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DePue: Today is Wednesday, March 27, 2013. My name is Mark DePue, the Director 

of Oral History at the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library. Today Iôm in 

Springfield, talking to William H. Phillips, Bill Phillips. Good afternoon, Bill. 

Phillips: Good afternoon, Mark.  

DePue: Weôre going to be talking about your Vietnam experience, but weôre going to 

take a little time getting there because of your route to Vietnam. There are a 

lot of people who had an interesting route to Vietnam, and you certainly did. 

But we always start with when and where you were born. 

Phillips: I was born June 25, 1946, in Benton, Illinois. 

DePue: And where would we find Benton? 

Phillips: Bentonôs in the southern part of the state. Itôs fairly close to Carbondale, a 

little north of Carbondale. It was a coal mining community, rather poor. In the 

twenties and thirties, there were some industrial activities that dealt with the 

coal mine industry, but by World War II and the end of it, it was basically 

gone. Itôs a very poor area commercially. 

DePue: Did you grow up there? 

Phillips: No, my family moved when I was only one year old. My father got an 

opportunity for a different job. My parents were both school teachers, and my 
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father got an opportunity to get a State job at the prison in Pontiac, Illinois, to 

teach, so we moved to Pontiac. 

DePue: I should mention here, right at the beginning of this, youôve been interviewed 

before for our program. That one was with Phil Pogue, and it was about our 

school reorganization project. 

Phillips: It certainly was, yeah. 

DePue: So tell us what youôve been doing, and very briefly, tell us why you were 

interviewed for that. 

Phillips: Okay. Basically, I have had a lot of experience over the last decades dealing 

with school district reorganization, which is the formal merging with various 

mechanisms and procedures in Illinois of school districts, entire school 

districts. I wrote my doctoral dissertation on that topic at the University of 

Illinois in Champaign and became very interested.  

After Pontiac, we actually lived in a very small community called 

Chenoa, where it was always discussed. It was something that came up all the 

time. So I just began to study that and just kept working with it. Since then, 

Iôve completed fifty plus studies for districts, probably 150 school districts in 

Illinois, throughout the state, about districts that are interested in that process. 

That was basically my experience with it. I do a lot of public speaking about 

it, work with school boards. 

DePue: Youôve already mentioned that Chenoaôs where you grew up and that itôs a 

small town. What else can you tell us about Chenoa? 

Phillips: Chenoa was an agricultural community. The farmland around Chenoa was as 

good as it is in any place in the world. It had flat lands, very little lands that 

had trees on it. The farmers and the farmland there was first class, but that was 

basically the only industry of any kind, commercial activity, in Chenoa, very 

small community. My parents were both teachers in the elementary school, so 

that kept me pretty well in tow, as well as anything, when both of your parents 

are teachers in the district.  

DePue: What were your parentsô names? 

Phillips: My dadôs name was Burt, and my motherôs name was Helen. 

DePue: It wasnôt Burton? It was just plain old Burt? 

Phillips: No, Burt, William Burt. For the last four generations, weôve all had the name 

William, either as the first name or the middle name. We alternate with who 

can use the name William. So my dad used the name Burt, and I use the name 

William. Now I have a son whose name is William Brandon, and he uses his 



William óBillô Phillips  Interview # VRV-A-L-2013-019 

3 

middle name. Then he has a son; they donôt call him Bill though, so heôs 

broken the chain, but he does have the name. (DePue laughs) 

DePue: He just doesnôt go by it. 

Phillips: Yeah, right (laughs). 

DePue: You said both your parents were grade school teachers? 

Phillips: Yes. My mother taught third grade and occasionally some special reading 

classes. My father taught eighth grade mathematics and also was an 

administrator part of the time. 

DePue: Did you get to have the experience of being in your parentôs class? 

Phillips: Well, I did actually, not with my mother but with my father. I was in a 

mathematics class with him in junior high, and that was quite an experience. 

He was a very well-known person, a very no-nonsense teacher. He was 

basically the disciplinarian for the school district. My friends gave my dad a 

wide walk-around. In fact, they used to ask me all the time, ñHow do you live 

with that guy?ò (DePue laughs) because he was pretty stern. But he had a 

great sense of humor, and he loved teaching.  

DePue: He wasnôt that way at home? 

Phillips: No, he actually wasnôt. I never really challenged him to the point where I got 

iné I had a scrape or two, but nothing serious at home. He was busy all the 

time. He was going to school. He didnôt start out with a degree. He and my 

mother got their bachelorôs and masterôs late in life. I actually started with my 

mother because we were a poor family in a one-room school house when I 

was two years old because we couldnôt afford a babysitter. I just went to 

school with her. I can actually remember attending a one-room school, like 

you see on pictures, with the stove in the middle and the well outside and all 

of that. I did that; that was an interesting experience. 

DePue: But that wasnôt your experience living in Chenoa? 

Phillips:  No. No, when we lived in Chenoa, basically we lived in the country. My dad 

considered himself a gentleman farmer, with about three acres of land. He 

liked to garden, so he was a big gardener. In fact, he would grow way more 

than we could ever eat or even give away. He was always giving this and that 

away, tomatoes or corn or whatever it is we were growing at the time. He 

liked to do that, and that was his hobby. 

DePue: Did he ever get into administration? 

Phillips: He did. He got into administration. I donôt think he got an administrative 

degree, but they made him sort of like the dean of students, without that title. 
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But it was well-known that, if you got out of line, especially in the junior high, 

he was the person you had to go see. He considered himself the judge. He 

used to call himself the judge, and he would hold court. I was never in there, 

but they would tell me that he would hold court, and he would say ñguilty,ò 

ñnot guilty.ò If it was guilty, you pretty well knew what the consequence was, 

which was a swat or swats, whatever.  

DePue: That he would deliver himself? 

Phillips: Yes, oh yes, personally. 

DePue: Well, school has changed a bit since then. 

Phillips: (laughs) Yes, it certainly has. In those days, [he was] either called sir or Mr. 

Phillips, one of the two. He didnôt care which, but you didnôt call him 

anything else but that. 

DePue: So, when you were sitting in his math class, I would assume you kept your 

head down? 

Phillips: Yeah, I did. He would take advantage of that; heôd laugh and ask me 

questions. Iôd give him the same ñsirò as everybody else, in class, around 

everybody. 

DePue: Did you have any siblings? 

Phillips: I have a brother who is an attorney, older brother. I have two sisters. One of 

my sisters was a college president. She went from a high school English 

teacher to be a college president. 

DePue: What was the college? 

Phillips: It was a Japanese college in Hawaii, Gong Sai Dar University. She was also a 

provost and a assistant president at Sacramento State, the one in California, 

that place thatôs so warm in the winter. 

DePue: Palm Springs? 

Phillips: Palm Springs, thatôs it, College of the Desert; that was it. Then I have another 

sister, whose husband was an engineer and very high up in engineering with 

Hughes Aircraft, did a lot of military contracting in the sixties and seventies, 

military weapons of one kind of another, especially ones that used radar. That 

was his specialty. 

DePue: It sounds like education was in the blood in your family. 

