, the beginning of the white flight, 

to the suburbs of Chicago. 

Jones: They were moving away from the areas because DuSable was getting to be all 

black in terms of the school, which is why itôs now the black museum. 

(laughs) 

DePue: How was being in Chicago different? What did you find once you got there? 
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Jones: The pace, first of all, because you could feel the up-tempo; it was different. 

People didnôt say hello when you walked down the street and said hi to them. 

In Peoria, everybody said hi, hi, hi. Itôs like in Springfield, you know, people 

say hi; hello; how are you doing; they say hi. They donôt have to know you, 

hi, hello. Chicago folks were more contained; they werenôt very open. 

  I remember thatôs where I got into my real first fight. A schoolyard 

bully decided it was my turn to be picked on. See, I didnôt know what it meant 

to be schoolyard bullies, and youôre supposed to be scared of them. See, 

because where I came from, I didnôt experience that. I didnôt know you were 

supposed to not fight him when he was bullying you. So, he came up and tried 

to bully me, and everybody stood around. I had never had that experience in 

Peoria, when someone came at you, just bullied you, trying toéhe was trying 

to take my lunch money, and I said, ñNo, itôs not yours.ò  Simple. (chuckles)  

And he said, ñIôm taking your lunch money,ò and he came over. I flipped him 

over, and I jumped on him and told him, ñI told you, Iôm not giving it to you.ò  

Then I got up and walked away. Well, he was so damned surprised, he just 

laid there. After that, no one bothered me. (laughing) 

DePue: Was he bigger than you? 

Jones: Oh, yeah. 

DePue: Was this a segregated or an integrated school you were going to? 

Jones: It was integrated at that time. Yeah, it was integrated at that time. 

DePue: Well, the next obvious question, was this a white kid or a black kid? 

Jones: He was a white kid. Thatôs probably why I did that. I didnôt understand. 

Growing up in Peoria, like I said, I remember two friends on the block I had 

were two white kids. They didnôt act that way. He didnôt give me the money; 

so, it wasnôt like I had to give it back. It was my motherôs money, you know. 

So, I didnôt even think about you were supposed to be scared. I was just, 

ñNo.ò 

DePue: Did you feel like you got a good education in Peoria? 

Jones: What a difference. When I got to Chicago, I went a half a semester, and then 

my parents moved to the projects. And then, I went to Oakland Wall School. 

DePue: Oakland? 

Jones: Oakland Wall. Thatôs where I got my graduation picture. When I got there, for 

a week I got chased home because, you know, the teacher asked a question, I 

raised my hand. And then, all of a sudden, I had folks, ñOh, youôre trying to 

make us look bad in front of the teacher.ò Iôm raising my hand, answering her 
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question. So, you know, they said, ñWeôll get you when you get outside.ò So, 

the first week I was there, I was chased home. 

  Now, I lived in the projects on the seventh floor. So, I would runðthe  

school was two blocks awayðrun. I would run up the steps and then zip in, 

because they couldnôté My philosophy was, if youôre behind me, you wonôt 

catch me. But then, one day my mother asked me, ñWhy are you breathing 

and panting so hard?ò I said, ñI ran up the steps.ò ñWhy did you run up the 

steps?ò ñOh, I just, you know, I just decided to run up the steps.ò You canôt 

make up good excuses when youôre a kid. (laughing) 

  Well, the next day, we went through the ritual, and this is when it 

stopped because what happened is: I had this thing, Iôd run up the stairs, and 

Iôd slide down. At the end, on the right side of the hallway, there was a 

janitorôs closet. So, I would bounce off and go in. Well, I bounced off the 

janitorôs thing to open the door, and it was locked. I knew my mother was in 

there, and I said, ñUh-oh.ò And these three guys start coming down, because 

they said, ñNow weôve got you. You ainôt got no place to go.ò So, I said, 

ñYouôre right.ò I didnôt know what to do, so I attacked them. It surprised them 

so much that one guy come runningðattacking themðthat they ran. No one 

chased me home any more. 

DePue: Was this new school an integrated school? 

Jones: It was majority black. Iôll show you the graduation picture. Thereôs like two 

whites, and everybody else is black. 

DePue: So, these kids who had been chasing you home 

every day areé 

Jones: All black. 

DePue: Your mother found out about what was going on 

then. What was her reaction to it? 

Jones: It was good. As far as she was concerned, thatôs 

what should have happened. 

DePue: That you should have taken them on? 

Jones: Oh yeah. 

(pause in recording) 

DePue: Took a very brief break. We were talking about 

the new experience of being a kid in the Chicago 

schools. 

Katheryn Maybery, Tom 
Jonesô mother, relaxes in a 

tavern in a southside Chicago 
neighborhood sometime in the 

early 1960s. Katheryn 
managed a tavern at the time. 
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Jones: It was a cultural shock when I first got there. Peoria was slow paced. 

Everybody who knew you seemed to be nice. All of a sudden, you go to 

Chicago, and the pace is a swirl almost. There was so much going on. Since 

my mother ran or owned taverns and lounges, all the street folks got to know 

them because, what happened is, she was out among them. She knew them all, 

which was kind of funny, in some cases, because what happened is: I knew all 

the street folks, but I couldnôt do nothing wrong becauseé I heard a couple of 

them tell me, ñWe canôt do nothing wrong with you, you Katheryôs son.ò And 

I didnôt know about the reputation. 

DePue: When you say you couldnôt do anything wrong, do you mean that you got a 

pass from these folks, or, if you did something wrong, theyôd be telling your 

mother? 

Jones: Oh, no. Yeah, if I did something wrong, theyôd tell my mother, but thatôs not 

what scared them. What scared them is they told me, ñNo, youôre Katherynôs 

son, and if I do that with you or for you, she will shoot me,ò because she was 

out there. (both laughing) I saw her when she got into some riles because 

sheôs running a tavern. That was the reputation that she had, that she would 

shoot you. So, what happened is, no one wanted my momma to come and 

shoot them. (laughing) 

DePue: Does that mean that your mother got a little bit of your grandmotherôs 

personality? 

Jones: Oh yeah, she was a very strong woman. But, you know, she came out 

pregnant, out of Quincy, and then went to Chicago on her own, got into this 

whole thing of running taverns and lounges and all, which ainôt for the weak 

at heart, in terms of it. Oh yeah, she was very, very strong. 

DePue: How about her husband, your stepfather?  His name, first of all. 

Jones: He was William Crawford. 

DePue: Okay. 

Jones:  He was not strong in terms of that. I mean, Mom was much more stronger 

than him. He was a masseur, gave massages at this place called Covenant 

Club in Chicago, downtown. It was like a downtown, Jewish spa. The fact is, I 

worked my way through high school there, started off as a bath boy and then 

giving massages and all. Thatôs where he worked at. I did meet the Lone 

Ranger and some of those folks. 

DePue: The Lone Ranger? 

Jones: Mm-hmm. Silver, whatever it was, Jayé Somewhere Iôve got a thing where 

he signed a thing for me. He was coming through there. 
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DePue: I sure canôt remember what hisé 

Jones: Jay. 

DePue: Well, Jay Silverheels was Tonto, wasnôt he? 

Jones: Was it Tonto? 

DePue: The Indian. 

Jones: Yeah. But he came through, you know. All kind of folks, like football players, 

they would be the guest and come through. But this was downtown, and they 

had an Olympic size swimming pool and everything. I believe it was on the 

twentieth floor and all that. 

  So, he was not strong. Mom was the strongest one. The fact is, as I 

think about it, now that youôre saying that, most of the women in my life have 

been strong, Grandmother, Mom, the wife I have. (both laugh) Maybe thatôs 

why. 

DePue: You talked a little bit about her running taverns. Were those taverns in the 

neighborhood, or did she have to travel to get to those? 

Jones: We lived at 3939 Lake Park. She ran, at one time, a tavern on 39th, and she 

ran it on 43rd, 51st and 63rd Streets. So, those were further. 

DePue: She wasnôt working at these at the same time, was she? 

Jones: No, no, these were different times. 

DePue: Was she managing these places? 

Jones: Oh yeah. She ran them; she managed them. She owned one at one time, but 

that didnôt last too long because she was better at managing it than owning it. 

DePue: Than keeping the books? 

Jones: Yeah. But she could run it and do everything else, but she didnôt like the 

bookkeeping thing. 

DePue: Was it an okay thing for you to go to the tavern and visit her? 

Jones: I could come in, but itôs not saying that I could go in and just sit around. If I 

went in, it was because I had to see her about something or, you know, in 

terms of that. The fact is, she didnôt want me drinking out in the street. She 

told me when I got a little older, she said, ñWeôve got two bars in the house, 

so I donôt need to hear about you drinking no wine in no alley.ò (chuckles) 

That was her approach. So, once you can drink when you want to, itôs 

fascinating; I didnôt really care about drinking that much anymore. 
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DePue: That was, perhaps, part of her psychology. 

Jones: It worked. (laughs) 

DePue: Letôs talk a little bit about living in the projects because that term conjures up 

all kinds of images today too. 

Jones: Oh, yeah. We lived on the seventh floor in a fifteen story building. It was very 

interesting; back then it was totally different than now. Back then, people 

went into the project as a temporary thing, until they got themselves together, 

and then left. Today itôs moreé itôs multigenerational, in terms of folks, 

families now living in the projects. The projects was where all the, you 

knowðbut then, they had two or three major gangs. There was a lot of gang 

activity. 

DePue: And this would have been the late ó50s, early ó60s. Now weôre talking 

aboutð 

Jones: Yeah. This was, you know, the Egyptian Cobras. 

DePue: The what Cobras? 

Jones: Egyptian Cobras, yeah. Then there was theðletôs see the Cobras, the Black 

Stone Nation, as well as Jeff Ford folks and all, came froméThere was a lot 

of gangs around. I never belonged to a gang. There was six of us were friends, 

and we used to call ourselves the KLAN, was the Kinsmen of the League of 

Affable Nobility, high sounding words. We just wanted to dance and party 

with the girls. We wasnôt really into gang activity. 

  We got in a couple of fights with gangs. Also, what happened, where I 

lived at, it was the projects; it was the ICC tracks, Outer Drive, Lake 

Michigan. The fact is, today that building I grew up in is a private building 

and condominiums because youôve got the same views they do on the north 

shore. 

DePue: Were these well maintained projects when you were living there? 

Jones: When I was living there, they used to win city beautification awards. And 

then, they built two other projects. This is after I left. They built two other 

projects, and it turned into the projects again, with gangs taking this building 

and all. So, they blew up the other two new ones they built. But, where I grew 

up, is still there. But now it went private, and they made it into condominiums. 

DePue: Did the project you were in, did it have a name? I know many of the projects 

in Chicago. 
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Jones: Yeah, youôve got a lot of them. I think we had a name but we neverðit was 

just 3939 Lake Park because you always talked with folks who were there. Iôll 

have to look that up. 

DePue: It doesnôt sound like it was as massive as some of these other projects that 

came later. 

Jones: Like I said, the attitude, too, was different of the folks going into the projects. 

It was to be temporary thing. If it doesnôt take a year or two before you get on 

your feet or whatever, and then you wanted to get out. We stayed there for a 

while though. 

  When we left there, I went back down to Peoria for a while, because I 

finished high school and everything there. But the projects back then was 

different. I mean where I was at, like I said, it won the city beautification 

award. The guy that was the caretaker, he really was really good at keeping 

things clean, keeping things working. He had a pride in making sure that it 

did. So, it was really, it was different. It wasnôt like Stateway or Ida B. Wells 

or those others; it wasnôt like that. It was just one fifteen story building was 

there. Maybe thatôs what it is, because they found, when they built these other 

two, you created a whole other environment in terms of the number of people 

all of a sudden in a small space. But, when I was living there, it was just one. 

DePue: You mentioned when you were down in Peoria and your grandmother called 

the shots. She made sure you got to church every Sunday. Did that happen in 

Chicago? 

Jones: No. (chuckles) That was a different environment too. That was another culture 

shock because I never belonged to a church after I got to Chicago, never 

belonged to one. 

DePue: Did you miss that? 

Jones: Yeah. I would go to church with somebody, most times a girl, say ñOh yeah, 

Iôll go to church with you,ò you know in terms of it. But it wasnôt a consistent 

thing. I did miss it because I had did so much in the church when I was in 

Peoria. I got to Chicago, Mom wasnôt a big churchgoer, [she] went to church 

for special occasions. Itôs like. ñOkay itôs Easter. We go to church,ò you 

know, you do those things. But it wasnôt like really being involved and getting 

that sense that you get when you go to church in terms of belief. 

DePue: During those years, did you have a chance to head down to Peoria to see 

Grandma once in a while, maybe go down there for summers or something? 

Jones: When I first went to Chicago for theðit must have been most all the way 

through high schoolðevery summer they would send me to Peoria to get me 

out of the city in the summer. So, every summer I would spend down with 

Grandmother, and then Iôd go back to the habitégoing to church, da-da-da-
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da, in termsébecause Grandmother said, if you donôt go to church on 

Sunday, you ainôt going nowhere no other day. (chuckling) And, you know, 

itôs going to be something fun for you. So, you had to go to church, you know. 

But every summer they would ship me off.  

The fact is, I used to ride the Rock Island from Chicago to Peoria, and 

they put me on the train, because I did it. So, the people knew. And then, my 

grandmother would pick me up at the train station in Peoria. So, I traveled by 

myself, just back and forth on the train. It seemed like it was a more trusting 

environment back then. 

DePue: It sounds like you enjoyed your summers in Peoria. 

Jones: Oh, yeah. Chicago was always the swirl. It was always the fast pace. And 

even if you were talking to folks, they seemed like theyôre talking, and theyôd 

just be moving. Everything was a faster pace, and the intensity was different. 

Going back to Peoria was a nice easy pace. Iôm going to Grandmotherôs 

house.  

In Chicago, I lived on the seventh floor in the projects with all these 

people. There were more people in the daggone projects, probably, than the 

big swaddle of Peoria that I lived in, you know, in terms of it. So, I enjoyed 

the Peoria. It was almost like it was a stabilizing thing, or else it would make 

me paranoid because Iôve got two different things going. 

DePue: Did you eat better when you were at Grandmaôs? 

Jones: Oh yeah, oh yeah, because grandma had that home cooking and cooked for 

everybody. So, yeah, that was where the great meals were, was at Grandmaôs 

house. Mom was not really a big cooker. She could cook, but, you know, like  

at dinnertime, she was most of the time out working because it would be in the 

evening time. 

DePue: I imagine sheôs tired by the time she gets home. 

Jones: Yeah. My stepfather could cook, but after a month, youôd done went through 

his repertoire, you know. (laughing) Youôd have went through it. 

DePue: Did you have any siblings up there in Chicago with you? Did your mom and 

your step-dad have any kids? 

Jones: No. Well, he had some kids beforehand, but they didnôt live with him. But 

even when I was in Chicago, I had one or two cousins that came to live with 

us a while because their parents were having a rough time.   

But, back then, everything was extended family. I mean, you used to 

have family reunions. Today they go to hotels, and they get a family reunion 

planner. But, back then, when folks say, weôre going to have a family reunion, 
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folks come. They sleep on the floor; it wasnôt at hotels. They did all the 

cooking, and everybody just participated, in terms of it. It was really that old 

family connection, that everybody felt involved. But, you know, you go; 

everybody sleeps on the floor because itôs family, you know. So, weôd plan a 

family reunion. The food was unbelievable, you know, in terms of it. 

DePue: What are the highlights of the food? 

Jones: Well, to me it was always sweet potato pie. I used to enjoy the cobblers. You 

donôt even see that no more, I donôt think, in terms of stuff, the cobblers. I 

always liked fried food, you know, fried food, but had a lot of vegetables and 

all because Grandma grew them, and she did canning. Oh God, I got some 

other flashbacks of Peoria. 

  One of the things I had to do in the house is keep the fire going. It was 

a big house, so it had two coal burning furnaces. So, my job was to keep the 

fire going, putting the coal in and all. But the most important part of that job is 

banking it, so that overnight the fire donôt go out because when the coal 

furnace fire go out, youôve got a little work to do to get it going and a time 

thing, and people will be cold, and theyôd be calling you all kinds of names. 