Phillips: Oh, yeah. It was very competitive in my family. You didnôt want to be the last 

one. I knew right away it wasnôt a matter of whether or not Iôm going to 
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college. It was just where are you going to go, and what are you going to do 

when you get there? There was no if about it.  

DePue: How about religion? Was your family religious? 

Phillips: Well, yes and no. My mother was Catholic, and my father was Southern 

Baptist, which is a strange combination. I think, long before I was bornðthis 

occurred with my sisters and my brother tooðwe never went to church 

formally, but each of us, my brother and my sisters, went to different 

churches, basically on our own. 

DePue: It sounds like you were encouraged to do that. 

Phillips: We were. I went, and I enjoyed it. We all ended up in different churches and 

so on and so forth. 

DePue: Which church did you end up going to? 

Phillips: Methodist, Methodist. 

DePue: Why did you choose the Methodists? 

Phillips: I thought they had the nicest clientele, (DePue laughs) and they certainly had 

the nicest outings, with the prettiest ladies and stuff like that. But I did know 

the pastor, and he was a very nice guy. He was very easy for me to talk to. 

DePue: You were born in 1946, so youôre growing up in the era that most Americans 

look back as idyllic , the iconic age of being a kid in Americað 

Phillips: The fifties and sixties.  

DePue: éwas that your experience? 

Phillips: It was. But I didnôt realize it at the time. There was no problem about getting 

jobs, and things were being built. I remember when Route 66 went to Route 

55 and from two lanes to four lanes. That was very close to my house. Things 

were good; you would buy houses, and then youôd sell houses. It was good 

times. No war or anything was really going on. The Korean War was a little 

bit early in my memory cycle, even though my brother was in the Air Force at 

the time of the Korean War. 

DePue: So heôs quite a bit older than you? 

Phillips: Oh, yes. He was fifteen years older than me. 

DePue: Was your father a World War II veteran? 

Phillips: He was. He was in the Navy for a brief period in World War II. He was in the 

Seabees. Then he got hurt on some project or whatever they were doing. He 
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never left the States, and he got out basically. But I thought it was unusual. He 

was like thirty-five years old when he was drafted, and he had three kids. That 

was a little different. Of course, that was World War II. He was in probably a 

year and a half to two years. He had five brothers, and I think three of them 

were in the military at different times. 

DePue: Was there much to do in Chenoa, growing up? 

Phillips: Not much in my estimation or recollection. Living in the country, it was a 

mile from my nearest friend, so I would ride my bike to their house, and weôd 

play baseball or whatever. But there wasnôt the organized sports that we have 

today. I played sports in junior high and high school, but we didnôt have the 

summer organized the way they have it now. So everything was a pick-up 

game. I was in 4-H because I lived on a farm, but we didnôt have any 

animals.1 I wasnôt really a farmer; I did gardening. And I was in scouting. I 

just liked to be with people, around people, and so forth, so I did everything I 

could to try to be involved in anything where I could be around people. Living 

out in the country, itôs somewhat lonely. 

DePue: Did Chenoa have a high school? 

Phillips: It did have a high school.  

DePue: What was the student body population? 

Phillips: I think we were at the highwater mark, pretty close to, when I was there of 

about 150 or 160 kids. 

DePue: How many in your class? 

Phillips: Forty-two, and I graduated third out of my class. (DePue laughs) 

DePue: Well, you did very well. 

Phillips: Top 10 percent. I tell my students that to this day; I graduated in the top 10 

percent in my high school. 

DePue: Were you involved in some extracurricular activities? 

Phillips: I was. Actually, I wasnôt a very good athlete. Baseball was my best game. I 

played a little basketball, not so much. I played a little in junior high and a 

little early on. I was a foreign exchange student to Norway, with the American 

Field Service, between my junior and senior year. I was very lucky to get that. 

                                                 
1 4-H is a U.S.-based network of youth organizations whose mission is "engaging youth to reach their fullest 

potential while advancing the field of youth development. Though typically thought of as an agriculturally 

focused organization as a result of its history, 4-H today focuses on citizenship, healthy living, science, 

engineering, and technology programs. (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/4-H) 
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That was really a life-changing experience for me because Iôd never really 

travelled to any extent. 

DePue: Was that something that you wanted to do or were your parents kind of 

pushing you in that direction? 

Phillips: No, actually, I signed up for it myself, with the American Field Service. I saw 

it; I donôt really remember where I saw it advertised, so I signed up. They 

wanted me to write something. You had to write like a essay, a one-page essay 

or something like that. So I wrote something. Then they contacted me, and 

they interviewed me, and then you are selected to go. You donôt get to pick 

the country where you want to go; they just send you there. They try to match 

your family with that family. The father in Norway was a teacher. Of course, 

my father was a teacher. I guess that was the connection. So, I went to 

Norway. In fact, when we got off the boatðwe took a shipðthere were about 

1,000 of us. 

DePue: All foreign exchange students? 

Phillips: All foreign exchange students. The whole ship was full of us. We got off the 

boat in Europe, and they started taking off wherever they were going to go in 

Europe, all the way to northern Africa. Then I started making my way up by 

train. We travelled by trainðwhich was very nice, by the wayðto Norway. I 

was the very last student to get off the train in Norway, northern Norway. 

DePue: Was there some way to get between Denmark and Norway? 

Phillips: Yeah. They put the whole train on a ferry boat. They just drove the train on a 

ferry boat, put up the sides, and we just chugged right across. It was at night. 

It took about an hour, and then they just got there, coupled it up to the tracks, 

and just took right off again. We never got out of the train. 

DePue: What was the learning curve like to speak the language? 

Phillips: I didnôt speak the language. For the ten days we were going over there, they 

had Norwegian students there with us, and they taught us a few basic phrases 

and a song or two and things like that, but we didnôt speak Norwegian; 

nobody did. But what I found when I got there was that the average student 

my age knew English, English English, not American English. They didnôt 

speak American. They spoke English English, Oxford English, and they knew 

English very well. They were very intelligent; itôs very rigorous there. 

DePue: I would think though that the classes you were getting were in Norwegian. 

Phillips: Actually, they let me stay in the English classes all day long. I wasnôt there 

that long. I was in the summer break. But when I was there, I would sit in the 

English classes, hour after hour. They wanted to hear me speak because they 

were used to English people coming and visiting Norway, especially northern 
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Norway, where the fishing is the big one. There were English tourists that 

would come, but Americans were very rare at the time.  

In fact, we ran out of railroad track, and we couldnôt go by railroad 

anymore. We had to go by boat. So we got on a coastal steamer and went up 

the last 100 miles, where I was going, by boat, because there was no train at 

that time that went that far. Roads werenôt all that great, not that common. 

DePue: Were you in a place that even the Norwegians would think would be out in the 

sticks? 

Phillips: Yeah, I would say they were pretty much in the sticks. We were on an island, 

a big island, fifty miles long. But it was an island, and we were only fifty 

miles south of the Arctic Circle. Basically their summer, which is all day 

lightðthey have the midnight sunðit would stay dusk and dawn type light 

for about twenty-two hours a day. There was very little darkness. Then itôs the 

reverse in the winter. That was a little hard to get used to. 

DePue: What was on the menu? 

Phillips: Well, I was afraid of that because I had no concept of what they ate, but 

basically what they ate was a lot of fish of one kind or another, because fish is 

theiré Beef was unknown, basically; pork, very rare; chicken on occasion; 

fish and pastries, oddly enough, and cheese. And they had some hard crackers 

and hard bread.  

I called her my mother. She was a little lady, and she didnôt speak a 

word of English, so we just sort of looked at each other. But every day she 

would go down to the market and get some bread and cheese or basics, milk, 

that sort of thing. We had a refrigerator. We were upper-class there, no TV, no 

car, not even a bicycle. They had one, but it didnôt have any wheels. (both 

laugh) So [if ] youôre going to go somewhere, you had to walk down to the 

village, and you could get on a bus. Then, if you were going to go any farther 

than that, you had to get on a boat and go there, wherever it was. 

DePue: How long were you there? 

Phillips: I was there about four and a half months. We travelled through Norway and 

Denmark, some Sweden, Germany. We got off the boat in Holland. We got on 

the boat in Holland again, so we backtracked. I really enjoyed it. I really liked 

it. The people were very nice to me. They just treated me like I was just really 

something special. They just hadnôt seen many Americans. 

DePue: Now, you mentioned when you were in Chenoa, and you were selecting 

churches, in part you were selecting churches based on the clientele. How was 

the clientele? 
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Phillips: Clientele in Norway was pretty good (both laugh). The ladies and the young 

girls in the high schoolé They called it a gymnasium, which was their high 

school, which is much more rigorous than our high school. I couldnôt believe 

the rigor that they had in the high school. I was used to high school students 

kind of fooling around a lot, writing notes and that sort of thing. That never 

happened in Norway, not at all. It was serious, no nonsense business during 

the school day.  

But they were very nice to me, and the girls, I have to admit, they were 

anxious to get to know me and talk to me and so forth, which was fine with 

me. I was glad to talk to anybody. I enjoyed going to dances that they had, 

where they would play the accordion and do the polka type dances. I didnôt 

really know that, but I did the best I could and enjoyed that, laughed. 

DePue: I donôt suppose you have a picture or two you could share? 

Phillips: I do. At home, I do have some pictures from Norway I can bring. 

DePue: Did all of that experience change your perspective? 

Phillips: It did actually. Iôd never really been on trips, not even much in the United 

States had travelled, much less go to another country kind of by myself and 

actually attend a school in another country. So, when I got back, I was much 

more serious. I was pretty serious about seeing what was involved in 

education because I knew it meant so much to them. If they flunked the test 

that they had to take every year, they were out. They were just gone. They 

couldnôt go to school anymore, unless you were wealthy enough to pay for it 

on your own. We all kind of take it for granted. So I took a few things like that 

a whole lot more seriously than I had before. I think I was kind of 

fundamentally changed. I think it was a positive thing for me. It gave me a 

much wider perspective. 

DePue: What other extracurricular activities? You mentioned baseball. Did you do 

anything else in high school? 

Phillips: I was in the organizations. I was the class president and vice president, and I 

was the editor of the yearbook. I wrote for the student newspaper. I was in the 

National Honor Society, all that stuff. I was in, I think, two of the plays, junior 

play and senior play, lettermenôs club, things like that. 

DePue: From your perspective, and youôve been around education most of your life 

now, what are the advantages and the disadvantages of going to such a small 

school? 

Phillips: The advantages were you knew everybody, and everyone knew you. 

Everybody didnôt like that, but I did like that. I liked the atmosphere. It was 

like a big family, if you will.  My grandkids and kids attended some high 

schools of 2,500 kids in a high school. I think thatôs awfully large. They did 
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well to even know the other kids in their class or even half of them; they just 

couldnôt do it. I enjoyed it. At the time I probably wasnôt too enamored with 

it, because we didnôt have all that many activities, but we would have dances 

and proms and stuff like that, not like they do now, where you have to have 

guards and security people. It was very easy going and kind of fun and 

harmless.  

Disadvantages, we just didnôt have much rigorðIôm saying that 

nowðin the curriculum. We didnôt have a lot of high math courses. We had 

Spanish, two years. We had Latin, which I took, which was totally useless, but 

I took it anyway. When I found out, really, what I didnôt know was when I 

went to Illinois State [University, ISU] as a freshman. I have to admit that I 

kind of sailed through high school, without really a whole lot of rigor there, 

competition, if you will . I got to ISU, and it was a much bigger field of play, a 

lot more kids coming from schools that had a whole lot more classes that 

theyôd been offered, a lot more competition. It was a difficult  the first 

semester. It was (laughs) a culture shock for me to see what I didnôt know. 

But I persevered; I learned quickly, but I certainly didnôt have what they had 

when they came. 

DePue: Because youôre going to end up in the Vietnam War and the way that you got 

there, I want to ask you a few other questions that would have occurred while 

you were still in high school, because you graduated in 1964. Those are the 

JFK [John Fitzgerald Kennedy, President of the United] years. Were you a fan 

of JFK? 

Phillips: At the time, I liked JFK. I canôt say that I really followed politics the way that 

I do now, but I liked him. I didnôt really care for Lyndon Johnson [President 

of the United States] a whole lot. I thought that he was rather a cold person. 

JFK was a very charming person, very vibrant, and his family and so forth. 

Having little kids in the White House, I thought was a great thing.  

I can remember the Bay of Pigs thing, when he owned up to that. I 

thought, Well, my gosh.2 And I can remember the Cuban Missile Crisis.3 I 

was paying very close attention to that on TV, when he appeared, saying the 

Russians have missiles there and so on and so forth. I know we got started in 

Vietnam, basically, about that time, but I wasnôt paying any attention to 

Vietnam at that time. 

                                                 
2 The Bay of Pigs Invasion was a failed military invasion of Cuba undertaken by the Central Intelligence 

Agency (CIA)-sponsored paramilitary group, Brigade 2506 in April 1961. 

(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bay_of_Pigs_Invasion) 
3 The Cuban Missile Crisis was a 13-day confrontation between the United States and the Soviet Union, 

initiated by the American discovery of Soviet ballistic missile deployment in Cuba. The confrontation is often 

considered the closest the Cold War came to escalating into a full-scale nuclear war. 

(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cuban_Missile_Crisis) 
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 I can remember; I was sitting in a high school mathematics class when 

somebody walked in and said heôd [President Kennedy] been killed. We kind 

of went through a period there, from about sixty-three to sixty-eight of Martin 

Luther King, and then his [JFKôs] brother, RFK [Robert F. Kennedy], and 

those kinds of things.4, 5 Then we had the problems in the South that were just 

really getting started, the racial issues. 

DePue: The sit-ins, the segregation, the freedom rides. 

Phillips: Oh, my gosh, yeah, and the dogs and the water hoses and so on and so forth. 

Iôd never really been to the South, and I really didnôt know blacks. Iôm not 

sure if Iôdé I may have met one or two. 

DePue: Not in your school? 

Phillips: Oh, no, no, none in our town, none that I could even think of, until I got to 

college. 