We used to have this coal delivered. The truck pulled up, and we had a coal 

chute, you know, and the coal thing come down. So, that was my job. When I 

got a little older, my job waséI had to go down, put the coal in and make sure 

I bank it for the night, so that in the morning, you just go put fresh coal in and 

get the fire going and all. That was one of the jobs I remember. That was my 

responsibility that everybody knew. 

DePue: Did the family have any Thanksgiving or Christmas traditions? 

Jones: We usually went to Grandmaôs house on holidays. You know, even from 

Chicago, weôd come down because she always had the space. She had the 

kitchen, a big kitchen and all. So, actually, grandma was sort of the stabilizer. 

I mean, you could drop your kid off there and go to another city to get a job 

and all that, and then come back. But, you could drop them there, and it was 

okay because Grandma said, anything about the family that needed to be done, 

she was going to do it. So, Christmas and Thanksgiving was grandmotherôs 

house, which was wonderful because thatôs where all the good food was. 

DePue: What was usually the main menu for those meals? 

Jones: Well, you know, Thanksgiving was always turkey or something. But then, on 

Christmas, weôd get a ham, maybe turkey, cobblersðbecause I always liked 

cobblers because theyôre sweet and everythingðsweet potato pie. Those were 

basics. There was just lots of good food, lots of good food. 

DePue: It didnôt hurt you too badly; youôre still a pretty thin guy. 
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Jones: But, I was so active. I was alwayséI was active. When youôre young, youôre 

active; you could eat. When you were younger, you could eat this much and 

still look like you did. Today, you know, if I started eating this much, I know 

where itôs at. (both chuckle) 

DePue: I wanted to take you back to Chicago and ask you just a question or two about 

the relationship you had with your stepfather. 

Jones: It was off and on; it was off and on. Iôm not sure, because what happened is, 

when my mother wasnôt there, he tried to be strong, when she wasnôt there. If 

she was there, he was not. So, we had those conflicts, in terms of, well, I could 

always say, ñMom said it was okay to do it.ò And he would say, ñBut Iôm 

telling you to do this.ò ñBut mom saidéò (chuckles) 

  So, we got along, but it was thin getting along. You know, anytime, 

something could break through the ice, and the next thing you know, weôd be 

in an argument, in terms of stuff. He was from Chicago and all, and he had 

this fast pace. And see, I grew in Peoria, with no drinking. I mean, on holidays 

we got together, family reunions or something like that. But other than that, 

you know, didnôt drink. Then I go to Chicago, and weôve got two bars in the 

house.  

He was a drinker, which is one of the other things that caused friction 

between us, because he was a drinker. Iôd been around, and Iôd been around 

all the folks with mothers, you know, being in taverns and saw folks with 

alcohol and drinking and all that, being drunk, acting stupid, hurting people. 

So, that was one of the things that I had to adjust to is, people drink all the 

time, day and night. (chuckles) 

DePue: You mentioned that there were two bars in the house. 

Jones: Mm-hmm. There were two bars in the house. 

DePue: Iôm trying to visualize this in the first place. To me, a bar is the same thing as 

a tavern. 

Jones: Oh, no. This was the liquor bar at the house, when I say that, two bars in the 

house. These were bars, you know. They had these little things back then. One 

was a cabinet on a little table, where you had the chairs, stools. We had two of 

those kind of little bars, kind of thing. Thatôs interesting, yeah. There is this 

difference of words back then, and some of them are not here today. 

DePue: Well, language evolves, just like everything in this fast-paced society, like the 

United States. Thatôs one of the reasons we talk to people like you.  

You were growing up at a time, again, this is the late ó50s, early ó60s. 

There was a lot going on in the civil rights movement in the United States. 

Were you paying much attention to that? 
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Jones: I had a lot of friends who were into it. I never really got off into all the black 

or the Afrocentric kinds of things. But I knew them all, because of the 

neighborhood. Like, I knew all the gang members because I knew the 

neighborhood. But, because my mother wouldé You know, everybody knew 

my mother because she ran the taverns and all in the neighborhood. So, no one 

bothered me, usually. In fact, I remember someone stoleé My mother, when I 

got old enough to drive, she bought me this car, a Chevrolet convertible. I 

lived in the projects, and someone stole it. And she said, ñYou all better return 

my sonôs car.ò 

DePue: She just kind of put the word out in general? 

Jones: The car showed up two days later. The only thing is, there was a slit where 

they cut to get into it. Thatôs when I said, ñWow. I know Iôm scared of my 

mom, and now, everybody seems to be scared of her.ò 

DePue: She was the disciplinarian in the family too, then? 

Jones: Oh yeah, oh yeah. My grandmotherðsee this is how I got to Grandmother 

and God. Grandmother would give me a whopping, and she would always 

say, ñDonôt run from me.ò  And Iôd say, ñHow can I not run? Youôre beating 

me,ò in terms of it. Well, I used to try to run up curtains, grab.  

Back in those days, in the bed, they would have like two box springs 

and two mattresses or a box spring and two mattresses to make it thicker and 

all. So, I was running from her because she was going to give me a whopping. 

I ran under the bed, and I said, Iôm safe here in the dark because itôs got all 

that stuff up top, so she canôt get to me. The next thing I know, li ght came 

from above, and she had lifted up that thing and told me, ñI told you not to run 

from me.ò All I could do was goé(both laughing) Thatôs when I figured, oh, 

sheôs like God because she made light come into my darkness down there. I 

mean, I couldnôt believe it. Iôm in the dark, and all of a sudden, you know. I 

mean, this was two box springs and these two mattresses, and she just lifted 

that up. And all I could say, ñI ainôt going to run no more. I ainôt going to run 

no more.ò Yeah, she was a very strong woman. 

DePue: When you say whopping, was this theð 

Jones: Belt or switches. 

DePue: On the butt? 

Jones: Oh, yeah. Well, whatever was close. She could aim for the butt, but, if you 

move, you know. But see, what she would do is, she would have you get your 

own torture. She would say, ñOkay, go out there and get me a switch.ò Iôm 

getting a switch to get whipped, and she would say, ñBring me a handful 

back.ò Of course, obviously, Iôm going to, ñOh noéoh, this one, yeah.ò I 

would bring them back, and I would get the smallest ones, trying toðand she 
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would calmly sit there and weave three or four of them together. And when 

she got through whopping me, that looked like little paisley prints all over my 

ass because she would braid them. So, we couldnôt get away with it by 

bringing some little weak little thin thing because she had me bring her a 

handful of them. And I did all that thinking to get away, and sheôd sit there 

and braided them. [You] Canôt beat them old folks when they want to get you.  

DePue: It sounds like she kept her calm during this process. 

Jones: Oh yeah. I think, growing up down south on the plantation and all that for a 

period of her life, she really had a whole other attitude in terms of being up for 

it. Nothing seemed to be a big problem. Youôve just got to go through it, and 

you could do it. You know, she ended up coming from down there. They have 

nothing. They had a farm, had the boarding house, you know, could never 

have done that, Iôm sure, where she came from, down there, have that kind of 

opportunity to do those kinds of things. 

  So, Grandma was probably the most dominating figure, in terms of 

internally and all, and Mom. Thereôs been strong women, actually, I guess. 

DePue: Again, taking it up to Chicago, growing up in that part of the neighborhood, 

Iôm thinking, you have to be a White Sox fan. 

Jones: Well, yeah, because we could go sneak in the White Sox. You know, they was 

on 35th Street there, and we were on 39th. 

DePue: So, you can sneak into Comiskey Park? 

Jones: Mm-hmm, oh yeah. There was always ways. And, you know, because we 

were up there all the time, and we knew other kids that knew ways. You could 

always get one or two in with no problem. Itôs when you start bringing a 

group, then, all of a sudden, you didnôt. 

DePue: Well, letôs get you into high school and talk a little bit about that experience. 

Where did you attend? 

Jones: In the grammar school, I was in the last graduating class from Oakland Wall 

because, after that, they went to eighth grade. And after that, they started this 

middle school, and they split that up. So, that graduation picture is when I was 

the last graduating class. 

DePue: Did they make a bigger deal about graduating from middle school, grammar 

school, at the time? 

Jones: Well yeah. You know, we hadðwell, you graduated from grammar school, 

you had a little dance, actually, and you had a little ceremony. Thatôs why we 

could get the picture together and all that. But it was a ceremony, like a 

graduation of some type. I donôt know what they do today. I mean, I know 
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teachers and all that, but I never really talked to them about the graduation 

part. 

DePue: Were there a lot of kids who didnôt go on to more schooling after that? 

Jones: Oh yeah, because getting a job was, you know. A lot of folks, thatôs the first 

thing they wanted to do. Thatôs whatðI went out, trying to get a job. I had my 

grandmother and my mother and all that. They were supportive, but I figured, 

well, I canôt, until I get a job. Iôve got to listen to everything they say. I had no 

choices in the matter. (chuckling) But a lot of them did not go. I ended up 

going toðweôre we going to high school, not going to grammar school? 

DePue: Yeah. 

Jones: Okay. Anyway, I went to Tilden, Tilden Technical School, 4747 South Union. 

It was all boys, and they held the wrestling championship at that time, like 

twenty-eight years of wrestling, one of the top football teams that went 

downstate a couple of times. I played basketball. 

DePue: Were there other options, or was this the neighborhood school to go to? 

Jones: My stepfather went there, and it was Tilden Technical. It was a technical 

school.  

Now the interesting thing is, I lived on 39th and Lake Park, so I had to 

take the bus, not the yellow school bus, the CTA [Chicago Transit Authority]. 

I lived on 39th and Lake Park. It was on 47th, all the way across town on the 

west side. So, on my bus, I would go past Phillips High School and DuSable 

to go to that school all the way on the west side. 

DePue: Did you have to compete to get into the school? 

Jones: I donôt remember that. I just know that, when they hadé I may have had to 

because thatôs what it was; it was a technical school. It was all boys, which is 

the other thing that was interesting. You donôt have that today. Itôs not all 

boys today. 

DePue: From what you told me before, though, you kind of liked the girls. So, was 

this kind of a different experience? 

Jones: Well, see, everybody used to say that. Youôre going to an all boys school, 

whoa, God. All the girls would get out of school earlier and would be there, 

because you had to walk a half a block to get off the bus. It would be lined 

with all the girls from all the other schools. (both laugh) Well, that attracts 

them. Itôs a girl magnet because itôs got all these guys and big in sports and 

all, but it was a technical school. 

DePue: What does that mean, technical?  It means skills orð 
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Jones: It was orientated towards math and chemistry and the sciences. The fact is, I 

took airplane mechanics. It was a course they had there. But, then, there were 

three teachers they called the weeders. You had to pass their course. And 

thatôs when you knew it was a technical, because it was algebra, geometry and 

chemistry. You got it in your last year, and if you didnôt pass them, you 

couldnôt graduate. So, we called them the weeders. 

  The guy I remember more was the chemistry guy, Dr. Smoller is his 

name. Dr. Smoller had worked on the Manhattan Project. He was the 

chemistry teacher. 

DePue: Just kind of as a marker here, the University of Chicago was not far from this 

neighborhood where you grew up. 

Jones: Itôs on the west side more, the University of Chicago. But, of course, then you 

had Hyde Park and all south, but yeah, the University of Chicago there. But, if 

you didnôt pass these classes, you couldnôt graduate, and I graduated. Dr. 

Smoller, he had a blue spot on his head where they had put a metal thing or 

something. He must have had an accident to do with the chemistry. It blew up 

or something. He was a hard taskmaster, and I passed his class because he got 

me interested in chemistry. So, when I went to junior college, I took 

chemistry. It was an evening class because you had lab and all. And, when I 

walked in, Dr. Smoller was the teacher. He said to the whole classðit was a 

class of thirtyðñI donôt know what most of you know about chemistry, but I 

do know what these three do because I taught them in high school.ò I was, like 

uh-oh, well, I know one thing, Iôm going to pass this class because if I start 

failingéYou know, because I had that thing where he was the weeder. I made 

it through. Out of thirty, I think there was only, like, fifteen or eighteen that 

went all the way through because he was a hard taskmaster. 

DePue: It sounds like the Tilden Technical School experience was quite different from 

your earlier experience in the Chicago schools. 

Jones: Oh, yeah. 

DePue: You felt like you got a good education there? 

Jones: Oh, yeah. Yeah, and I think it was because it was a technical school. Now I 

understand that was probably a higher level thing than just going to school, 

you know, just basic. This is what you do in basic because it was technical, 

and it was the emphasis on the math and the sciences and those kind ofð 

there was more emphasis on that. Thatôs what got my interest in all this stuff I 

do now, that I have done, is because of my interest in science. Tilden was a 

good experience. I was on the basketball team.  

Hereôs the thing about living in Chicago. If I missed the bus, then I had 

to take another. Well, like, when I had basketball practice, I would miss my 

usual bus. So, then, I had to go another way and take another bus another way, 



Thomas Jones  Interview # VRV-A-L-2011-043.01 

23 

and catch the El [Chicagoôs elevated train system], go to a certain point and 

then get a bus. Okay? But, then, going between those, I had to walk through, 

maybe itôs a block or two. Every time I had to do that, Iôd always get 

challenged by a gang because you were on their turf. I knew it was going to be 

a fight and run every time I missed it. And, of course, during basketball 

season, Iôm missing it all the time.  

 After a while, though, they got to know me because, what they found 

out isðI remember three or four of themðthey could come up to me and, 

ñWhat are you doing here in our neighborhood? Where are you from,ò and all 

that. And they want to fight. So, I would tell them, ñI donôt think none of you 

can beat me, and Iôll prove it if you get in line, and Iôll take you all on, one by 

one.ò Most of the time, they did it, and, of course, Iôd hit the first one and run 

like hell. But they would get in line. (both laughing) 

DePue: So, a combination of talking yourself out of it and fighting yourself out of it. 

Jones: Thatôs right. My philosophy, if youôre behind me, youôre not going to catch 

me. That was, you know, youôd get into a situation like that on a daily basis. 

Iôve been on the buses where, you know, I had one time, guys were throwing 

me off the bus, and I didnôt even know why it started because I was with 

another friend talking. Oh, thatôs what it was, the friend I was with knew him. 

They had some problems, and the guy came over and was telling him heôs 

going to kick him off the bus. And I said, ñHow can you kick somebody off 

the bus, man? You ainôt the bus company.ò I opened my mouth, then he 

decided both of us had to go off the bus, like it was his bus. I told him, ñYou 

ainôt taking me off the bus. Iôm going home.ò My friend was a little timid. He 

didnôt know what to do because the guy buffaloed him. He ended up coming 

after me and throwing me off. We wrestled and fought, and all that. He tried 

to push me out the back door. You know, you can pull the thing, and the doors 

open. He tried to push me. It was real exciting, as I look back now. (laughing) 

He tried to push me out while the bus was moving. The bus driver was 

hollering and stuff, and Iôm saying, ñWhy donôt you stop the bus and come 

back here?ò I ended up throwing him off the bus. (chuckles) It was crazy, but 

that was Chicago. 

DePue: You mentioned that, about the time you got out of grammar school, you were 

looking for a job. Did you have jobs in high school? 

Jones: I worked as a masseur where my stepfather was at, the Covenant Club. I 

started off as a bath boy and then ended up giving massages. 

DePue: Iôm guessing that was a different kind of experience for you, as well, because 

you mentioned this is a Jewish club in downtown Chicago. 

Jones: It was Jewish, yeah. It was like a country club, downtown. It was interesting. I 

mean, I met, like I told you, a lot of folks, like the Lone Ranger and all that. 
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But now, in Chicago, youôre so immersed by people all the time, and when 

youôre doing somethingé  That was different. I mean, massaging, dealing 

with peopleôs bodies and stuff. I never thought I would ever do nothing like 

that. 

DePue: Did they give you some training to do this? 

Jones: Oh, when I was doing the massage thing, yeah. Thatôs where we got training. 

For the bath boy, you give them a towel when they come out of the shower, 

and youôre just basically the bathroom flunky. If somebody needed something, 

you know, oh, weôve got toothpaste. Iôll run down here and get it for you. 