DePue: Chenoa, is that an area primarily settled by Germans and Scandinavians? 

Phillips: Yeah, yeah, I would say it is. I can remember the German names, 

Schickendanz and Aschenbrenner (laughs) and different names like that, that 

were pretty German. I didnôt have any frame of reference for the racial issues 

that were going on. I actually felt very sorry for them and what was going on. 

I didnôt know quite how to handle that one, until I got to college, and then it 

got worse. 

DePue: Youôre talking about the Civil Rights issue? 

Phillips: Yeah, right. 

DePue: What were your plans, coming out of high school? You said college was 

obviously required. 

Phillips: Well, I was going to go to college; there was no doubt about that. I thought 

about other colleges [other than Illinois State University], but I got a teacherôs 

scholarship right away. A teacherôs scholarship at the time paid for your 

tuition, and it paid for your books to go into the teaching field. That was pretty 

attractive to my dad, and of course, he liked that anyway. I really wanted to be 

a lawyer. That was kind of my long-term goal. 

DePue: Why? 

                                                 
4 Martin Luther King Jr. was an American Baptist minister and activist who became the most visible 

spokesperson and leader in the civil rights movement, from 1954 until his assassination in 1968. 

(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Martin_Luther_King_Jr.) 
5 Robert Francis " Bobby" Kennedy was an American politician and lawyer who served as the 64th United 

States Attorney General from January 1961 to September 1964, and as a U.S. Senator from New York from 

January 1965 until his assassination in June 1968. (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_F._Kennedy) 
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Phillips: I canôt answer that, other than I thought that was a good profession. I thought 

it was a high-level job, a very respectable thing, and probably very lucrative. 

DePue: Did you grow up watching Perry Mason episodes?6 

Phillips: I did; I did, but that wasnôt what attracted me to it. I just thought it was a good 

position, a good job to have. People would respect you and so on and so forth, 

so I wanted to do it. 

DePue: Illinois State isnôt that far away from Chenoa. Did you live on campus? 

Phillips: I did. I lived on campus. Except for a brief period, one time during [my time] 

there, I lived on campus. 

DePue: Whose decision was that? 

Phillips: Really mine. I probably could have stayed at home. I had an old beater car. It 

wasnôt the greatest car, but I probably could have driven back and forth. I 

started taking summer classes too to try to get ahead of the game and so on 

and so forth. So, I was going to school a lot, and then I had some jobs in 

school. I worked in Penneyôs, selling shoes and clothes.7 I worked at the 

University Union in the recreation hall. That was where I learned to play pool. 

Still play pool, whenever I can. 

DePue: A lucrative skill. 

Phillips: A lucrative skill, it was. It really helped me with the money for dates and 

things like that on occasion (both laugh). College years were good. I lived 

there. I lived with basically the same group after my freshman year. Oddly 

enough, they were almost all from Chicago, and they were almost all athletes. 

They were all college athletes, football players, baseball players, wrestlers, 

track people, whatever, but me. 

DePue: Small town kid from Chenoa with no discernable athletic skills. 

Phillips: Yeah, yeah. But I tended to be a little bit more serious about school than a lot 

of them were. I was kind of well-known for being able to assist them with 

their college rigor, on occasion. And they were nice; they were very nice to 

me. 

DePue: This wasnôt a fraternity though? 

                                                 
6 Perry Mason was an American legal drama series originally broadcast on CBS television from 1957 to 1966. 

The title character, portrayed by Raymond Burr, was a fictional Los Angeles criminal-defense lawyer who 

originally appeared in detective fiction by Erle Stanley Gardner. 

(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Perry_Mason_(TV_series) 
7 J. C. Penney Company, Inc. is an American department store chain with 864 locations in 49 U.S. states and 

Puerto Rico. (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/J._C._Penney) 
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Phillips: No. They werenôt allowed at that time. 

DePue: At the time you got to college, 1964, that was an age when the draft was 

always a factor of a young manôs decision-making process. 

Phillips: Oh yeah. In those days, you could go to college and get your bachelorôs 

degree, and they wouldnôt try to draft you. 

DePue: A student deferment then? 

Phillips: Right. And then, by the time I was getting ready to graduate, in the late 

sixties, the rules were starting to change. Earlier than that, if you wanted to get 

a masterôs degree, you could keep on going and get your student deferment. 

By the time sixty-eight rolled around, they werenôt giving you student 

deferments for graduate degrees. I wanted to do that, and they said, ñNo, you 

canôt do that.ò 

DePue: Weôre going to get back to the whole draft issue in a little bit, but I wanted to 

ask you about your major.  

Phillips:  History? Well, I really liked history, even though my dad told me, he said, 

ñYou know son, being a history major is not going to be a job where youôre 

really going to have a lot of job opportunities. Teaching it, you can do that and 

so on and so forth, but other than thatéò But I liked it. I persevered because I 

just liked history. 

DePue: You saw that as a nice ramp into the law school? 

Phillips: I thought so. What my plan was was to get my bachelorôs degree. Then you 

have to take the law school admission test, and if you do well enough on itð

But I never got to do that, until actually after the Armyðthen kind of go to 

the law school. I knew I couldnôt go to the private ones. I just couldnôt afford 

that. So it was going to have to be University of Illinois at Champaign, and I 

think Carbondale had a law school at the time. That was really about it for 

public schools. 

DePue: What did your dad think about your aspirations to be a lawyer? 

Phillips: He thought that was fine. He was very proud of me. As long as I was thinking 

about some profession or something like that, he was okay with it. My sister 

married an engineer who just went right through and got his doctorate and 

became a bigtime engineering whatever, military stuff basically. My other 

sister, she took a long time to get her degree. She was a very driven person. 

My brother was an attorney, and he was determined that he was going to do 

that. He was in California. They all gravitated to California, except me. Our 

family was very friendly competitive, if you will, especially about education 

and stuff like that. 
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DePue: It sounded like you kept pretty busy in high school. How about in college. Did 

you have extracurriculars then? 

Phillips: Not too many formal activities that I do in college. I was in a social fraternity, 

which wasnôt a fraternity where we lived together. It was justéWe got 

together, and you were asked to be in it, Alpha Phi Omega, APO, which was 

nice. I didnôt play any sports other than intramural sports. I didnôt get into the 

student government or anything like that. I was kind of busy working. I had to 

do jobs and then go to school too. I didnôt have a whole lot of time to do other 

things. 

DePue: The years you were in college, 1964 to 1968, were rather tumultuous years for 

most college campuses. This is the student rights movement, as you get farther 

into that four-year period. Vietnam is really rearing its head. Tell me about the 

political climate on the campus of Illinois State University. 

Phillips: Well, that became very serious business. I can remember the SDS, the 

Students for Democratic Society, was very active there, and they were sort of 

like militant, right-wingers. Maybe thatôs the wrong wing; Iôm not sure 

whatever they were. 

DePue: I think they would have been on the left side. 