Youôre just a gopher. But then, when I went into doing massages, yeah, there I 

got training. And, since my stepfather was one of the head masseurs there, I 

got all the training I needed to be there and bring more money in the house. 

DePue: Did you get tips? 

Jones: Yeah, you would get tips once in a while. Most of the time, you would get 

tips. They were very generous sometimes. It was different, though, you know, 

most of the time you donôt think about it. You know, people do things with it, 

buying massages and all. But it was another cultural thing. Like, Iôm sitting 

here massaging a personôs body, you know. I neverðthere was nothing in my 

past that saidðI never had a massage until I ever went there. (both laughing) 

DePue: Well, you talked about your grandmotherôs massages. 

Jones: We would call it a massage today, but back then, I had another name for it, 

damn sure. 

DePue: I would expect, though, that experienceðHere you are, a young black kid, 

going up to this Chicago. Youôre dealing with rich, assuming theyôre riché 

Jones: Oh yeah. Youôve got to be rich to be a member. 

DePue: éwhite Jewish people. You canôt help but notice; hereôs a racial difference. 

Jones: And, because they were rich, to me it was like, theyôre pampered, spoiled 

people. 

DePue: That was their opinion ofé? 

Jones: My opinion of them because it seemed like they couldnôt do nothing. But they 

were rich, so they didnôt have to do nothing. They paid other folks to do 

things all the time. That was what they did in terms of it. That was my first 

exposure to that. 

  The other thing that was my first exposure, to knowing where Chicago 

had a downtown. You know, a lot of kids grew up in neighborhoods. When I 
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was growing up, a lot of kids thought Chicago was just their neighborhood. 

They would say downtown, but that wasnôt Chicago. Chicago was what they 

know, which was their neighborhood. They didnôt know more than that. So, a 

lot of folks donôt understand, didnôt understand, Chicago being downtown 

because they never went downtown at that time. Now, they know it. 

So, by working downtown, I ended up really getting a whole other 

view in terms of Chicago, downtown, you know, working in this place for all 

these rich folks, being downtown, walking around. As an educational thing, I 

learned so much, just by going to the different environment of the differences 

because I never knew. Rich folks was somebody you always heard people talk 

about. They didnôt have TV then; they had all these radios, you know, that had 

twenty-eight buttons and three or four worked. (chuckles) 

DePue: You mentioned the difference you noticed right away, moving from a slower 

paced Peoria to a fast-paced Chicago. Then how was downtown different from 

Chicago? 

Jones: A faster pace, faster pace, people were always moving. 

DePue: Even more unsettling in that respect? 

Jones: Oh yeah, just because there was so many people. Neighborhoods ï there 

would be people up and down, but theyôre going in and out. But here you had 

people, just volumes of people, just moving around all the time. Even after I 

got used to Chicago, you know, got comfortable with it, I remember the first 

time I went to New York, and I went to Harlem. It almost scared me. I 

couldnôt believe all the activity going on. People running down the street with 

clothes hangers and stuff, all kinds of products. I mean, it was just like, wow. 

And the other feeling I had is, I never seen this many black folks in one place.  

Harlem was a whole other experience. It was different than the 

experience I was going through, living in Chicago. You know, the way itôs set 

up. I mean, we had streets, 63rd, 1st and all that, but Harlem was an area in 

terms of things, and thereôs so many people moving so fast. Everybody 

seemed to be running. And thatôs what I got in downtown Chicago. People 

almost seem on the verge of running, you know, they would be walking so 

fast to get to where theyôre going, theyôd be on the verge of running. And, you 

know, my Peoria was always my base of me understanding, and, all of 

sudden, this was way beyond that, and Iôm living in it. 

DePue: What were your thoughts about the future when you got towards the end of 

your high school years? 

Jones: I wanted to do something in the medical field. That was my interest, was in 

the medical field. I worked for a while at the state psychiatric institution, 

which was interesting, because a lot of crazy people go to places like that just 

to takeðyou know, Iôm not sure how crazy they are, but they were brilliant. I 



Thomas Jones  Interview # VRV-A-L-2011-043.01 

26 

met the guy that was the number three chess player in Chicago. He taught me 

to play chess. There was a couple of other folks that were in Chicago. They 

were famous, and they were in this psychiatric institution. It was almost like 

they were taking a break from stuff. The chess guy, they said he comes in 

every couple of years. Heôll come in for a while, end up there. It was all 

research. Every floor was tied to a school and a mode of therapy. The one I 

was on wasðwe did a lot of drug therapy and discussion groups. I think it 

was University of Chicago, there was the college that was for that. So, they 

did a lot of experimental things.  

I understand it more now than I did then because, when I first got 

there, one of the experimental things they did was that the staff didnôt wear 

things to identify them as staff because they did group therapy and they 

wanted everybody to feel comfortable, to be able to speak. And someone 

donôt say, well, look at me; Iôve got a white coat; Iôm a doctor, or look at me; 

Iôm a nurse, you know, which then translates to, Iôm well and youôre not 

because, see, Iôm staff and youôre not. That was one of the things they were 

experimenting with. So, what happened is nobody could wear anything that 

would identify them like that, as staff. So, when we got in these group 

therapies, it was open game on anybody to raise up something about anybody. 

When I first got there, I didnôt know whoðI thought the staff folks were the 

folks that were the crazy folks, and the crazy folks acted more subtle like the 

staff folks because you couldnôt identify them. (both laughing) 

DePue: Was this after you graduated from high school or before? 

Jones: After. I mean, it was a fascinating experience. The guy who was a top ping-

pong player of Chicago, he was there. The guy who was the number three 

chess player was there. And then, where I really became aware of how whites 

do not like to come into black neighborhoods at darkðthis young teenage 

girl, I came home and she wasðshe had found out my address. This is the 

projects, in the blackð3939 Lake Park. I came home, and she was curled up 

in front of the door, and Iôm saying, oh no. She was a patient, and she had 

finally came there. So, I let her in. She was lucky because she curled up there. 

But, you know, where we lived at, unless somebody came down the hallway, 

they didnôt see. So, then I called the psychiatric institution and said, hey sheôs 

here and da-da-da, what do you want me to do? Somebody should come and 

get her? So, they said, well, let me get a hold of her father.  

Well, her father was a big judge. He called me, and I talked to him. I 

said, ñWell, youôll come and get her.ò He said ñWell, Iôll be there in the 

morning.ò And I said, this young white girl, oh God is she crazy? I donôt 

know what sheôll say tomorrow, you know?  But, he wouldnôt come down and 

get his own daughter. I could just take her out of the building. He didnôt even 

have to get out of the car. But, he wouldnôt even come at night down there to 

the projects. And she was so out of it, whacked out half the time. So, I just 
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kept on talking to her until she just got tired and went to sleep. Then, he called 

the next morning, and he came and got her, when it was daylight. 

DePue: Well, thatôs quite an experience. All of these are eye-opening experiences for 

you then.  

Jones: Oh yeah, yeah. 

DePue: What did your mother and your grandmother have in mind for you to be doing 

with your life after you got done with high school? 

Jones: They wanted me to be into something that I would be happy doing. 

DePue: Was there any expectation that, we want you to go to school; you need to go 

to college? 

Jones: Had to go to school, had to go to college. And I went to Southeast Junior 

College, which was, at that time, with CVS [Chicago Vocational School] in 

Chicago. Now, I think, itôs a Chicago Teachersô College. You know, they 

broke off. It was a junior college, Southeast Junior College, when I started. 

DePue: They didnôt have any community college? 

Jones: Yes, Southeast Community College, and it was in with CVS, which was a big 

high school there. It physically was there for a while, and then it broke away 

and became Chicago Teachers. 

  They didnôt have any expectations, but they had a lot of faith in me, 

that I would find something that I would be happy with, that I was going to be 

okay with. Joining the service was not okay. (laughing) 

DePue: Well, thatôs one of the questions Iôve got, obviously. This is the timeframe, 

you graduated in ô62, right? 

Jones: Yeah, in ô62. 

DePue: The draft is going on at that time. So, most kids, about the time you finished 

high school, thatôs at least in the back of your mind. What were you thinking 

about service in the military in 1962? 

Jones: At first, I didnôt think about it. Then, of course, they had the draft going, and 

they said, well, you can get drafted, especially coming out of high school, and 

youôre going to college. Iôm not sure what it was, because I was in Chicago, 

and Iôm not sure where the draft board had me. Iôm not sure if they had me in 

Peoria or Chicago, but I decided to go into the service because I wanted to 

learn more and see more. 
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  When I was growing up in the projects, one of the things I loved to do 

was read. In fact, at Oakland Wall School, I went there the sixth grade, and I 

skipped seventh. You know, I got a double they call it, from sixth grade and 

went to eighth grade because they gave me a battery of tests, you know, they 

give these tests. My reading comprehension was 12.2; my math was 10.4 in 

terms of tenth grade and twelfth grade and all that. I had a high compensation. 

So, they looked at all these tests and said, oh well, he can skip because he can 

do all this stuff. So, I got a double and went to eighth grade. It was a Chinese 

teacher that noticed my grades and really went and said, something should be 

done with him because he has such a high reading score and math score and 

all that. 

DePue: Were you okay with that? Because you kind of lose track of some of your 

buddies that way, too, I would think. 

Jones: No, it was great. It was great for me because, like I said, I had about six 

friends. We called ourselves the Kinsmen of the League of Affable Nobility. 

We used to have little cards, ñKLAN,ò give to the girls, huh, see? (both 

laughing) Very impressive. It was six of us, you know. And we did have some 

problems with gangs. Iôm maybe flipping back and forth on you here. 

DePue: Thatôs fine. 

Jones: Living in the projects, like I said, gangs were all around. The fact is, they used 

to go have gang fights on the lake. So, they would come by the building where 

I lived, and they would recruit folks on their way. So, they would throw you 

up the front in a fight, and then, theyôd come and fight after people got tired of 

beating on you, then they come in to fight. I mean, Iôve had guns put on me; 

Iôve had a knife put into my throat. Theyôd say, youôre coming with us to go 

fight over in the gang fight they were going. My philosophy was, well, if Iôm 

going to get into a fight, itôs going to be now because, when I go over there, I 

donôt know who is a good guy, bad guy or nothing. I know now; you the bad 

guy in my life right now. So, no, we fight here. So, I ended up having to fight 

not to go fight, in terms of it. That was one of the things. 

  We knew all the gang members. Everybody in the neighborhood knew 

everybody. So, that was one of the things, that they was always trying to 

recruit folks, you know. And then, they tried to recruit you to come in the 

gang. Theyôd say, well, you know, itôll be easier for you around here if you 

came and joined our gang. Nobody will bother you. And Iôd say, nobodyôs 

going to bother me anyway, but you right now. But then, somebody would 

whisper to him, ñYou know thatôs Katherynôs son,ò (both laughing) because 

everybody on the streets knew her, because she ran the taverns and she knew 

all the folks, the in and out and all. She knew everybody in terms of the street 

folk. When I was growing up, I knew all the policy wheel [a form of 

racketeering] folks and the prostitutes, the drug dealers, the hustlers, knew all 

of them. 
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DePue: Well, you havenôt mentioned the police. 

Jones: Well, once my mother divorced my stepfather, her boyfriend was a guy named 

Gene, and Gene was one of them folks on the paddy wagon. He was a 

Chicago policeman, a huge man. You see, the paddy wagon folks back then 

were the roughest because they had to put the people in the paddy wagon. 

Nobody wanted to fight Gene because he didnôt feel pain. Everybody in the 

police department knew him because he would go pick them up, you know, 

and everything. So, her boyfriend then was Gene, and nobody bothered Mom. 

Again, nobody bothered her because of him, and nobody bothered me because 

of her. If it got real bad, then he would get involved. But I never had to get 

him involved because, most of the time, I handled things. But the gang things 

were very prevailing. You could not live there and not know gang members. 

You could not live there and the gang donôt try to recruit you. You either get 

in the gang, or they take you over to a fight, so they get tired of beating you 

before they start fighting, either way. 

DePue: You mentioned you were on the basketball team. How tall were you at that 

time? 

Jones: I was about six-foot-one, because I ended up being six-foot-two, is where I 

ended up. 

DePue: So, a good size. 

Jones: Oh, yeah. I was thin. But back then, youth and strength, itôsð 

DePue: Well, letôs go back to being in community college. You already mentioned 

you had a couple jobs during that time. It sounds like it, at least. 

Jones: Right. 

DePue: One of them was at this mental hospital. 

Jones: Oh, I went to a laboratory school downtown. I only did it for two or three 

months because, after that, I decided to join the Navy. 

DePue: You mentioned chemistry that you were taking at the community college. Was 

that essentially your major, was the sciences? 

Jones: Well, technical school, yeah, that was it. I was interested in chemistry and 

physics. I was really more interested in physics because I was just starting to 

learn about quantum physics, and I really got off into that.  

A lot of it, I think, is from Dr. Smoller because he had me stay still 

long enough to really get interested in understanding it. As far as I was 

concerned, he was a great teacher, even though there were timeséI mean, if 

you went to sleep in his class, he would move the rest of the class away and 
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pour ammonia around you, you know? (both laugh) Or he would have the 

class get back, and he would make waterðyou know, hydrogen and oxygen 

and a flameðpow! He was unusual, but nobody went to sleep in his class 

after the first week. 

DePue: How about girls? Were you dating at this timeéany serious relationships? 

Jones: Not serious, no, not serious. Iôll tell you, I did have an interesting experience I 

remember, one time with a girl, because I was off on a study on hypnosis and 

all. And she said, ñWhy donôt you hypnotize me?ò I said, ñWell, I donôt know. 

Iôve just been studying it, but okay.ò I had her sit there and just relax and all 

that. What do you ask a girl? ñWell, are you with anybody else besides me?ò  

ñWell, thereôs so and so, and thereôs so and soéò I said, ñWhat? Damn it, she 

really is hypnotized; sheôs telling me the truth.ò (both laughing) Thatôs when I 

decided that was nothing to play with. 

DePue: Well, Iôm getting up to the point in time where youôre going to be in the 

military here, but I wanted to ask you this. And this is the larger, you know, 

whatôs going on in the world, if you will. November of 1963, youôve got the 

JFK [John F. Kennedy] assassination. Do you remember that? 

Jones: Mm-hmm. Yeah, yeah. Well, see, in my family, they had his picture up in 

almost every room. The black community was a big supporter, you know. 

They loved him. You walk in the house, and they have Jesus and Kennedy, in 

terms of it, in the black community, in the households I was in, I grew up in. 

He gave hope that there was going to be something different. 

DePue: So, when heôs assassinated, whatôs the response; whatôs your response? 

Jones: I couldnôt believe that people would kill the president. You know, and then, I 

had simple thoughts. The presidentôs a leader, and heôs doing everything for 

us. Why would someone kill him? I didnôt really understand politics and all of 

that, at that time, you know. I was down to simplicityðgood guy, bad guy. 

You didnôt get into politics, where youôve got nothing but shades of stuff. 

(chuckles) 

  Kennedy, it really was a depressing thing, and, I mean, the pain. A lot 

of my family took it like a family member died. I mean, he was important in 

the households that I was at. Like I said, you had Jesus and Kennedy, pictures 

on the walls. 

DePue: Well, letôs get to the point then, where you do get in the military. What led to 

the decision? What got you interested in possibly joining? 

Jones: I wanted to do something different. I have to relate this back to when I was 

living in the projects, when I made an amazing discoveryéand amazing 

discovery. The amazing discovery was, white folks write down everything. 

(chuckles) If you know how to read, you can learn it. Thatôs what got me into 
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reading. I read The Rise and Fall of the Roman Empire, The [Rise and Fall of 

the] Third Reich, I read War and Peace. People would say, why are you 

reading such thick books? Oh, youôre not supposedðwhat size are you 

supposed to read? (chuckles) But I got into reading because I couldnôt believe 

it. If you could read, I mean, you could just read, you could learn everything. 

And the reason I say ñwhite folksò there, because there wasnôt too many 

blacks writing. What the blacks were writing were revolution and evolution 

and, you know, that kind of stuff, see, but thatôs probably what happened.  

By me going to a technical school, where I had to focus on technical 

things, and then, when I started looking around the world, see, I never thought 

about dealing with all the black issues at that time, before I went into the 

military because it was so fascinating to me all the stuff you could learn and 

find out about. So, you could find out about the whole world, just by reading. 

That was the big, amazing discovery. Well, like I said, the big, amazing 

discovery is, somebody writes all of it. That was amazing to me, when I 

learned that, and that was in the projects. Thatôs why I probably didnôt get into 

a lot of trouble because I loved to read. I just loved to read. 

So, I wanted to do something different. Peoria. I was comfortable in 

Chicago; I could go play; I had friends, you know. But, every day was going 

to be the same as the other day, basically, in either place. I wanted to just see 

more and understand more. 

When I first went in the service, and they say whatôs your 

classification? What do you want to be? A bosunôs mate because they give 

you this battery of tests. And they say, wellðand I wanted to say bosunôs 

mate because I had some family members in the Navy who were bosunôs 

mates, and I thought thatôs what the Navy was. 

DePue: So you went to the Navy because of them? 

Jones: I went to the Navy becauseðwell, it was kind of 

interesting, too. The Navy seemed to have more 

opportunities in terms of schooling to me than the 

Army or Marines. (laughs) 

DePue: This is towards the summer/fall of 1965. So, things in 

Vietnam are just starting to cook up. Was any of that 

any part of this equation? 

Jones: No and no. I wanted to go and learn more stuff, and I figured I could get it in 

the Navy. I said a bosunôs mate just because I had some family members that 

were bosunôs mates, and I thought that was the Navy. Of course, when they 

took the test, they said, ñYou should be a corpsman or dental tech.ò and I 

saidðyoung mindðñWhy would I want to be a dental tech and mess around 

with peopleôs mouths?ò You know, thatôs kidôs stuff, ugh. ñIôll do a corps.ò 
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Now, of course, just being a corpsman, Iôve held every human organ in my 

hand on the battleéon the combat. So, if Iôd did a dental tech, Iôd have been 

in an office. 

DePue: But at the time they gave you these two options, what did you know about 

being a corpsman? 

Jones: Nothing. 

DePue: It didnôt mean anything to you? 

Jones: I didnôt know what it meant; it meant medic. Okay, Iôm interested in 

medicine, anyway. I said, ñOkay, that sounds good, but I ainôt going to be no 

dental tech and mess with peopleôs mouths.ò (both laugh) And, of course, I 

look back, I say, if I was a dental tech, Iôd be working in an office; close the 

office up; go home. Go home to a place called home. But no, I didnôt really 

think about it. I was more interested in learning and seeing different things.  

Then, when I got out of corpsman school, and I should have knownð

actually, I think I didðwhen they sent me to go FMF, with the Marines. Field 

medical, thatôs what they called it when a corpsman goes with the Marines, is 

FMF. 

DePue: Field Medical Service? 

Jones: No, FMF, field medicaléwhatôs the F for? [Force] 

DePue: We can figure that out later. 

Jones: But, when I first went in, of course, then I went to corpsman school in Great 

Lakes. I think I told you about that, with my guy, Riley. 

DePue: Yeah, but letôs back up. Did they call it corpsman school or are you going 

through basic naval training at the time? 

Jones: I was going through basic. Well, what happens is, you go through basic naval 

training; thatôs what I did at Great Lakes. Then I went to corpsman school in 

San Diego. Then I went to the Marines. I went to North Carolina for their boot 

camp. 

DePue: Camp Lejeune. 

Jones: Camp Lejeune, swamp Lejeune we affectionately called it. (chuckles) The 

Great Lakes, I said, well, you know, it was close and all, and I could come 

home on leave. So, I was glad I went to Great Lakes. 

DePue: Thatôs just on the north side of Chicago. 
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Jones: Yeah, itôs up in North Chicago there, and I could come home for leave in 

terms of it. I thought that would be great. Of course, you go through, and the 

thing about being in boot camp with the Navy, see, you do some things. A lot 

of other things that they donôt do. Itôs like, you may be on a ship, and they 

have a fire. So, they take you in this little room in boot camp, and they have 

this real thick oil-filled trench, about that deep, a whole wall. and they light it. 

Well, before they do that, though, they do little things to your mind, like, all 

right, smoking lamp is lit, if you want to smoke. And youôre in a room. Okay, 

folks pull out the cigarettes, start smoking. And then they light the oil, and it 

burns. Itôs got thick stuff all burning, an RP says, ñYou canôt put your 

cigarette out until you finish it.ò (chuckles) And this oil, itôs all getting all 

over you. The smoke is so thick, you canôt see. And then, they give you hoses 

because youôre supposed to be fighting a fire, you know, because itôs flames 

all up and all. But, if you had a cigarette, you could not put it out until you 

finished that cigarette. 

DePue: Was this all just a way to train people how to deal with the crisis of a fire on a 

ship? 

Jones: Thatôs what the training was for. 

DePue: And cope with it, instead of trying to run away from it? 

Jones: Right. We ended up, you had water hoses, and you had to put it out. And there 

was a way you had to spray it right, and all that, because, if you sprayed down 

in it, it will flare up and come up. It was exciting. 

DePue: Was your experience, then, in Great LakeséI think it would be different from 

growing up. Now, youôre in this overwhelmingly white world again? 

Jones: When I show you the pictures, youôll see. When I was at Oakland Wall, there 

was only two whites, and it was all black. And, within a few years, if you look 

at the photo of Great Lakes boot camp, itôs all white, except for, I think, two 

of us. And in corpsman school, itôs all white, except for two or three of us. 

DePue: Okay, weôre talking again, ô65, ô66, ô67. The civil rights movement has been 

going on, but there are definitely still a lot of tensions in the United States at 

the time. So, how did that translate into your experience? And letôs just start at 

the Great Lakes, first of all. 

Jones: I told you my thing with the drill instructor. 

DePue: Yeah, but we need to get that on the record, for sure. 

Jones: I became master at arms because I got in a fight with the drill instructor. Being 

from Chicago, I had a little attitude, (chuckles) and I was confronting him 

about something. Iôm holding myself back, and he said to me, he said, ñWell, 

if you think youôre so bad, you come across the desk.ò And I stared at him, 
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thinking, I ainôt going to jump across and hit him. Iôll be in the brig, you 

know? And then he said, ñDonôt worry about this.ò You know, they have 

braids and all. ñForget this. If you want to come across the desk, you come 

across.ò And I did. (laughs) 

So, once they broke us up, he said, ñOh, you think youôre tough. Well, 

Iôll tell you what, youôre the new master at arms.ò  Now, thereôs only two of 

us there. Now, he done made the black guy the master at arms. And then, 

there were a few of these kids that wanted to get in with the drill instructor. 

So, he saw we had a fight. They knew that was not good for me. And Iôm 

Master at Arms, but they didnôt understand that. They figured theyôre going to 

teach me a lesson for the instructor. So, they was going to give me a blanket 

party. And I heard they was going to give me a blanket party in the showerð

go in the shower, and then they throw a blanket over you and beat you, you 

know? 

So, I went to the drill instructor and said, ñHey, Iôm learning Iôve got 

all these folks to be dealing with. Can I have an assistant master at arms?ò  

And he said, ñYeah, why not?ò  So I went to Riley, is the guyôs name, the 

biggest guy in the company, didnôt feel no pain, from Arkansas. Riley and I 

had talked because he was from the same town as my great aunt. So, I told 

Riley, I said ñWell, I want you to be my assistant master at arms.ò And Riley 

said, ñOkay, what do I do?ò And I said, ñYou make sure no one hurts me,ò 

because Riley didnôt feel pain, so they wouldnôt hurt him. ñNow, you make 

sure they donôt hurt me.ò And he said, ñOh, okay,ò and once folks found out 

Riley was the assistant master at arms, nobody wanted to mess with me after 

that. 

DePue: What did it mean to be the master at arms? 

Jones: It meant you were supposed to keep everybody in discipline and in shape. 

Youôre the one thatôs supposed to beé,you know, when the drill sergeant 

says, this one do something wrong, you have to go grab him, and youôre like 

the police. Now thatôs a setup, obviously. (both laughing) Two black guys, 

you make one black guy, you know, so. And, of course, I hadnôt been around 

running things and being in charge of whites. Man! I was like, whatôs this 

mean? But it was like a police officer: the Master at Arms is supposed to 

enforce the rules and all that. Of course, thatôs the person that everybody gets 

pissed at because thatôs what you do. 

DePue: How about this drill instructor? Do you think he had some strong prejudices, 

or this is just a technique that he was using? 

Jones: See, it was very difficult back then. There was only two blacks in there, so he 

didnôt have that much contact. I think, if he had more, you would see it, or [if] 

he had only one, you would see it. I think he had some prejudice. Thatôs one 

of the things I was on him about, was about, why are the white boys doing this 
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and the black boyséyou know, they canôt do that. It was little things, the 

privileges, those kind of things. And thatôs what we were arguing about. At 

that time, I was saying, ñWell, you know, it just sounds like this is one of 

them things that your folks do.ò Thatôs when he got pissed. 

DePue: ñYour folks.ò 

Jones: (chuckles) Thatôs when he got pissed. And then, he started berating me, and 

then, of course, I was standing there huffing and puffing, stamping like a 

horse, wanting to get out. I donôt think he thought that I would come across 

the desk at him. I donôt think he would have said it because, even though I 

ended up getting put in the situations I did, it didnôt look good for him either, 

in terms of edging, by him saying, ñDonôt ignore this. Go ahead and come and 

jump on me.ò 

DePue: Was there anybody else watching this? 

Jones: Well, I assume, after it started happening, they did because they pulled me off 

him. (laughs) 

DePue: In other words, you might have been having the upper hand on this? 

Jones: Ah-huh. When I came across the desk, he was so shocked. I mean, I flew 

across the desk, and he was so shocked, he didnôt know what to do. They had 

to come and pull me off because everybody heard all this stuff.  

And Riley, because he was from the same town as my great aunt. So, 

when I went on leave, my first leave, I took Riley to my great auntôs house, 

and they sat up half the night drinking Old Crow, reminiscing about that little 

town they was from in Arkansas. (laughing) 

DePue: Where was your great aunt living? 

Jones: That was the house thatðshe was the sister of my stepfather. Thatôs why I 

call her great aunt. Thatôs where he went to live first there, before he moved to 

the projects.  

Oh, they had a great time. I mean, she was older, you know. And Riley 

had a great time just going over and reminiscing. I loved it because it keep 

Riley happy because he was really watching my back. 

  So, at boot camp, I think that was the most intense incident that 

occurred at boot camp. Then I got orders to go to corpsman school, and it was 

in San Diego. Now, Iôd never been to San Diego before. 

DePue: Is this your first time out of Illinois? 
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Jones: Basically. The only thing we used to do is go down to St. Louis because we 

had relatives there that came up, you know. 

DePue: Did you take the train or fly to San Diego or bus? 

Jones: I remember, I took the train, yeah. The train is what black folks use for long 

trips, most of them. They didnôt fly then. Most of them couldnôt fly, unless 

you had a position, or you had something you were doing. But just, hey, weôre 

going to go on vacation out here and fly; that was not the way they thought. 

Car, bus, train, that was long distance because none of us were going to go, 

you know, outside of America. None of us have been outside, except my 

uncle, my motherôs brother, and her. He loved to just drive around the 

country. Every year he would take a new place and go there, you know. 

  I took the train. Now, the interesting thing they do at corpsman school 

is, you get your orders to come out three months early, before your class 

starts, and you do kitchen [police], KP. (both laugh) So, I ended up, for a little 

over two months, waiting for the class to start. So, what they do is put you 

working in the kitchen. It really does make it appreciate when the class starts. 

You ainôt got to get up at, like, 4:00, 4:30 in the morning. Youôve got to wash 

dishes, and work in the kitchen. You donôt know anything about how to clean 

up. You know, youôre peeling potatoes, doing all KP stuff for that period of 

time before you go to school. So, when the classes start, it is almost like a 

relief. Oh God, we can now just sit here and just rack our brains. Ainôt got to 

hurtðour bodies are wracking now, you know. 

  So, I went to corpsman school, and that was interesting. It was at the 

Balboa Hospital, which is the Navy Hospital in San Diego. The fact is, when I 

got out of corpsman school, thatôs where I was at, was at Balboa Hospital. I 

used to run the emergency room and the clinic, walk-in, the clinic they had for 

servicemen and their families. That was a very interesting thing. Corpsman 

school, I donôt remember a lot of incidences, you know. It was more going to 

schooléwell, youôre so dammed tired. 

DePue: Well, I imagine itôs got to be a rigorous course. Tell us what it isðwhat it 

means to be a corpsman in the Navy in the first place. What are you to do, and 

what are the limits, what you canôt go beyond, in terms of medical service. 

Jones: Well, corpsmen, compared to like the Army Medic, has more training. Itôs a 

longer training period. Corpsmen, basically, are all the medical support. 

Corpsmen were always like physician assistants, more than just a medic, you 

know, thatôs on the grunts because you can go to a hospital and be pulmonary, 

have a certain specialty. So a corpsman was really like a physician assistant. 

They could go so far, but it was narcotics or something like that, that a doctor 

had to order it and all. 



Thomas Jones  Interview # VRV-A-L-2011-043.01 

37 

  And they had nurses there also. The nurses were at the hospital. So, the 

corpsmen, they were more like a physicianôs assistant because they reported to 

the doctor too, except in some cases where the nurse there was an officer. 

They didnôt like that, and they didnôtðI can tell you a story about that later 

on, in coming back here with the trauma program and nurses. Like, what do 

corpsmen do, and are they trying to get between us and the doctors because 

now they want them to be the physician assistants? The nurses did it because 

most of the nurses today are physician assistants. But, at first, they were 

taking all the return military, specifically corpsmen, to go into these civilian 

physician assistant positions. 

DePue: But to be a corpsman, I would assume youôve got a couple options. You can 

be a corpsman onboard a ship or on shore duty, serving the Navy personnel. 

Jones: Right. 

DePue: Or you can be a corpsman working with the Marines out in combat, where 

youôre the only medical expert. 

Jones: Well, see, what youôve got is, youôve got sea and shore duty. Shore duty is 

working in the hospital, you know, a Navy facility here in the United States. 

But then, you have sea duty, and most of the time in sea duty, youôll be on a 

ship. So, you have a rotation between those two. A certain period of time, 

youôd be on sea duty, and then youôre supposed to go on shore duty. You go 

shore duty, then you go on sea duty, and then you come back. It depends on 

what specialty, but for corpsmen, itôs that way. 

  Well, one of the options, you think sea duty means on a ship. Well, sea 

duty also means going with the Marines. So, thatôs considered your sea duty, 

just like if you were on the ship. In fact, I actually spent more time on the ship 

with the Marines than I did in the Navy. 

DePue: I guess my curiosity is, though, when youôre doing service with the Marines, 

thereôs no doctor out there; thereôs no nurse out there; thereôs just you and 

somebody who might be very seriously injured. So, how much can you 

perform there? 

Jones: Well, when I was in Nam, I could do anything, everything, medical 

procedures. I did all the sewing up, the suturing. I would do the pills and all. It 

had to be something I just didnôt think I could handle, then I would be the one 

that would say, you need to go to the doctor. A lot of it is what you felt you 

could do. You were trained to do it all. 

DePue: Okay, that was the nature of my question, then. How much training did you 

get into those much more involved procedures that youôd have to do in a field 

environment? 
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Jones: A lot of that was with the Marines because you played Marine boot camp for a 

time, and then you went to combat, wounds and all. 

DePue: So, thatôs going to happen a little bit later in your training. 

Jones: Right. In terms of, you could do anything that you were trained for and felt 

comfortable doing. But, once you were with the Marines and once you were in 

combat, there was no limit to do because I was the only one there to do it. 

There was nobody else. 

DePue: About what time then, what month would it have been that you completed 

your corpsman training at Balboa? This would have been 1966? 