Phillips: Left-wingers. But they were very, very militant, and they sponsored sit-ins. I 

think we had at least one sit-in, where they occupied the administration 

building, and they wanted this and wanted that. Then they got into the racial 

thing. They got into some marches or whatever with the black students, 

wanting this or that on campus. And there were some issues. I really didnôt get 

involved in that stuff, but there were issues between factions of students who 

didnôt like that, and there were a few altercations. I just tried to stay away 

from that kind of problem, because I was a little more serious about going to 

school, and I wasnôt that serious about the politics of what was happening in 

the country, with the student rights movement.  

Of course, Vietnam, as the years went on, started to become a bigger 

issue with me. By the time I was a junior, youôre starting to think about that, 

because they were very insistent on trying to get everybody they could into 

the Army. 

DePue: Whoôs they? 

Phillips: Well, the draft boards and the people who areéTheyôre looking for soldiers. 

That provided the soldiers for Vietnam, or at least the bulk of them. Unlike 

these new wars, the National Guard and the [Army] Reserves really played 

very little part in any activity in Vietnam. They didnôt send them; they left 

them here. I guess that was a national policy decision, but they did. 

DePue: Was there a Chenoa draft board? 
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Phillips: Pontiac. 

DePue: Pontiac, they were the ones who had your future in their hands? 

Phillips: Yeah, right. (laughs) 

DePue: How did that process work? Did you have to register? 

Phillips: Well, my dad was on the draft board years ago. He knew all about it because 

heôd been on the draft board. In fact, that was the reason my brother joined the 

Air Force during the Korean War. He was going to college, and he was in the 

middle of college. He joined the Air Force. I remember him coming home and 

telling my dad he joined the Air Force. Dad said, ñWhat did you do that for?ò 

He said, ñI felt bad because youôre on the draft board, and everybody said 

youôre protecting me.ò Dad said, ñIôm not protecting you. You could at least 

finish your degree.ò Well, he didnôt; he joined the Air Force.  

My dad was kind of heartbroken about that, so he got off the draft 

board. He kind of knew the machinations of it. Basically, they needed, by 

some sort of quota system, based on your censusðI guess; I donôt knowð

they needed so many people, and they graded them. Once youôre initially 

found to be eligible, you go for a medical exam and then the exemptions. 

Some people got them; some people didnôt and so on and so forth. 

DePue: Were you following any of the war news? 

Phillips: I started to by the time I was a senior in college. That was in history anyway; I 

liked to follow it and watch it. It was on TV [television], and I think that was 

the first military war that they really had on TV. You could actually see them 

fighting battles and combat situations on TV. Oh yeah, I was watching it. 

DePue: Were you thinking, Gee, this looks like an infantry war. I might want to join 

the Air Force or the Navy instead. 

Phillips: Yeah, I thought about that. Actually, I thought about that too late, because by 

that time, when I started thinking about it, I actually checked on that, even the 

National Guard and the reserves. By that time, they had waiting lists of guys 

who were signing up for that. I probably should have thought about that 

earlier, but I didnôt. I thought, originally, that I might get some consideration, 

after I graduated from college, being a college graduate, but I didnôt. I ended 

up with no consideration whatsoever. I thought about the Air Force or the 

Navy, not the Marines (both laugh). I have a cute story about the Marines I 

can tell you.  

DePue: You might as well launch into it now. 

Phillips: The day I was actually inducted into the Army, in Chicago, these Marine drill 

sergeantsðThey looked like drill sergeants because they were big burly guys, 
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dressed in immaculate uniforms. They just looked like picture soldiersðwere 

walking around, and they were talking to all of us that were going through the 

line, [saying] that they needed 10 percent of all the people going through the 

service station that day, that big building. Ten percent they were going to get, 

but they wanted the best 10 percent. They only wanted the biggest, baddest, 

fastest, meanest, whatever. I thought, Oh, I donôt want to do that.  

So I purposely got in line between two of the tallest guys I could find. 

They must have been six foot six or seven, both of them. They were a good 

head taller than me. So those Marines just walked right past me (DePue 

laughs), didnôt give me a nod. I can remember them pulling a guy or two out 

of the line and taking them into this room. They were just kicking and 

screaming; they didnôt want to be in the Marines. But when they went into 

that room, they were Marines. I donôt think they even asked them. I donôt 

know, but I didnôt go into that room! (both laugh) 

DePue: How about the two guys that flanked you? 

Phillips: No, they didnôt either, but I did that on purpose. I remember to this day 

thinking, Iôve got to make myself the least appealing that I possibly can, since 

they want the leanest, meanest, toughest, biggest, all this. I figured, Well, Iôm 

just going toé That was kind of my philosophy in the Army altogether, the 

first part of it was just, stay in the background, just blend in, keep your mouth 

shut (laughs). 

DePue: The tail end of your senior year is 1968ðIôm sure you remember thisðthe 

Tet Offensive begins about late January or early in February sixty-eight, and 

suddenly itôs on everybodyôs radar screen. Do you remember?8 

Phillips: Yeah, Walter Cronkite. I remember that well. Walter Cronkite was the big 

anchorman on TV news, and everybody really liked him and respected him. 

He went to Vietnam, and I can remember him saying, ñWell, it doesnôt look 

like weôre winning here.ò He really thought we ought to figure out some way 

to get out of this because he didnôt see us winning.  

I got to thinking, Holy cow, weôre not even winning over there? My 

assumption was that weôre just going to go over there and kick the snot out of 

them real quick. What could they possibly have to stop the United States 

Army, with all of our technology, not to mention our numbers and everything 

else we had? I couldnôt imagine them being any sort of a formidable enemy.  

Then that came about. I think everybody was sort of disillusioned after 

that. Weôd been over there two or three years, and everybodyôs telling us 

along the way, ñWell, weôre going real good. We just need some more 

                                                 
8 The Tet Offensive was a series of surprise attacks by the Vietcong (rebel forces sponsored by North Vietnam) 

and North Vietnamese forces on scores of cities, towns, and hamlets throughout South Vietnam. It was 

considered to be a turning point in the Vietnam War. (https://www.u-s-history.com/pages/h1862.html) 
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soldiers. Just send us another 50,000 or 100,000, whatever.ò And weôre there 

for a couple of years, and weôre still not winning. Oh, my gosh. Weôre not 

winning this thing.ò  I figuredé  

DePue: By 1967, especially into early sixty-eight, I would think that the student 

protestors were saying things like, ñItôs not just that weôre not winning. This is 

the wrong war. This is not a just war.ò Were you hearing that? 

Phillips: Some of that, but not much. That really came about after Tet. Iôll tell you, 

when that really started was even later than that, after some of the Vietnam 

vets came back and started telling about what they were finding over there and 

so forth.  

But I would say, before Tet, the country, or at least me and most 

everybody in it, was pretty well behind the government. We thought, Well, if 

we donôt go over there and do something, weôll have another Korea where the 

Chinese or, whatever, the Russians will come down and take over South 

Vietnam and then blah, blah, blah. So we thought, Well, itôs a good thing to 

do, and weôre doing the right thing.  

But then, after a while, I would say after Tet and weôd been there a 

few years, and we still werenôt winning, then everybody thought, Well, 

somethingôs wrong in Denmark, here. The most powerful country in the world 

takes on a fairly small, backward country, and weôre not winning? Why is 

that? 