Jones: Sixty-six, yeah, because thatôs when I went across to North Carolina, I think is 

the progression of it. Iôd say it was ô66; I went away in ô67. We did do a 

Caribbean cruise, where we went from North Carolina, and we would sail 

around the islands, Puerto Rico, Jamaica and all those places. And then we 

would go to a little place called Vegas. It was an island that they practiced 

World War II landing, where you actually had the ships that the drop the 

things. And you, being an armored personnel carrier, and go in the water and 

bob down underneath the water. And then you come up, and go to the beach, 

and they have stuff blowing up on the beach. Then you did patrols and stuff 

like that. It was part of the Marines, you know, part of their class when you 

graduate was go through that experience. So, you had the Navy stuff you do 

with the healthcare, and then you had all the Marines stuff you had to learn 

about in terms of combat. 

DePue: I kind of skipped over, and I apologize for that. I skipped over the learning 

how to be a Marine part of it, at Camp Lejeune. Tell us about that. 

Jones: Well, that was the fun partéas I got older. (laughs) Well, first of all, here they 

try to make corpsmen into some watered down version of a Marine, and 

corpsmen, we knew we werenôt Marines. But the Marines love us because 

weôd be with them wherever they are in the world. Thatôs what the love is 

between the Marines and corpsmen. And there is a love between Marines and 

corpsmen because the corpsmen go anyplace. The Marine is there, and that 

manôs corpsman, heôs going to go anywhere that man goes. So, Marines 

respect that because youôre there on the battlefield doing that.  

But from the inside, talking about being a Marineðand then, you 

know, youôre young and youôve got this ñIôm fertile; I can do anything. Iôm 

physically able.ò I can look back now at stuff I canôt do now [that] I did then. 

It was so easy because I was physically in shape; I was mentally tough. And, 

of course, going through there, the things you experience, you wonôt 

experience in any other kind of situation. Like, you had to crawl under the 

barbed wire while theyôre shooting live rounds above your head. You had to 

go on these patrols where, every time we did, we alwaysé Down in North 
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Carolina, theyôve got some big poisonous snakes. And youôd be doing these 

little things. Youôd be in a little rubber raft, going down the bank, doing a 

maneuver, and you look up, and thereôd be big snakes hanging off of the limb. 

And, you know, you just sort of slide down and close your eyes in terms of it. 

We went on these patrols, and folks would dig foxholes. Well, one 

time, I remember the guy who built a foxhole, and he ran into a little snake 

pit. Of course, he had dug down because he was going to dig down deep. That 

was the problem. He dug deep, and he ended up with all these little snakes, all 

the little cottonmouth snakes running around. But he came straight up. He 

jumped up just like that. He didnôt touch the sides or nothing once he saw the 

snakes. (both laughing) He saw the snakes, you know. The smaller snakes are 

more potent than the larger ones because, as they grow, it dilutes out a little 

bit, you know. So, I ended up doing a lot of stuff with snakebites, you know. 

And then, being in North Carolina was an interesting experience to 

itself during that time, too. North Carolina was a dry state, except if you were 

on the base. Well, we used to go out. I remember going out back in the woods 

where some folks had told us to go, in one of them back of the woods kind of 

places. 

DePue: This is off duty, now, weôre talking about? 

Jones: Yeah, off duty. And they sold moonshine because it was a dry state. They 

didnôt have regular; they had the moonshine. I was with this guy from Detroit, 

and people in Detroit, I think, if they donôt carry a gun, they donôt feel like 

they were dressed. He had this pistol. It was a pop-out holster thing, you 

know, the spring pop-out holster. And weôre back in the woods, and weôre the 

only two black guys in there. It was one of those places where every table had 

a red and white checkered table cloth, and no four chairs matched at the table. 

(chuckles) So, the guy said, ñHere, take some of this.ò He says, ñYou donôt 

need all that commercial stuff. This here is moonshine, white lightning.ò It 

was in a little brown jug, you know. I took a hit, and it felt like fire going 

down. And I said, ñGeez.ò So, my friend from Detroit, he grabbed it, and he 

does it. When he does, he goes, (gasps), and the holster pops open, and the 

pistol falls on the ground. I have never seen so many shotguns, long shotguns, 

come out of nowhere. ñYou boys revenue boys?ò  ñNo, no, no, no. Heôs just 

dumb.ò (both laughing) I couldnôt believe all them guns, and weôre in the 

middle ofðthereôs two of us out in the back of the woods, you know. ñYou 

idiot, you could have gotten us killed because theyôre thinking weðand 

theyôd be serious about that.ò ñAre you revenue folks or something?ò Because 

they had wars down there about that stuff. That was one of theékind of being 

in the south. 

  I didnôt really do a lot going in town. So, I really didnôt have a lot of 

interactions with the locals in terms of it, you know. And Iôm not sure if it 

wasðI just didnôt think about it. It wasnôt anything that I thought was 
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negative, even though I did have a few experiences. I remember, I was coming 

back from Chicago. I had a tire that got shredded, and the spare, it was not full 

of air; it wouldnôt hold air. So, I go to the guy. Iôve got my wife. Iôve got two 

kids. I go to the guy and say, ñGive me a tire, and Iôll come back or 

something,ò and he said, ñNo, youôve got to pay me.ò ñWell, I donôt have any 

money to pay you.ò ñWell, let me see what you got.ò Bartering, what do you 

know? So, he ended upðwhat did he take? It was all right. It didnôt mean that 

much to me, whatever it was. But they were hardball about, ñNo, you have to 

pay me. You have to give me something. Iôll trade you.ò I wasnôt too far away 

from the camp. If Iôd got the tire, I could have went, took a cab, and came 

back that same night. He went, ñOh, no, youôve got to give me something.ò 

We finally came to a conclusion, so I can get this tire on, because there was no 

place else. That happened to me out in California. It was a little different. 

DePue: You lost me in one part of this, though. You mentioned you had a wife and 

two kids? 

Jones: Mm-hmm. 

DePue: Well, I donôt remember that happening. When in the story did that happen? 

Jones: I got married. Well, hereôs the thing. This is, as I told Carol, ñYou help me for 

my post-traumatic stress.ò See, I was married three times before we got 

married. My first wife was from Chicago. We had two kids together. 

DePue: What year did you get married? 

Jones: I think it was just before I went in the service. 

DePue: So ô65? 

Jones: Yeah, ô65 I went in the service. I just went in the service because I went to 

Great Lakes, and then we were out in San Diego. The fact is my oldest 

daughter was born in San Diego. 

DePue: What was your wifeôs name? 

Jones: Doris. 

DePue: Doris... 

Jones: Hmmm, I donôt remember her maiden name. Iôve erased that, but I can get it. 

Iôll get it. 

DePue: And your daughterôs name? 

Jones: Antonette and Thomas R. Jones, Jr. 
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DePue: Wow, thatôs quite a name. 

Jones: Thatôs why I started using senior, because he would not use junior. So, I got 

married before I wenté now wait a minute; let me think that through. I was 

not married when I was in boot camp. It was after boot camp that I got 

married, because she went to San Diego with me. And thatôs where my 

daughter was born, my oldest daughter was born. Then, when I went to 

corpsman school, they came down to North Carolina. Iôm remembering now. 

We lived in one of these little trailer things because it was temporary, you 

know, just for the training and all. 

DePue: While youôre in corpsman school, I would assume that you can spend 

evenings with your wife. 

Jones: Right. 

DePue: While youôre in this mini Marine boot camp experience, my guess is that you 

couldnôt spend evenings with the family. 

Jones: After a period, I can. Once you get past the initial, you could. So, yeah, thatôs 

why we lived at the trailer because it was temporary, because I knew I was 

going to go someplace. I wasnôt going to be there. 

DePue: Okay, now, youôve got yourself married. Youôve got a daughter. Youôve got a 

mother and a grandmother. This is about the time, just looking at your own 

records here, April, May, 1966, thatôs when youôre at Camp Lejeune, North 

Carolina. Vietnam is just beginning to heat up in 1966. ó65 is when the first 

major ground units were in there. So, this is becoming a bigger concern for the 

country. 

Jones: Yes. 

DePue: And, I would assume, for wise mothers and grandmothers as well. 

Jones: Oh yeah. And, if they had been forty-five, sixty days later, I couldnôt go to 

Vietnam, because I wouldnôt have been finished with my sea duty. You know, 

I would not have enough time to do it. So, they got me just in time because, if 

I had went another month or two, I would not have had enough time to do that 

year. 

DePue: And Iôm assuming that they knew they needed you in Vietnam. 

Jones: Oh, yeah. I mean, corpsmen were getting shipped out. The fact is, I have that 

in my book, in terms of, we all thought it was this master sergeant that was 

doing this, because he used to get so upset at corpsmen for washing their cars 

on the grinder. He would say, ñThatôs the parade ground. Youôre not supposed 

to be washing your car there.ò Af ter we got through the initial boot camp, well 

then, weôre back at firstðweôre not boot camp people no more. So, weôre 
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corpsmen. Then we had to serve there in the medical capacity for a while. So, 

we were corpsmen now. 

DePue: At Camp Lejeune. 

Jones: At Camp Lejeune, yeah, because then we went, you knowðhad done the 

Caribbean cruise. There, I was a corpsman with a unit, you know, in terms of 

it. Thatôs where all that training of going around the islands were about. 

DePue: Well, I know you got jungle warfare school in Panama. 

Jones: In Panama, right. 

DePue: Did that happen after Camp Lejeune? 

Jones: During Camp Lejeune. 

DePue: That was part of it. 

Jones: Yeah. After we went on the Caribbean cruiseðthatôs what they called it, 

Caribbean cruiseðbut thatôs where I went to jungle warfare school, and that 

was interesting. Going to jungle warfare in Panama, I was there. That was a 

time when Panama was beating up Americans, and they blew up the Shell 

building and all. I donôt know if you remember that or not. What happened 

was, we were on leave there, and the folks on leave were told to stay put 

because they were attacking Americans. There was a whole big thing about 

the Panama Canal, what should happen and whatever. And they blew upéI 

think it was a couple of American companiesô businesses. I think one of them 

was Shell.  

I happened to be with a guy that was married to a Panamanian. So, we 

were there to seeðwe went to her familyôs house. Then this thing came on, 

ñAll American personneléall American folks,ò you know, ñPeople, stay off 

the streets because they are attacking Americans.ò So, we just stayed in the 

house there, in terms of comfortably, until they said it was okay to come back 

out. But that was the first time I had seen riot crowds running down the street, 

and, you know, justé One thing I do know about crowds, if you get hung up 

in a crowd, get to the outside as soon as you can because, if youôre in the 

middle, you cannot stop from going wherever, which way they go.  

The jungle warfare school was an interesting thing, too, because here 

you are, and theyôre teaching you stuff, you know. You had to handle snakes 

and hold them, so you wonôt be scared of them, supposedly. And then, you 

would go on these little night things, and they would wet the trail up, and then 

be snatching people at the end and stuff, trying to give you a sense of being in 

the jungle in Vietnam. Well, they did change the program because they donôt 

be coming up behind you trying to snatch the last man, you know. In Nam 

they shoot you. They donôt care about snatching you. 
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Then they had this one thing you did where you had toðthey gave you 

a black sock full of rice. You had two live chickens for four menétwo live 

chickens, and a knife, machete and a compass with it. They give you an 

azimuth1 to shoot to get back. They blindfold you, and they fly you around. 

Then they put you down, and they give you the azimuth for you to make it 

back. Just follow your compass and all. Then you have an emergency beeper 

thing, you know. That was exciting. That was the first time we really moved 

through the jungle, being in a team. 

But, the most vivid memory I have is a night we had been out doing 

maneuvers; it had been raining. We come back to our little hooch. So, we had 

to make a little hooch, which you just had a poncho, and then you put palm 

leaves down. We were tired; weôre just doing all this. So, we come back. 

Everybody lay down, and everybody started complaining, ñWill you stop 

moving,ò until all four of us realized, weôre all four complaining. Something 

else was in the hooch with us. And this big anaconda then crawled up in there, 

out of the rain or whatever. (both laugh) He had the best night because, just 

like that, we was outside. All we did all night, we just keep our eye on him. 

We were out in the rain. (both laughing) The next day, we had snake handling 

class. But that night, we didnôt have snake handling class, so he owned the 

hooch, the lean to, we had put together. Thatôs one of the more vivid ones. 

Then, at snake handling class, you put the snake around you and all 

that. But that was the night before. That snake had a real good sleep that night. 

DePue: Again, letôs go back to Vietnam because, kind of looming in the background 

during all of this, was your wife or your motheré? 

Jones: They were all concerned, all concerned. I was concerned. Well, I was 

concerned at first. But then, I said, if they donôt get me in sixty days, then I 

canôt go. So, I kept thinking, because I knew folks, everybody was jolly. I 

know the master sergeant, officers and everybody jolly, you know, da-da-da-

da. So, I said, thereôs probably a good chance I wonôt go. Thatôs what I kept 

telling them, ñOh, thereôs probably a good chance I wonôt go. Iôve got two 

months. Theyôve got to get me, you know, and they donôt move that fast, and 

da-da-da-da.ò Well they do move fast when they want you. So, forty-five days 

before it, I get my orders to Vietnam. Like I said, forty-five days, I would not 

have been able to go. 

DePue: Did you have any views about whether us being in Vietnam was a good or a 

bad idea at the time? 

Jones: I never really thought about good or bad. My thoughts were, if I had to go, it 

was bad. But I didnôt have the philosophical, conceptual stuff in my head then. 

                                                 
1 The azimuth is the angle between the north vector and the perpendicular projection of the star down 
onto the horizon. (en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Azimuth 
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DePue: Were you aware, though, that there was the beginning of protests in the 

colleges and universities and an antiwar movement? 

Jones: Oh yeah, oh yeah. I was aware of it. A lot of the guys I served were off into it 

or came from that. So, they would preach in the barracks, and they would 

play, and everybodyðyou know, thereôs always some guitar player in every 

group. So, they would sing all the protest songs and folks. We knew it and all, 

but we were in such a cocoon environment in training that I never really 

ventured out. I didnôt go to Raleigh, North Carolina. I didnôt really go out 

there. I would save up and then come back to Chicago. So, I was doing more 

family than reallyéI mean, I knew it was going on, but I wasnôt really into it 

at that time. And, because I was just on training and going to the family, then 

Iôd come back to training. So, I never really got that concept to be passionate 

about it at that time. Now, when I went over, that was different. Then I had a 

birdôs-eye view. 

DePue: Well, thatôs going to be part two of our conversation. I think weôll have at 

least three sessions here. I think this is a place to make a clean break, and we 

can pick up the next session with you going to Vietnam and that whole yearôs 

experience in Vietnam. 

Jones: Iôll work on some of the specific dates and times for the schools and all that. 

DePue: This has been a very interesting look into your early life, and itôs important, 

for me especially, to get a sense of where you came from and what the 

motivations were and what your foundations were. So, I appreciate you 

spending the time with us. 

Jones: Youôll find a lot of this in the book. (chuckles) 

DePue: Well, I havenôt gotten far into the book yet, but Iôm going to have toðIôm 

going to be reading it for our next session, absolutely.  Weôll go ahead and 

stop here. 

 

 (end of interview #1   #2 continues) 
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DePue: Today is Thursday, October 6, 2011. This is Mark DePue, the Director of Oral 

History with the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library and Museum. Today 

Iôm in the home of Thomas Jones. Good afternoon, Tom. 

Jones: Good afternoon. 

DePue: Tom, this is our second session. We had the first session, dealing with your 

experiences, everything leading up to the point of actually getting to Vietnam. 

But it was all important history, especially growing up as a black in Peoria, 

and then going to Chicago. 

Jones: It was very diverse. 

DePue: Those were great stories. 

Jones: I tell people, when I speak, that I was a state brat. Born in Quincy, grew up 

part of my life in Peoria, grew up in the projects in Chicago. 

DePue: And Iôd like to spend that much time, so that I and anybody who is listening to 

this down the road, gets a real understanding of who you were, at least, before 

you went to Vietnam. 

Jones: I understand. 

DePue: And I know that very much a part of your story is, once you get to Vietnam, 

you kind of become a different person to a certain respect. 

Jones: Totally different. 
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DePue: So, letôs ask just one or two questions about before you go to Vietnam. I think 

we talked about this briefly, but did you have a chance to get leave right 

before you left? 

Jones: I did, before I left, because I got back from doing the Caribbean cruise. I had 

my orders. I went home, and I think I was there for like a couple of weeks, 

and then I went to Vietnam. 

DePue: And you had one child at the time? 

Jones: I had one. 

DePue: How old? 

Jones: Letôs see, at that time she was about four, four or five, something like thaté 

just starting in school. 

DePue: Old enough to understand that daddy was going away for a while? 

Jones: I think she knew I was going, but the conversation I had beforehand, of 

course, I said, yes, yes, yes. Itôs one thing, going away for a while. But going 

away for a while has always been, at the most, was weeks, you know, when I 

was on the Caribbean cruise and all that kind of stuff. So, really, I donôt really 

think she understood. It was just, daddyôs going away, be going away for, you 

know, this short period of time. A week, two weeks was long to her. So, I 

donôt think her expectations of gone was long as I was really gone. 

DePue: Your wifeôs name again? 

Jones: At that time, my wife was Doris. 

DePue: What was Dorisô feelings about you going to Vietnam? It couldnôt have been 

a surprise to her what this could mean. 

Jones: Well, you know, actually, as I said, forty-five more days, I wouldnôt have had 

enough time to go. But, of course, Uncle Samôs timing was impeccable, and 

he got me. (chuckles) If I had waited forty-five days, I wouldnôt have had the 

rotation time, but they got me. She was scared because everything, at that 

time, it was ô67, it was starting to get hot over there in the early part of ô67. 

So, we were starting to put more troops over there. So, she was scared, but, 

you know, a lot of that came out at the end of ô67, when you had Khe Sanh, 

when you had Tet, you know, those things is when it really hit the news 

media. 

DePue: Was she not expressing her anxieties with you before you left? 

Jones: I donôt think she expressed them to the intensity she had them inside. There 

was so much unknown. As I went through these different training sessions, 
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you know, corpsman school was one thing, going through down in North 

Carolina to Camp Lejeune, you know. And then I went on the Caribbean 

cruise. It was still military. It wasnôt the mindset of combat military. Even 

though I was doing all this training, it was training. 

DePue: That gets me to the next question. Whatôs going on in your mind, knowing 

that youôre now going to the real show. 

Jones: You know, I didnôt reallyé It wasnôt fear. It 

was anxiety, going to some place where 

thereôs shooting. But again, I didnôt really 

have a total understanding. I still had this 

thing about, well, being in medical, Iôll 

probably be behind the lines, you know. A 

medical situation is something behind the 

lines. I had went through jungle warfare 

training in Panama, but it was training, 

again. So, I didnôt really have an 

understanding. Once I got there, I 

understood there is no frontlines. The 

combat zone is where everybody is shooting 

at you. 

DePue: Iôve got to believe, though, that the Navy and the Marines had something in 

mind for you when they sent you down to jungle warfare school, that they 

werenôt necessarily going to waste that training. 

Jones: It should have been a big hint. (both laughing) Well, the thing is, I really 

wasnôt focusing on that, because what happened is, I will still be with the 

group I was with. So, we went as a group, and it was just another training 

thing. My mind didnôt do the connections, and I didnôt really have a sense of 

Vietnam. I mean, the Panama war schoolð after that, they really put together 

jungle warfare things that reflected Vietnam. But there, it was survival in the 

jungle, how to shoot azimuths, read compasses; itôs how to survive in the 

jungle, with you out there by yourself. You know, it was those kind of things. 

So, it was still like a training thing. They do things like have you go on patrols 

at night, and then the instructors would try to snatch you. But I didnôt really 

get the sense of the feel of what it meant, of combat in a jungle. I mean, it was 

training, but Iôd been trained in a lot of stuff. 

DePue: It wasnôt life and death yet? 

Jones: Yeah, it wasnôt the finality. The instructor would say, you messed that up; 

now do it again. After that, itôs been that kind of stuff. Or you say, yeah, you 

know, you could have been dead if you did this and that. Well, okay, itôs still a 

conceptual thing, in the head. So, I donôt reallyðas Iôm thinking backð

remember any great fear of going. I was just, okay, Iôm going over here for a 

Seaman Recruit Jones in fire training 
while at Basic Training. The training 
provided one of the many 
opportunities for the drill instructors to 
harass the recruits. 



Thomas Jones  Interview # VRV-A-L-2011-043.01 

48 

year, and Iôll do it. But Iôm thinking, well, Iôll be in a medical battalion and 

behind the lines. 

DePue: Letôs get you to Vietnam. But, before we do that, so much of what weôre 

going to be talking about is based on what Iôve read in the book, Lost 

Survivor. Now, thatôs your book that youôve written here. And, as we get 

towards the end of this whole conversation, probably the next session or after 

that, weôll talk about why you wrote the book. 

Jones: Okay. 

DePue: The Lost Survivor: The Novel of a Black Soldierôs Journey to Vietnam and 

Back. And so, for the record here, Tom, what Iôd like to ask you is, how 

autobiographical is this book? 

Jones: All the emotions are mine. The things where itôs much more closely is when I 

was in Vietnam, because I was a corpsman, I was in a team, a long-range 

reconnaissance team, until I got wounded,ðeven though they gave me one 

Purple Heart for woundsðuntil I got wounded a few times. Then I went to 

third shore party foré I think it was about thirty days or something, before I 

left Vietnam.  

The emotions of coming home, in terms of that, I created the character 

to go through certain emotions because he went back, because thatôs one of 

the choices that happened to so many Vietnam veterans. When they came, 

they couldnôt do the adjustment or couldnôt get traction back in their lives. To 

show you the effects, you actually went back to Vietnam and thought that was 

a choice. Thatôs when you realize how screwed up your head is, that you think 

that thatôs a choice of coming home, you know.  

So, the emotions are there. Yeah, I went through. Iôve been married 

three times, in terms of why I finally ended up being married one time for a 

long period of time. A lot of that is because of where my head was still 

fragmented and fractured, in terms of the experiences I had in Vietnam, 

which, at that time, I didnôt realize it, of course; itôs everybodyôs fault. Iôll 

take some blame, but, you know, it couldnôt be me in my own mind. So, a lot 

of the experiences, all the emotional experiences, I did go through. A lot of 

the specific kinds of things were going through the patrols in Vietnam. And 

some of the situational things, when I came back and dealing with people, 

thatôs what I really tried to capture. Those were mine. 

DePue: Well, I know youôre working on an audio version of the book right now. And 

Iôve listened to the introduction and portions of that. Hereôs one of the things 

that really struck me, and I think it really crystallizes what you were just 

talking about and what the book is really all about. This is your statement, that 

this is a book that, ñFollows the metamorphosis of a man to a soldier and of a 

soldier back to a man again.ò 
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Jones: You really become a different person, because all the things that defined you 

before means nothing when you get in a firefight. Once that happens, the only 

thing that then means anything to you is, what do I need to do to survive? And 

none of the things beforeðyou donôt see any bearing on that. So, the combat 

redefines you to that you now become, Iôm going to be a survivor at all costs. 

Well, thatôs not our normal way of growing up. But thatôs what you have to do 

to have the mindset to survive in continuous combat. Itôs not like every once 

in a while, but continuous because, in a recon team, youôre out there for ten 

days; you come back for a week and go back out for ten days. So, you know 

youôre going back inðno matter if you come backðwhen you come in from 

the jungle, from the patrol, you know youôre going back out. So, you donôt 

want to let that survival skill get dull. Youôre always on edge; youôre always 

ready to react, ready to act and do. 

  So, it was a transformation. Who I was when I went to Vietnam, I was 

a totally different person when I came back. The things that were fearful to me 

before Vietnam seemed childish, almost, just because this was soðeverything 

was such a possible final act. If you do something, make a mistake, it could be 

a final act. There are no do-overs or youôre going to keep doing it until you do 

it right. If you donôt do it right the first time, the possibility is high you will 

not get another chance to say, next time Iôll do it right.  

And, once you lose who you are, you become just a reactive animal in 

the situations youôre in. And when you come back, now, all of a sudden, 

everybody remembers you as when you left, and itôs very difficult for them to 

understand that, how can you be gone only a year and you have such a 

dramatic change. You remember people, and you sort of remember situations 

and events, but theyôre not vivid in your mind because you still have the 

survival. What you measure things against has changed. Before you left, you 

may have measured, oh, I live a block away. I need some friends and da-da-

da-da. But afterwards, it doesnôt matter if heôs a friend or not. You know, you 

have to get back to those things that defined you. Youôve been dealing with 

such intensity of staying alive, not living, but the intensity of staying alive. 

What makes a lost survivor in my mind is that your choice is you survive or 

you die. You donôt see no other choices in between those two parts of that 

spectrum. You donôt see any difference. Itôs either here or here. And, when 

you come home, all of a sudden you have all these things where people look at 

in shades of different grays. 

Thatôs one of the things that always got me, folks would come back, 

and you say, letôs go do this. And theyôd say, oh maybe, could be, let me think 

about it. Your mind has, well Iôm going to do this; you go do it. But you come 

back, all of a sudden, folks seem all gray and fuzzy to you because youôve 

been doing things that are very precise in terms of what youôre doing. But, 

you come back, itôs like an amoeba or something thatôs enveloped your [that 

youôre given. You donôt really see the structures that defined who you were 

before you went; you donôt see them. I mean, you have to find them again. Itôs 
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like coming out of a fog, and you find something thatôs solid. And all of a 

sudden, you realize, okay, this is different. Itôs all emotional and mental. So, 

even thoughðand I came back and I had all my arms; I had my body; I 

hadéeverything that looked like me, looked like me. (chuckling) But, I was a 

totally different person in my head, in who I was. 

DePue: Letôs get started with the specifics of the story. When did you arrive? When 

did you ship out to Vietnam? June of ô67 I believe. 

Jones: June of ô67. 

DePue: Do you remember arriving in Vietnam and your first impressions of the place?  

Did you fly over or ship over? 

Jones: Flew over. 

DePue: And a civilian aircraft, Iôd bet. 

Jones: Civilian aircraft, Braniff, thatôs true. Thatôs in the story. Thatôs how we flew 

in. I think what hit me was when the pilot said, ñHopefully, youôll fly with us 

going home one year from now.ò That sort of putsðall of a suddenðone year 

from now? I mean, that said it. Iôm going to be here for one year. And I hadnôt 

even got off the plane yet, and Iôm going to be there one year. I had no idea 

when I was going. I write in the book about getting on the C-130, flying up 

from Da Nang and putting a flak jacket underneath, because for snipers and 

all. But, there was these fuel tanks in the middle, and, if somebody hit them, 

the whole plane blew up. Thatôs when it was like, this is not making no sense. 

But you sit on the flak jacket.(laughing) You know, and thatôs sort of when it 

starts. 

  And then when you get there, youôre a new guy, and nobody wants to 

really have a personal relationship. You know, does your momma cook good 

foods? Is your girlfriend pretty? They donôt care about that. Thatôs all the stuff 

that defined who you were before you came. They donôt want to create that 

personal relationship. 

DePue: The guys who were there already? 

Jones: The guys who were there already. 

DePue: Did you understand at that time why they didnôt? 

Jones: No. I just thought they were hard dudes. I didnôt have no idea. After I got 

there and got a few patrols, I understood then, because, even though you may 

say, okay, Iôll make a buddy and friends, you go on the next patrol, and you 

get in a firefight, and your friend gets killed, itôs a friend killed. But, if you 

just go out with some guy thatôs there on the team, because now you have a 

team focus, itôs not individual any more. You learn about people once youôre 
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part of a team. See, recon was unusual because you are a team, and the team is 

all important. So, what that does is, your relationship is to the team and your 

team members. So, itôs really a tight focus because those are the ones who are 

out there with you. So, if somebody walks into your hooch or something like 

that and starts talking to you, they will never mean as much or be friends as 

the team that youôre with. You really give up who you are to become part of 

the team. 

DePue: Because? 

Jones: Survival. Theyôre there with you, when itôs only six or seven of you. 

DePue: Letôs go back to the question, though, the very first impressions you had of 

Vietnam, getting off that C-130. 

Jones: The C-130 was the second. When I got there on Braniff, I mean it was just 

total confusion. When you go through training, you donôt go through training 

to come into a combat base. You go to training, and youôre at a base, where 

you come out of your barracks, and you go do what youôre doing, and you 

come back to your barracks. Itôs got an order to it. 

  I mean, the first thing, the first impression I had, was when the door 

opened and the smell. The smell was the thing that really hit and then the 

noise. Because, even if youôre on a base in training, you donôt hear it all the 

time. Now here you heard all these guns firing, and you heard explosions in 

the distance and all. And thatôs before youôve even taken the first step down 

off the plane. But it was the smell. It was that heat that just gets you, and you 

start sweating just like that, (snaps his fingers) and your whole body just gets 

wet. But I think the smell, the sights and the sounds, those were the things that 

said that just your mind is confused. Thatôs when you start getting scared. 

(chuckles) 

DePue: What was your unit of assignment? When did you find out where you were 

going to end up? 

Jones: Actually, I think like the second day. Actually I volunteered for recon. I said, 

oh well. And itôs kind of interestingð 

(pause in recording ï voice yells something in the background) 

DePue: Thank you. 

Jones: I volunteered to go. You know, you had to volunteer. The thing I think that 

got me is they said, well if youôre in recon, you can run. But, if youôre in a 

grunt unit or infantry, youôve got to hold the hill until they come and rescue 

you. (chuckling) So, I said, well, if I can run, you know. Now, Iôve got partial 

mentality; itôs just the second day there. If I can run, itôs got to be better than 
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youôve got to stay there, with people shooting at you, until somebody else 

comes. 

DePue: They didnôt bother to tell you, youôre going to have a lot more reasons to be 

running. 

Jones: Well, no. They didnôt tell me that part. I had been in jungle warfare school, 

you know, and I was using that as my basis foré So, it was like jungle games, 

you know, in terms of what we did there. Until you get into the firefight, you 

donôt have no idea what it means. Yeah, you train for it, and you sort of know, 

well, I can get shot and get killed and all that. But, when you first have the 

firefight is when you understand that whatever you think, whatever you feel 

donôt mean nothing. The only thing that matters is what youôre doing at that 

moment not to get shot. 

DePue: The specific unit youôre assigned to? 

Jones: Third Recon Battalion, yeah. 

DePue: Part of which division? 

Jones: It was part of the 3rd Marine Division, but it was Recon 3rd, and it was long-

range reconnaissance. 

DePue: Now, I donôt want to get you too far off base, but I thought I saw in your 

records, it was the 2nd Marine Division. It did say, 3rd Recon Battalion, and I 

know that, the way the Marine Corps is structured, if youôre in the 3rd 

Division, the Recon Battalion in the 3rd Division is the 3rd Battalion. 

Jones: Right. Thatôs what I always knew it was. Iôve got to go back and check that. 

Of course, the papers filled out to Vietnam are back here. 

DePue: I donôt know. (both laugh) You mean somebody made a mistake perhaps? 

Jones: A lot of things happened, and theyôre not mistakes until other people see it. 

(chuckles) 

DePue: What line company, do you recall that? 

Jones: It was Charlie Company. Well, itôs kind of interesting because I went to the 

3rd Marine Reconnaissance Battalion Association, which you have to be 

there. They said the records burnt up in Kansas, so youôve got to go through 

this long thing. Well, I happened to have my records, and I sent them to them. 

Of course, as soon as they got them, they said, oh, youôre a lifetime member 

because I had all the records. You couldnôt even become part of that 

organization unless you were a part, and they checked it. Before we leave 

here, I have to double check that. I donôt think I left it out. 
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DePue: Iôve got a copy of that. We can talk about that later. You said you were 

assigned to a six-man team. Was Charlie Company organized in platoons 

then? 

Jones: Well, they called them teams. I mean, it may be like a platoon. 

DePue: A platoon in the Army, at least, was generally about thirty to forty people, and 

that would have squads that would be the sub-organization under that. 

Jones: It would be like squads more than anything else because each team stayed 

together. 

DePue: Flesh out whoôs in the team. What are the team members? 

Jones: Well, you had a team leader, an assistant team leader, a radio man, corpsman, 

and then you had two others. For us, we had an M-79, and we had, thank God, 

a guy that liked to carry the M-60. An M-60 is probably the heaviest 

firepower any team can have when youôve got six folks. 

DePue: M-79 being the grenade launcher. 