DePue: Thatôs about the time you got there, so weôve got a little bit more to go before 

we get you there (Phillips laughs). I did want to ask you about a couple of 

other events that youôve already alluded to in 1968, one before and one after 

you graduated. Martin Luther Kingôs assassinated on April 4. 

Phillips: I remember that. It happened just before I graduated. I lived in a house with 

ten guys, and we had one black guy who lived with us. His name was Horace 

Box. I remember the name very well. Horace actually was derided by his 

friends for living with us. He was a track star, and he just happened to live 

with us, but his friends didnôt care for that too much. 

DePue: Why? They thought he should live with other blacks? 

Phillips: Yeah, absolutely. They would never come over to be with us, and we didnôt 

go over to be with them. Now Horace did; he functioned in both 

environments. They wanted him to live over there, but he liked living with us, 

and that was fine with us. It was not a problem. But I could sense the tension 

between us just, even in that small example.  

DePue: Did you understand the other point of view, their resentment to having him 

live with you guys? 
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Phillips: I always felt that it was pretty short-sighted of them. I said, ñIt doesnôt matter 

to me.ò I donôt look at Horace being any better or worse than any of the other 

guys. He did the same silly things, and we did the same silly things, and we 

got along together. I went to his wedding, right after we graduated. His dad, 

oddly enough, ran a barbecue stand, in Rockford. Imagine that, he made 

barbecue. So I went to his (laughs) family places. I love soul music and soul 

food and stuff like that. 

DePue: Was there barbecue at the wedding? 

Phillips: Yeah. Oh, absolutely. Oh, it was wonderful food at the wedding. We all went, 

and I think we were the only white people there. Then he went to a wedding 

with some of our guys, and he was certainly the only black person there. So, it 

was a tense time for that. Nobody wanted to try to get along. 

DePue: Did you understand all of that, or was that something you kind of tuned out? 

Phillips: Well, I really didnôt. I didnôt understand what the problem was. I liked 

Horace, and if I got to know a person, and I liked him, I liked him. It didnôt 

matter to me whether he was black or not, but it mattered to them. It seemed 

like it mattered more to them than to us, but thatôs just me saying that. 

DePue: You say them and us. It mattered more to the blacks than it did the white 

students? 

Phillips: Yeah. That carried over in the Army too. We saw that consistently. The blacks 

tended to congregate with each other in the Army, and they did in college too. 

They lived together; they liked to socialize together; they did everything 

together, and they didnôt want to mix. I think a lot of my friends, and certainly 

me, would have mixed more, had we had an opportunity. But if they didnôt 

want to be around us, I didnôt want any trouble with somebody who didnôt 

want to be around me.  

I saw that for years, in lines and so forth in the military, the blacks 

tended to congregate together, stay together, stick together, socialize together 

[more] than the others. There were some guys from the South who were very 

tense about this, and then other guys like me whoéI didnôt really understand 

the tension there. There was a lot of tension between this group and then the 

blacks, and that continued through Vietnam. They did everything together. 

They trusted each other.  

I never had problems with them, other than one time when they 

refused to go on a mission, as a group. They absolutely refused to go on a 

mission, and Cambodia was the mission. The entire group in our battalionð 

There must have been thirty, forty, fifty of themðgot together, and they 

refused to go. I remember the officers going over to talk to them and yelling at 

them and threatening them. The commander went over there, the battalion 

commander, and talked to them. Come early in the morning, when we left, 
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they were still sitting there. I donôt know what happened to them. I never saw 

them again. Thatôs the worst that I saw of that. 

DePue: Do you know what they were saying about why they refused to go? 

Phillips: They just said that this is not our war. I think theyé ñWhy should we get 

killed?ò And Iôm thinking, Well, youôre in the Army; youôre in Vietnam. 

Thatôs the chance you take in a place like this. Iôm taking this chance. Heck, I 

donôt want to get shot any worse than you do, but thereôs things youôve got to 

do, and this is just one of those things that comes up in life. They were not 

going to do it. 

DePue: Were there any blacks that went on the mission? 

Phillips: Not in our battalion. Yes, there were. I saw some later. There was no problem, 

but that group that was in our battalion. Of course, we were all together on the 

air strip, waiting to go the next day. I donôt know how this all got started or 

what. I was close to it, but not real close. I was frankly surprised. I didnôt 

know what would happen. I thought, Holy smokes. Youôre in the Army in a 

combat situation and soldiers telling you, ñI refuse to go?ò 

DePue: But when the unit came back, they never showed up in the unit again? 

Phillips: No. No. No. I donôt know where they went. 

DePue: There werenôt any rumors about court marshals or being sent to Leavenworth 

or anything like that?9 

Phillips: We heard stories of that, but I could never verify it. I donôt know. I didnôt 

know; I never knew what happened to them after that. 

DePue: Letôs go back to 1968. This had been right after you graduated. Itôs in the 

middle of the primary for the Republicans and Democrats, and by this time 

LBJ [President Lyndon Baines Johnson] had bowed out of the whole thing, so 

itôs a wide-open primary. June, right after the California primary, Robert 

Kennedy is assassinated. 

Phillips: Right. I thought that was a fishy deal, going to Memphis, being shot on a 

motel room. 

DePue: That would have been Martin Luther King. 

Phillips: Yeah. That was Martin Luther King. Youôre talking about RFK? At the time, I 

didnôt think of anything. Iôm a little more knowledgeable about those events 

                                                 
9 The United States Disciplinary Barracks (popularly known as Leavenworth) is a military correctional facility, 

the only maximum security prison for military personnel of all branches, located on Fort Leavenworth, a United 

States Army post in Kansas. (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fort_Leavenworth) 
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now than I was then. That seemed a little more cut and dried, where the guy 

just shot him in a pantry, and they had the guy, unlike MLK, when they had 

the guy, but then he later said, ñWell, I didnôt do it,ò  and there was a lot of 

controversy about it.  

I figured this was all kind of wrapped up together. I knew that there 

was some sort of huge policies, decisions that were being made or thought 

about or whatever. I know that King, while he was non-violent, was basically 

against the Vietnam War, and that probably was very threatening to people. 

Iôm not sure I knew a lot of that then. RFK, I probably would have voted for 

him. I liked RFK. I thought he was a very appealing guy, smart. 

DePue: This would have been your first election I would guess. 

Phillips: Probably. Yeah. But I donôt think I even voted. [Richard M.] Nixon got 

elected, and I thought Nixon was kind of a colorless guy, just sort of a cold 

person. I was hoping, because they started talking about peace in sixty-eight. I 

think thatôs when the Paris [Peace Talks] really started. They started talking. I 

thought, Oh, boy, if they wrap this thing up before I get in thereé Of course, 

that didnôt happen. 

DePue: I donôt know that that started during LBJ. I could be dead wrong, but I thought 

that started with Nixon. 

Phillips: It did, with Nixon. 

DePue: Sixty-nine is when he got to office. A lot of the things that you hear about that 

timeframe now is that Americans were starting to wonder, What in the 

worldôs happening to us? Weôve got riots in the street. Weôve got all these 

assassinations. You, being a student of history, at least, were you kind of in 

tune with that? 

Phillips: I felt that there was something swimming around at a very big level that I 

didnôt know about or didnôt know of. By this time, I was pretty leery of the 

JFK assassination. I wasnôt sure that [John Harvey] Oswald did all of that that 

they said he did, even then. Iôd read some of the early books by Mark Lane 

and that judge from New Orleans and whatever, so I wasnôt sure of that. Then 

MLK , he was really sticking his neck out, with this opposition to the military, 

and I didnôt know all about Hoover that I know now, about his involvement in 

all that.10 

                                                 
10 John Edgar Hoover was the first director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) of the United States 

and an American law enforcement administrator. Hoover has been credited with founding and building the FBI 

into a larger crime-fighting agency than it was at its inception and with instituting a number of modernizations 

to police technology, such as a centralized fingerprint file and forensic laboratories Later in life and after his 

death, Hoover became a controversial figure as evidence of his secretive abuses of power began to surface. 

(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/J._Edgar_Hoover) 
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DePue: J. Edgar Hoover. 

Phillips: Yeah. Then, when RFK was killed, I thought, Holy smokes, it just seems like 

theyôre just wiping the slate clean of people from that persuasion or whatever. 

Theyôre just getting rid of all of them. I didnôt really know or even imagine 

there was any connection to them whatsoever, but it was very obvious to me 

that things were happening on a big-time national policy level that I certainly 

was not aware of. 

DePue: And then you graduate from college in the summer of sixty-eight, and all of 

this politics is going to have a direct bearing on your future. 

Phillips: (laughs) Actually, I got married in June, right after I graduated, which was 

sort of very common those days, to get married after you graduated. 

DePue: Tell me about your wife. 

Phillips: She was one year younger than me in college, at ISU. 

DePue: Met her there? 

Phillips: Met her there. Met her in college. 

DePue: What was her name? 

Phillips: Kathy, with a K. 

DePue: Her last name? 

Phillips: Her maiden name was Weisenbach. Thatôs a good German name for you. We 

dated the last few years in college, and then I graduated, and she was going to 

go another year. I was fully expecting to just go right into the Army. In fact, I 

was slated to go into the Army about a week, maybe ten days, after we were 

married, in August. So I had my little bag packed and kissed her, said, ñWell, 

Iôm on my way.ò  

I go to Chicago, and oddly enough, a couple of things happened. First 

of all, this was during the Democratic National Convention in Chicago, right 

in the middle of all that historical stuff with the police and the dogs and the 

riots, and holy smokes. There were thousands of college kids roaming the 

streets, wearing football helmets, and I donôt know. It was not a good time to 

be a college student in Chicago, if you didnôt have anything to do with that. 

That was, of course, after I was turned down to go into the Army, which really 

mystified me.  

I was going through the building again, for the second time. You go 

through a lot of the same stuff, and they do a complete medical check-up of 

you. And one of the young doctors, he was asking me questions about 
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childhood diseases. I told him Iôd had asthma when I was a child. He said, 

ñYou had?ò I said, ñYeah, I had asthma when I was a child, used to wheeze all 

the time and so forth.ò He said, ñDo you have a doctorôs letter?ò I said, ñNo, I 

didnôt know it would do me any good.ò He said, ñWell, Iôll tell you what. Iôm 

going to certify you as medically unfit at this time. You get a doctorôs letter, 

and weôll give you a medical deferment.ò Well, I was flummoxed. I thought, 

Holy smokes. Is it that easy or whatever? (laughs)  

Then I go out of the building, then right in the middle of all this riot 

and everything. I have to wait a couple hours for my train, to go back. So Iôm 

just going in buildings, trying to stay away from everybody until I can get to 

the train station and get out of there. Then I go home. 

 I never expected to come home, so Iôd made no plans whatsoever. I 

talked to my dad, and he said, ñYou need to get a job right away, a teaching 

job.ò Of course, I had a teaching certificate. I said, ñDad, this is the third week 

in August. School is starting now.ò He called a couple of people. He said, ñI 

want you to call the superintendent from Pontiac Elementary tomorrow.ò 

Okay, so I called him, and he said, ñCome up to my office. How soon can you 

be here?ò I said, ñWell, about an hour.ò He said, ñGood.ò  

I go in his office and sit there, and we talk for just a minute. He said, 

ñWhat kind of certificate do you have?ò I said, ñSix through twelve. Iôm a 

trained high school history teacher, with some German language skills.ò And 

he said, ñSix through twelve, huh?ò I said, ñYep.ò He said, ñWell, Iôve got a 

job for you.ò I said, ñReally?ò He said, ñYeah, I need you to teach sixth 

grade.ò I said, ñWell, what do I teach?ò He said, ñEverything.ò I said, ñWhat 

do you mean óeverythingô?ò He said, ñEverything, English and math and 

science.ò I said, ñIôve never had any courses in any of that.ò ñDonôt worry. 

Youôll know more than they know.ò (laughs)  

He takes me to this school where theyôd had a young female teacher. 

She was brand new, and she lasted exactly three days. There was a tough 

bunch of kids from across the tracks in this particular room. He said, ñIôve got 

to have a man teacher.ò I said, ñOkay, Iôm your guy.ò I was pretty desperate. I 

needed a job and whatever. It worked out pretty good. We got, along after we 

came to an agreement as to who was the boss and all that. 

DePue: You discussed whoôs going to be in charge. 

Phillips: I figured out quick who was the biggest, meanest, roughest kid in the class, 

and his name was Hinshaw. What was his first name? I forget. I said, 

ñHinshaw, there used to be a lady named Hinshaw that used to babysit me 

when I was little.ò He said, ñThatôs my grandma.ò I said, ñReally.ò ñOh, 

yeah.ò  
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I knew the family history for this boy. The reason he was so mean all 

the time was his father just beat him unmercifully and was gone a lot. His 

mother waséIf she wasnôt in jailéshe was in and out. He lived with his 

grandma, and his grandma took care of him. So I just tucked that away in my 

memory bank, and the first time we clashed, I said, ñYou know, I think Iôm 

going to have to call your grandma.ò He said, ñDonôt call my grandma. You 

could have done anything you wanted. You could have swatted him until the 

cows come home, and it wouldnôt have bothered him a second. He was bigger 

than me anyway. But calling his grandma wasé He didnôt want that. 

I did call his grandma, and she came to a discussion or came to an 

understanding with him the next day. He came in and said, ñListen, if you 

donôt call my grandma anymore, weôll come to an agreement here.ò We came 

to an agreement, and I didnôt have any more problems in the class, and I 

didnôt call grandma anymore. (both laugh) It worked fine. I didnôt have to arm 

wrestle him or anything. Anyway, that was teaching that year.  

I knew that they [the Army] were going to get back to me pretty quick, 

and they did, within a month or so. They said, ñWell, you got your letter?ò I 

was trying desperately to get a letter because the doctor who treated me was 

dead, long dead, so I wasnôt going to get anything like that, and they were 

lining up for me again. They said, ñWeôll let you finish the year, not take you 

out of your teaching job. Youôre ours again in June.ò And thatôs what 

happened. By the end of the school year, in June, I was gone, mid-June. This 

time, no asthma, none of that stuff. I sailed right through the physical this 

time. 