Jones: The grenade launcher, yeah. 

DePue: And the M-60 beingé? 

Jones: Itôs just a machine gun, 60 millimeters. 

DePue: Itôs the same caliber as the M-16 rifle, isnôt it?  No, itôs larger. 

Jones: Yeah, itôs larger. The M-16 is about 7.62 millimeters. 

DePue: Thatôs right; youôre right. 

Jones: Iôm just starting to remember this because Iôm going through this audio thing, 

and this guy is creating these sounds heôs looking for, like how does the .45 

sound? How does the M-16 sound? How does the AK-47 sound? 

DePue: Whatôs the senior rank in the unit then? 

Jones: You usually have a corporal. You have a sergeant. It wasnôt officers. 

DePue: This was a Marine unit, correct? 

Jones: Mm-hmm. 

DePue: Whatôs a Navy corpsman doing in a Marine unit then? 

Jones: I asked myself that many times, but the corpsmen were the medical support 

for the Marines. Thatôs what it basically is. In the Army, they have their 
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medics, which is a little different. In the Navy, you become a hospital 

corpsman, and you get more training than you do if you are a medic. But the 

medical support for Marines has been from the Navy in terms of, from the 

medical side itôs been corpsmen. 

DePue: So, hereôs the question for you, having lived through this experience. Were 

you more Marine or more Navy, once you were in that unit? 

Jones: Marine, easy answer. If youôre going to stay there, Marine. Thatôs why 

Marines respect the corpsmen. I can go to Marine Corps things and all, you 

know. They have a lot of respect for corpsmen because corpsmen is with 

them, which means you start thinking like a Marine. You donôt think like a 

Navy guy. 

DePue: Hereôs something else that might surprise people who are reading the book 

and reading about J.D., thatôs your protagonist in the book. He sounds like 

heôs just as much a warrior and just as much armed for combat as the Marines 

were. 

Jones: Oh, yeah, six men, six or seven men. Itôs not like a medic or something. You 

carried a .45. I have used in combat, every weapon you can use by a Marine. 

Thereôs only six of you. You canôt say, heôs a corpsman; you donôt have to 

shoot, even though these fifty folks are trying to get you. 

DePue: When you went through training, did you understand that you were being 

trained to be an infantryman, as well as a corpsman? 

Jones: Oh, yeah. When I started crawling under the wire, and they were shooting real 

machinegun bullets over, I figured this is not the Navy. (chuckles) And thatôs 

what it is; itôs a mental adjustment. 

DePue: So, the expectations were that youôd have to fight just like the rest of the guys 

would. 

Jones: I didnôt understand that part because, see, we really didnôt get toé At that 

point, it was still early on, I figured, you know, they always say, the corpsman 

had a .45. That was usually the standard issue to a corpsman. It was just 

basically usually for a defense if you were doing something. But to be this 

aggressor and actually be a member of the team and just being just like any 

other Marine, no, I had no idea that thatôs really what was going to be 

happening. 

DePue: Okay. Iôm getting ahead of myself a little bit because Iôm so fascinated to hear 

your reflections on this. But, I want you to explain, first of all, where did you 

end up? Where was your base of operation? 
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Jones: Actually, when I first got there, it was at Dong Ha, and then we moved to 

Quang Tri. They put a new camp and started in Quang Tri. All my time was at 

basically Dong Ha and Quang Tri.  

DePue: And where is that in the country here? 

Jones: Itôs right up next to the DMZ [demilitarized zone]. 

DePue: The map Iôm looking at for the 1st Corps Tactical Area has both of them. So, 

next to the DMZ, itôs in what we would call the I Corps area. 

Jones: I was in the I Corps area, number one. Thatôs the big military designation. 

There, it was in Dong Ha. Quang Tri is the province; the whole province is 

called Quang Tri. 

DePue: But I see Dong Ha, and I see Quang Tri in the city, as well. 

Jones: Right. When I first went, we was at Dong Ha. They moved and opened a new 

base at Quang Tri because it was like five or so miles further south of the 

DMZ, because Dong Ha was an artillery range from across the DMZ. 

DePue: Well, just another thing that wouldnôt make sense to you, I would guesséif 

the bad guys are shooting artillery, why canôt we go get the bad guysô 

artillery? 

Jones: Well, you didnôt have that thought while they were doing it. (both laugh) The 

things we used for our basis of rational thought didnôt count; you learned that. 

The only thing we appreciated is, going to Quang Tri, down the road, took us 

out of artillery range. I was at Dong Ha when they hit the ammo dump blew, 

and the fuel dump, you know. Thatôs real fireworks.  

Being in recon, the one thing we hated was being in for incoming. We 

always preferred to be in the bush, where we could move, move around. The 

big difference was, if you notice, Dong Ha is closer; Quang Tri is farther. 

DePue: You doubled the distance from the DMZ. 

Jones: Right. So, they took it out of artillery range, and thatôs what the key thing was. 

DePue: What was on that compound? 

Jones: Oh, you had Marines. Really it was a Marine base above everything, where I 

was at. Recon kept to themselves. It wasnôt that you went over and just make 

friends with a lot of other units. Recon was really pretty self-contained. 

DePue: Was there a reason for that? It was just kind of the psychology or the mindset? 
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Jones: Itôs the psychology of the teams, again. The whole thing was team, you know. 

You was part of a team. Now, you go into hell and back for the team, 

remember. 

DePue: You got thereðit sounds likeðeither June or early July. Tell us about the 

weather and the terrain where youôre going to be operating. 

Jones: When I started, it was all hot, muggy, and then the monsoon. Because youôre 

right off of the hearing the monsoons come across; thatôs when it was wet and 

cold, raining all the time, and I mean raining. Itôs not likeð 

DePue: When does the monsoon season hit? 

Jones: Probably, I think, probably like we call our fall, if Iôm doing the time. And 

you would just be wet all the time. Then, you know, during the other times, 

the sunôs there, be so hot. Then you go into the jungle, which holds humidity 

and everything close to the ground, so you would just be sweating. But after I 

was there a while, I didnôt sweat as much, Now that Iôm thinking about it; I 

never thought about that before. When I first got there, I couldnôt do nothing 

without sweating. If you took three steps, you started sweating. But, after a 

while, your body does adjust. 

DePue: What was the terrain? 

Jones: Mountainous, valleys. 

DePue: Rugged mountains? 

Jones: Oh, yeah. Jungle covered. 

DePue: You always hear about triple tier canopy jungle. Was that what you 

experienced? 

Jones: Oh, yeah. 

DePue: Can you describe what thatôs like? 

Jones: The vegetation is so thick, and itôs so high. It could be seventy-five, fifty feet 

or more, and you see little sunlight shafts come through because itôs so thick 

and so high. When you get in that stuff, that high triple canopy thingsðI 

mean, they call it triple canopy because it has its different levelsðyou cannot 

see the sky. You see sunlight that breaks through leaves and things like that, 

patches, and itôs so tall thatéComing from here, I never knew that was what a 

jungle was. The only reference I had was Tarzan movies. 

DePue: There was plenty of those in the ó50s. 
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Jones: Yeah, and they had them open most of the time, except when he was swinging 

on the vine, which you didnôt do either, by the way. (chuckles) I think that 

was one of the big shocks. In Panama, you know, you had that, but it wasnôt 

the mountainous. I mean, we were going up and down, or else these valleys 

between the mountains, with real thick canopy. There was places it would be 

light, but itôs just this like ambiance lighting, you know, just light reflecting 

off of leaves, getting down. And, you go to some other areas, it would be 

almost like it was dusk. It would be so dark, and it would be the middle of the 

day. 

DePue: What were your initial impressions of the Vietnamese people? 

Jones: You know, one of the things that was a cultural shock. In America we have 

poor people, and they have phones and cars and things. They just donôt have 

quality or beat or battered up or whatever. But to understand, we had no 

understanding of a peasant society with villages, you know, what that all 

meant. That was probably the thing that was one of the adjustments, the 

villages. They say, Iôm going to the city. You go there, and thereôs a little 

village, you know. Whereôs the city? Our concept of cities is houses and 

buildings. But to go to a peasant society, where you have a village, and there, 

this whole ancestral thing, you know, and terms that you deal with. That was 

probably the culture shock.  

You know, like, these people must be lower than poor because our 

sense is that like they donôt have nothing. But, to them, they were rich because 

they had two water buffalos, and they had a plot for rice, growing rice and all. 

I think that was the cultural shock because itôs really all set in a different 

culture there. Thereôs no way in the world we ever had no training to 

understand the culture or the view or the sense of it. 

DePue: So much about what Americans today understand about the nature of combat 

in Vietnam is the Vietnamese, and were they friend or foe or something in 

between? What wasé 

Jones: In recon, we didnôt trust anybody because, so many times, weôve seen 

folkséit could be the barber. You go get your haircut, and then, all of a 

sudden, something happens, and you can see theyôre in the wire. 

DePue: What does it mean, that theyôre on the wire? 

Jones: On the perimeter, you know, theyôve attacked that night, and they got killed. 

Theyôd be in the wire, dead. But, see, recon really kept to itself. You really 

didnôt mix with a lot of other units and all. You stayed with yourself. When 

you werenôt there, you did things. You wasnôt out in the bush; your team was 

together. You may have had individual ones you met in other units or 

something, but there was really no crossbreed for Marines to Army, for 
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example. Folks may have a friend relationship, but itôs individual, you know, 

somehow or another. It was some kind of individual thing. 

DePue: When youôre not out on patrol, and youôre at base, I would assume you 

occasionally do get to a town or a village someplace, and youôre seeing 

Vietnamese people in their own environment. Did you view them as potential 

enemies or as people who wanted you there? 

Jones: Well, our thought was, as soon as you [away from microphone ï 

unintelligible] because, if you lost that mentality something could happen at 

any time. So, you always had your radar screen up. You always was ready to 

react to something, which meant you always was scanning. You wanted to 

make sure, if somebody walked somewhere, whether theyôre coming towards 

you. You was always assessing your environment. 

DePue: Would it make any difference if theyôre a sixty year-old man or an old woman 

or a young kid, to you? No? 

Jones: No, because they allðyou know, weôve been in situations where all those 

three categories have shot and tried to kill you. So, you justéyouôre weary of 

anyone who wasnôt in a recon. If you werenôt part of a recon, you worry who 

[scratch on recording ï unintelligible] was the Vietnamese. I mean, you would 

make relationships, and some made relationships with Vietnamese [more 

scratches on recording] but very seldom, when you go out, like to a building 

or village that was outside the base. Most of my time was spent on the base.] 

DePue: Two different kinds of enemy that you might be facing, one being the Viet 

Cong and the other being North Vietnamese, especially that far north of South 

Vietnam. Were you going to face both? 

Jones: We faced both. Most of the folks we were faced with was North Vietnamese, 

was the actual army. 

DePue: Which one were you more respectful or fearful of? 

Jones: The NVA [North Vietnamese Army].  

DePue: Because? 

Jones: Well, weôd see these booby traps, and theyôre coming to shoot at you, but 

theyôd run away. The NVA will stay there until someone tell them to leave. 

(chuckles) Thatôs a big difference. In fact, we used to see the VC (Viet Cong) 

would just, you know. But the NVA, we used call them, you know, ñMister 

Charlie.ò We had respect for them because they were trained, and until 

someone told them to break off, they wouldnôt break. The VC, they just 

wanted, you knowé The VC, we didnôt reallyðwe wasnôt that worried about 

the VC, most of the time, because, most of the time, we didnôt do trails. A lot 

of time, if you do trails or you do something like that, you run into the VC. 
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DePue: When you say we didnôt do trails, what precisely do you mean by that? 

Jones: Oh, weôd go out in the bush, and there was a trail where you can see where 

folksô pathwayðyou know foot trail or somethingðwe would never walk on 

them. We would go up and go parallel to them, so we could see the trail and 

follow it, because as long as you stayed off the trails and all, you could 

stumble upon the VC. For the most time, we were always dealing with booby 

traps, which means youôre looking at where you think people are going to 

walk, where the people all started walking. They donôt go through the jungle. 

They try to find a trail to go through because itôs easier to walk through the 

jungle if youôre on a trail. So, the trail is the most dangerous place you can be, 

because everybody knows thatôs where people walk. So, it meant in recon, 

you donôt want to do trails. When we came across a trail, and we wanted to 

follow that trail to see where it went or who was on it, we would cross it and 

go parallel to it through the brush. 

DePue: Which sounds nice, until you start trying to break through the brush. 

Jones: Walking through the brush, it takes time, and itôs an interesting urgent 

patience. Everythingôs urgent patience because you had to be moving, because 

you want to keep moving. But, if you try to, you couldnôt fight it because you 

never would win. You canôt beat the jungle when moving through it, unless 

youôre hacking through it. And you couldnôt hack through it because no one is 

supposed to know youôre there. If you start hacking, people know youôre out 

there. You learn how to be very precise the way you move, where you step, 

how you step, because you had to walk a certain way. You would step and 

move things out. We spent most of our time walking through the bush. We did 

not use trails. Trails always were bad. Something bad will happen to you 

using the trails. 

DePue: One of the things that really stuck with me in the book is the ñwait a minute 

vines.ò Tell us about the ñwait a minute vines.ò 

Jones: Little green-yellow vines, and these little thin things with little stickers, but, 

once they wrapped around you, and you start pushing and pulling and all that. 

The next thing you know you had more on you. I mean, they can just engulf 

you, and youôd be out there just struggling like youôre chained or something. 

Theyôre little thin vines, but theyôre all filled with little stickers. Anything that 

was man-made, it seemed to be, it would grab. Obviously, animals could walk 

through it. They have fur and all that, and so it didnôtðyou know, they can 

walk through it easily. But you start having clothes on or stuff like that and 

you start walking through a thing of bushes of ñwait a minute vines,ò and 

allé (audio interference) It came off. [referring to the microphone] 

DePue: Thatôs not good is it? Weôre going to take a quick pause here. 

(pause in recording) 
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DePue: Okay, after a very quick break, hopefully we didnôt lose too much. Having 

kind of experienced some of that stuff, with ñwait a minute vines,ò nothing to 

the scale that you had, I had some appreciation for it. I wanted to ask you 

more about the expectations of you as a corpsman. What were you expected to 

do, beyond being another infantryman there in the team? 

Jones: Being a corpsman meant being there, not just for medical. It meant for 

emotional and mental. You were Doc. You wereðno matter what. Sometimes 

youôre Chaplain, you know, when someone is going through something. You 

were the person that was different, but you were there with them being the 

same. So, being a corpsman really was more than medical, even though thatôs 

the reason, officially, why you were there, because you were the different 

person, by being medically trained and all. You were the only one. Now they 

cross-train a lot, in terms of stuff, you know. But, back then, they didnôt cross- 

train. But until someone got wounded, you were just another Marine. 

DePue: Was it somewhat intimidating? You had far less training than a physician 

would have or a surgeon. Yet, youôre going to see some stuff that a lot of 

surgeons donôt see on a day-to-day basis. 

Jones: That was true. 

DePue: Was that intimidating to you a certain extent? 

Jones: I never thought about it in terms of that. You know, as I go back, I start 

thinking about the things I didnôt think about. (chuckles) Now, I would have a 

whole lot of different questions, you know, just being older and thinking about 

it. You know, you say, Iôm going here. I said, Okay. Then what am I supposed 

to do? You do this and this. Okay. I didnôt remember having all thaté  

It wasnôt until I was on a plane that it really hit me that, you know, itôs 

going to war. You can get killed. I mean, I was there. Then, of course, youôre 

on the plane. You canôt say, I donôt want to go; turn it around. So, being a 

corpsman there, it was, what was I supposed to do? Youôd be so focused on it 

because nothing else counted, nothing else counted. Nothing else counted. 

  The other team members, they wanted to make sure that you knew as 

much as they did about operating and moving in the bush because youôre out 

there with them. You canôt have six guys, seven guys, you know, and five of 

them know what theyôre doing, and one donôt. And heôs bringing up the rear, 

making a lot of noise and bringing attention. In recon, it was so folks do not 

know youôre there. Thatôs the number one thing you always wanted to do. 

DePue: You mentioned that, as the new guy in the unit, you werenôt necessarily 

embraced or treated well. But, did somebody then kind of take you under their 

wing to teach you the ropes? 
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Jones: Once you got part of a team, because now youôre part of them. So, they 

wanted to make sure you knew. Then you had folks to show you stuff and, 

you know, because, when you first get there, you havenôt been out. You donôt 

know whatôs going to happen. Thatôs one thing I put in the book, that you get 

into your first firefight, you can cry ñMomma.ò You can pee on yourself, crap 

on yourself, do all kinds of things. What are you doing next? Did you cover 

your team member? Did you do this; did you do that? Thatôs what was 

important. 

DePue: You were, shall we say, just a little bit older than the average kid in Vietnam 

at the time. 

Jones: Which I found out when I got there. (laughing) 

DePue: Do you think that worked to your advantage? 

Jones: In some ways, I think it may have been helpful. A lot of them, they were kids, 

you know, there. They hadnôt really been through anything other than school 

or maybe been out of school a couple of years, from being in high school. And 

all of a sudden, theyôre over there. To me, I had a sense they were kids 

because I was older. But the only thing that meant is, I would question doing 

something super stupid before they did. They would go ahead and do it and 

then find out. But, being older, a lot of times I would, umm, no, I donôt think 

Iôm going to do that, when I had the choice.  

But that was all not being in the bush, because, once you go out and 

you out in the bush, everybody is mature whoôs out there. (chuckles) Itôs 

amazing how these nineteen, eighteen, these twenty year-old kids, how mature 

they got because they would have other menôs lives in their hands. 

DePue: Getting to Vietnam, youôre also a black man coming from a society where 

thereôs a considerable amount of racial turmoil going on, as well as the 

antiwar protests and student protests and everything else.  

Jones: Oh, yeah. 

DePue: How did that play out once you got to Vietnam? 

Jones: In recon, didnôt focus on it at all. You was going to be in a week, and youôre 

going back out. Thatôs what you focus on. You hear about whatôs going on at 

home, and you know, before you left, how things were. Really, recon in Nam 

was such a focused thing to be a part of. So, you didnôt have all that racial 

conflict, like you did in the rear units, you know, sort of, where they had time 

to do that. I mean, you go out. Sometimes you didnôt have a weekend. You 

may be in three days, and then, all of a sudden, go out. You were so focused 

all the time about making sure you did everything that you had to do to go on 

patrol and stay alive. So, you didnôt really have that time. 
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  Now, thereôs always a few incidences where someoneðbecause folks 

can mess with you by sending you out and doing stuff. You know, you piss 

somebody off, they can put you in all kinds of situations. You come in on this 

team, and then you going out two days later with this team. That make for 

everybody gets uncomfortable because Iôm used to being on this team. I know 

what they can do. I know who I can trust. But, Iôve got to now be on another 

team, and I donôt know, and Iôve got to learn who they are and how they are 

because you get to know each other, in terms of who you are. So, I donôt 

know, recon was different when it came to that. 

DePue: Was there one specific team you worked with most of the time, then? 

Jones: Yeah, I was really with two teams when I was there. One, you know, when I 

first got there, and then folks started leaving and people dying. 

DePue: Can you flesh out some of the names and personalities of the team when you 

first got there? 

Jones: Personalities yes, nameséThatôs what I found thatôs fascinating. Iôve had 

people say, have you ever tried to keep contact with folks, you know, or 

something like that? I never did. 

DePue: Well, paint us a picture, as much as you can, of the people that were there 

when you first got there, on that recon team. 

Jones: Well, some of them, I put in the book, like Mex, you know. He was a point 

guy; he really was. And then, the guy that liked to carry the 60 [M60 machine 

gun], called Sweeney, but he was big, a country fed boy and all. The sergeant 

we had was a big black guy. The physical descriptions that I put in the book 

were of the folks I served with, the teams, the physical descriptions. 

DePue: And this is the people that you went outðin the book, it was talking about 

that mission at Khe Sanh, which weôll get to a little bit later. 

Jones: So, those were their personalities and all. You know, I find this fascinating; I 

have blanked out stuff about Nam. Thatôs why I started writing because I was 

having all these crazy nightmares. It started off as a therapeutical thing, just to 

write and get it out. But I found things IéI just blocked and didnôt want to 

bring them up. You know, names, theyôre not there. I have vague memories of 

one or two names from Vietnam, when I was there. When I was there, it was 

important, and you just knew the person by his name, most of the time by a 

nickname. (chuckles) You know, it wasnôt a formal thing, like, oh yeah, first 

and last name. 

DePue: Who were you known as? 

Jones: Basically, just Doc, because heôs a corpsman. Thatôs what everybody would 

call you, is Doc. So everybody just, just Doc, because thereôs onlyðthere may 



Thomas Jones  Interview # VRV-A-L-2011-043.01 

63 

be five teams thatôs part of the company, or four or five teamsðthereôs only 

four or five Docs, and, most times, you was with your team. 

DePue: Is the name, Doc, then, something of respect? 

Jones: Oh yeah, for Marines? Oh yeah, because youôre out there with them. Thatôs 

what the Marines always respected by the corpsmen. 

DePue: What Iôd like to have you do now is flesh out your first patrol, if you can 

remember that one. 

Jones: If you live through your first patrol, you can live through others. I mean, not 

just whether youôre killed or not, but mentally, because when you come off, 

you know youôre going back. The first patrol: The first thing I remember on 

the first patrol is when we did get into a firefight and when the pilot dropped 

the bomb on us. (chuckles) 

DePue: He dropped the bomb on you, theð 

Jones: Oh, yeah. The part in the book where it talks about that, that really was my 

first patrol. We got out. We had contact. They were surrounding around us. 

They were justð 

DePue: They being the VC? 

Jones: This is the NVA. We were on this little knoll, and it had this ridgeline that 

went around like three ways behind, you know, and there were some planes 

behind us. We walked out. We were on this little knoll waiting to move, and 

all of a sudden, we start receiving fire. Then we looked up, and all of a 

sudden, all these brown uniforms were everywhere. There was a phantom (a 

kind of jet plane). He came in to drop some bombs.  

Well, what I remember is, when I looked, the team leader says, ñKeep 

your heads down. The jetôs coming in. Heôs going to drop some bombs.ò  And 

I looked back, and it looked like that jet was way off. You saw this little silver 

pods, you know, from the distance, come out. The jet pulled up, and they 

came. Well, the first bomb went over us and hit the ridgeline. The second one 

fell short and hit the knoll we were on, and that was the first wounded that I 

had to deal with. Both of them were killed. 

Then, after that, weðand I almost shot my gun, because, you know, 

when you first go out on a patrol, you donôt have your jungle sense. Youôve 

still got all this sense of base and people and noise. Youôve got all this stuff in 

your head. Thatôs why, when you first go out, you have to stop and wait a 

while for your head to get uncluttered from all the sounds that you have and 

the anticipation of those kind of sounds. Thatôs the other thing, because the 

sounds are totally different when youôre in the jungle. And everything just 

looks green, and it takes a while before you really can start seeing shapes. 
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Like here are the leaves and, you know, real shapes, in terms of things, 

because everything just seems blurred. Partially, itôs because youôre scared, 

you know, in terms of it. You canôt really focus on anything, and itôs your first 

time. You expect that you could get shot at, and you look around and see 

anybody could be shooting at you from anywhere because it all looks the 

same. You donôt have a focus. You canôt distinguish things. You canôt 

distinguish shapes and all. It just seems green until, after a while, you start 

seeing all these leaves, and now you see stalks that youôre aware. Now you 

can see them in terms. 

The first patrol, you know, the person I had to treat was from our own 

bomb because they dropped it, and it clipped the hill we was on. So, we was 

in a bomb blast, and thatôs the strangest sound to hear. These little metal 

shards would be going through, whipping, you know. In training, you hear big 

noises and explosions. I mean I went to Vegas down there or whatever. We 

had land, and they had things blowing up like World War II. But, when youôre 

in a bomb, right in where the blast is, besides the shock, which will pick you 

up, throw you around, and you can hear the stuff whipping through the air, 

and you see little trees in front of you being cut. You donôt even know how 

you didnôt get killed. I didnôt understand how I did not get killed, and then 

after that, I had a lot of incidents. I figured out, thatôs a normal thing. You do 

not know how you did not get killed sometime, when you get into a firefight. 

And that was the first firefight, a real one, where you had real folks that were 

trying to kill you. 

DePue: You mentioned you could see the enemy coming up. So many times you read 

other stories about combat, and itôs rare that you actually are close enough to 

the enemy to see him. 

Jones: But, see, in recon we actually got a chance to see them because itôs only six of 

you. So, once you get your jungle senses on, then you can identify them. 

DePue: Doesnôt that make killing the enemy much more personal for you? 

Jones: Oh, the first time it was. 

DePue: Was this first patrol the first time that you did? 

Jones: That was the first time because it was one-on-one. And in your mind, the first 

timeðat least, in my mindðIôm looking at him, and Iôm saying, well heôs 

just like me; he donôt want to be here either, you know?  Iôm still using that 

back home rationalizing, until he points his weapon at you. Then you realize 

heôs going to shoot you. Then you shoot. Thatôs when the transformation 

occurs, that itôs okay to kill the enemy, because now it becomes, itôs not, Iôm 

killing that man. Itôs okay to kill the enemy. Thatôs when that kicks in, 

because they all trying to kill you. And then, from that point on, anyone that 

tries to kill you is the enemy, and you can kill them. 
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DePue: Did that actually happen on that first patrol? 

Jones: Yeah, thatôs the first time I ever killed anyone. I mean, that just makesé Itôd 

been different probably, if that act had occurred, and then I was out of it. I 

would have been, probably, the whole turn of, because I killed a guy and did 

this. But, since we were still there, and everybody was still shooting, you 

donôt have time to feel bad for yourself. You do something or you donôt. 

DePue: How close was he when you killed him? 

Jones: Oh, he was real close. I mean, he waséhmm, about the length of this room, 

because he hadé 

DePue: Twenty feet or so? 

Jones: Yeah, twenty feet, something like that. I mean, he was close, because I could 

see him, his face and all. Thatôs why you hesitated, because I could see his 

face. Thatôs what, you know, just, I could see his face. 

DePue: Can you see it still? 

Jones: There are times, because it donôt go away. Once in a while, things come back. 

Going through, doing this book, writing the book was one thing. Going 

through, doing this audio book has been another thing, because now Iôm 

dealing with sounds, and then Iôm recording. It brings back a whole other way 

that memories come back in your head. I can read the words, is one thing, but 

sound becomes more personal becauseé 

DePue: Iôm sure weôre going to get much more of this, but so much of what youôve 

been talking about, the first impressions of getting there, your impressions of 

going on the first patrol, it all goes back to how heightened all of your senses 

are. Your sense of smell; your sense of sight, hearing. Is that because itôs all 

tied to survival? 

Jones: Itôs all tied to survival because, in recon, thatôs all youôve got. To have a split 

second more than the enemy is that you know you can identify him, or he can 

identify you in that split second. Thatôs the only time youôve got to makeðnot 

make a decision. See, you donôt have time to make a decision. Thatôs the 

hardest thing; you donôt have time to think about. You do something or you 

donôt, period. Thatôs why, when you go to recon, you couldnôt take no baths 

and have soap or something, because that gave a different smell.  

Itôs amazing how soundé  You donôt usually hear, you canôt hear, 

sound because, a lot of times, people say, itôs muffled by the jungle. But, if 

there is a sound, you know somethingôs wrong. You donôt have to hear it 

clearly. If there is a sound, thereôs something wrong. If you see something, if 

all the wind is blowing this way, and over here, itôs not, that stops you and 

makes you wonder, well, whatôs there?  
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Itôs little things like that because, when you out in the jungle and you 

going through it, itôs whoever sees, or is aware of the other, the enemy, first, is 

going to be the one that comes out of that. You donôt have time to think about 

the philosophical rightness of an act. You donôt have time; you just donôt. You 

do it, or you donôt. And if you shoot this guy, youôve got a lot of people 

shooting at you. Thereôs going to be more people coming. 

DePue: Thereôs another decision that you had that first patrol that I think you talked 

about in the book. I know you talk about in the book. I think this is a personal 

experience of almost killing a friendly. 

Jones: Oh yeah, and thatôs because of fear, not knowing. Thatôs why it was on that 

first patrol, because reallyé you justé youôd be so scared that anything that 

moves, you think you should shoot it. Now, thatôs before you really shot a 

person. You can see the eyes, the face of the man, you see, before he becomes 

the enemy. You see a body; you see someone; you start shooting because 

thatôs what itôs like being in training. Iôd see him; Iôd go shoot him because it 

wasnôt clear, because your senses arenôt clear. You see a body, a man, and you 

start to react.  

Thatôs the difference between when youôre new, and you go out in the 

bush, and after youôve been there for a whileébecause after youôve been 

there for a while, you pretty well know where everybody is, in terms of if you 

get into a confrontation or a firefight. You have a sense of where your folks 

are because youôve been out there, you know?  You know theyôre going to go 

right; heôs going left. You have a sense of it. But the first patrol, you had no 

sense of any of that. The only thing you have a sense of is, Iôm here, and every 

bullet in the air is aimed at you; everybodyôs shooting at you. Thatôs the 

feeling. You know, after you get past it, then you find out, a lot of bullets are 

shooting, but theyôre not all aiming at you, even though you can get shot by 

one.  

Thatôs what the first patrol really did is, even though thereôs all these 

bullets out there, theyôre not all shooting at you, because the first thing you do 

is freeze. Youôre scared to move because, if I move, Iôm going to get shot, 

which is the complete wrong thing to do because, if you keep staying still, you 

stay long enough, then they really can see youôre not moving. You get shot. It 

reverses your way of thinking of what you do in situations, totally. 

DePue: That first patrol, then, is also the first time you actually had to use your 

medical skills? 

Jones: And failed, because there was nothing I could do. I mean, a bomb just rips you 

apart. Thereôs not too much you can do. 

DePue: And this was an American bomb. 

Jones: Oh, yeah.  
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DePue:  What wasé 

Jones The only thing we did, when he said he was coming back to dropðbecause 

the pilot was really eager, because, when we said, òHey, stop dropping. 

Youôre killing us.ò He cussed, and he says, ñDamn it; Iôm coming back in.ò 

Thatôs when he came, and he turned. And I have never seen it. I mean, we 

were actually almost higher than the jet because we were sort of looking at an 

angle like that, when he came sideways and dropped that napalm. 

  I was out at the National Guard, and I was talking to pilots with the 

new 160, whatever they were flying when I was there. 

DePue: The F-16s? 

Jones: And I said, ñI bet you Iôve seen pilots do stuff you canôt do today.ò And, of 

course, the pilotôs ego says, (makes growling, grumbling noises). I told them 

the story about him flying. They said, ñOh, heôs flying by wire.ò It was 

interesting. They all expressed some sense of frustration, saying, everything is 

so computerized. The technology now takes over, and you fit within the 

parameters of technology, and all these things. And they said, they donôt fly 

like that no more. 

DePue: Did his actions that day save you? 

Jones: Oh, yeah. They were coming down on the ridge and that. They was coming by 

another plane. 

DePue: It sounds like that would be somebody else that the team would respect. 

Jones: Youôre there with them. See, thatôs what is built in. All the stuff that happens, 

youôre there with them. Thatôs what makes the difference. 

DePue: So, that helicopter jockey who drops you off and hovers there long enough so 

you can get off and is there while you get on. 

Jones: Iôve seen helicopters get shot up, blow up, trying to come in to save recon 

teams. Iôve seen when our choppers couldnôt get to us, and choppers were 

flying through the area, and they said, ñWell, weôll come in.,ò And they pick 

you up. 

DePue: This first patrol, then, youôve got a lot to process, once you can get back to the 

base and kind of decompress or, at least, try to decompress. Whatôs on your 

mind? Was it the first time you had to kill somebody, the first time you 

couldnôt save somebody, your own reactions when youôre out in combat? 

Jones: Oh, it was all of it. I mean, it was all of it. It was so jumbled. It was so 

confusing because the thing that hits your head is, is this how itôs going to be?  

And you donôt know; every time I go out. That first patroléand the team 