DePue: By 1969 there was over 500,000 troops on the ground in Vietnam. 

Phillips: Oh, yeah. Oh, yeah. And everybody that was in the Army thenéThey figured 

50 percent of everybody in the Army then, doing anything, was going to 

Vietnam. I thought maybe Iôd have a shot to go to Germany, because we had a 

lot of troops go to Germany. I had language skills there, plus I had a college 

degree. Well, neither one of those did me a nickelôs worth of good, none of 

them. 

DePue: You would have been drafted for two years. If you had enlisted in the Air 

Force or Navy, it would have been three years. Why didnôt you consider doing 

that? 

Phillips: I did; I would have. But again, there were so many people on what they called 

the waiting list that I couldnôt get in. They had a list of guys who wanted to 

join, and they went through them by order of when you signed up. I couldnôt 

move up on the list. 

DePue: In other words, anybody who was going to be drafted was going either to the 

Army or the Marine Corps? 
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Phillips: Yeah. I never even heard of anybody being drafted for the Air Force or the 

Navy. 

DePue: I want to go back to just a couple more questions about the democratic 

convention and you being right in the midst of it. After all of that, Dan Walker 

helped write a report, and he ended up saying in that report that this was a 

police riot, which didnôt make Mayor Richard J. Daley very happy. 

Phillips: I can tell you that I can remember seeing the police. They wore powder blue 

helmets, and they all were armed with big, long night sticks, not the night 

sticks that you see now, but night sticks about three feet long. These were 

substantial instruments. I can vividly see them because I was closeéThe train 

station was close to a rallying point for the students. There was thousands of 

them there. I was just inching along the side of the building, trying to stay 

away from everybody. I was only two or three blocks from the train station. I 

was just trying to stay out of everybodyôsé I knew I wasnôt going to get a cab 

because they were all busy.  

But I can remember the police just wading into them, the students, and 

just flailing away. A lot of the students had on football helmets, not army 

helmets, but like football helmets to try to protect themselves. I saw a few of 

them when theyôd throw the tear gas. Theyôd throw those into the crowd, and 

then, if the crowd could, theyôd throw them back. That went back and forth. I 

saw them turn over a couple of cars. 

DePue: The students? 

Phillips: The students, yeah. But it seemed to me likeé They [the police] would just 

wade right in, without much provocation, other than yelling at them, cussing 

at them, and just start whacking on them. I saw a whole bunch of them 

[students] get whacked pretty good with one of those night sticks. You get hit 

once or twice with one of those night sticks, and youôre hurt. I was just doing 

the best I could to just stay away from it, because I was the right age as the 

rest of those guys. 

DePue: And you didnôt have a football helmet on. 

Phillips: I did not have a football helmet. I was just trying to stay the lowest profile I 

could, but it was pretty plain to meé I can remember the police walking 

down the street, arm in arm with thoseé They had on a shield, some sort of 

shield, with their powder blue helmets they had and those big night sticks. 

Theyôd wade right into the crowds andé Theyôd yell at them with the 

bullhorns for a while and tell them to disperse and all that. Then theyôd 

[students] yell back things that wasnôt very nice. I saw a few Vietnamese 

flags, Viet Cong flags, with the yellow star. 

DePue: What was your reaction to seeing those? 
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Phillips: I thought that was way out of line. I donôt care what they thought. This is still 

our country, and that was an enemy that we were fighting. That didnôt help the 

sympathy for the students, even though I was one then. I didnôt like that at all. 

DePue: If you would have had to decide about which side you would want to be on, 

which side would you have come down on? 

Phillips: Probably the government, the police or whatever. 

DePue: But from your description, you did think it was a police riot? 

Phillips: I thought they were pretty zealous in what they did. I think they just waded 

into those groups of kids. They [the police] were told, ñYou just break this 

thing up. I donôt care how you do it.ò There was no talking to them; there was 

no yelling at them, ñWeôre going to arrest youò and take them away in paddy 

wagons, real pleasant-like. That wasnôt going to happen. They just waded in 

and starting whaling on everybody until they [the students] just got scared 

enough and broke it off. I wasnôt there all that long, maybe two hours. 

DePue: Did you pay any attention to some of the leaders of the protest, the guys who 

became the Chicago Seven afterwards?11 

Phillips: I may have seen them from a distance. They were on a platform or something 

like that, talking to people. I can remember one wore some kind of an 

American flag as a shirt or something like that. I didnôt care for that either. 

But they were a distance away. These were the really radicals that Iôd seen in 

college and stuff like that, the SDS people and the people who had bombed 

government buildings or school buildings.12 I didnôt really care for students 

taking over campus buildings and sitting in and all of that. I didnôt really see 

what they were going to get out of it, other than just to show that they could 

do it. I donôt even remember what it was all about, whether there were certain 

things they wanted oré I donôt quite remember that. 

DePue: That gets us back to June of sixty-nine. Youôre now drafted. What are your 

parentsô reactions? 

Phillips: Well, they expected me to go. They expected me to go the first time. I think 

they half expected that I wouldnôt go the second time. They knew that when I 

didnôt call them right away that this one was going to go. My dad had tried to 

tell me about it and some of my uncles and stuff like that. 

                                                 
11 The Chicago Seven (originally Chicago Eight) were defendants charged by the federal government with 

conspiracy, inciting to riot, and other charges related to anti-Vietnam War and countercultural protests that took 

place in Chicago, Illinois, on the occasion of the 1968 Democratic National Convention. 

(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chicago_Seven) 
12 Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), was an American student organization that flourished in the mid-

to-late 1960s and was known for its activism against the Vietnam War. Initially, SDS chapters throughout the 

nation were involved in the civil rights movement. (https://www.britannica.com/topic/Students-for-a-

Democratic-Society) 
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Bill Phillipsô Basic Training photo, 
taken at Ft. Polk, Louisiana in 
June 1969. 

DePue: About being in the military? 

Phillips: Being in the military and stuff like that. It wasnôt 

anything I envisioned. Our group from Chicago, 

the ones I went through chronologically at that 

time, were sent to Fort Polk, Louisiana. I can 

remember saying, ñYouôre going to Fort Polk, 

Louisiana, by airplane.ò I thought, Fort Polk, 

Louisiana? I told you, Iôd never really been in the 

Deep South before.  

I knew there was a base in Missouri, 

Leonard Wood, and there were bases out east, 

Benning and all of those. I thought, Well, you 

knowé even some in California, Fort Ord and 

stuff like that. Of course, I go to Fort Polk, 

Louisiana. I remember the sergeant saying, 

ñOoh.ò They didnôt even like that place. So we 

get to Fort Polk, Louisiana, late at night. Weôre on a bus, and it was late até I 

donôt know, 1:00 or 2:00 in the morning, we get there.  

Sergeants get on the bus, the drill sergeants, and just start yelling at 

you, non-stop. I always found their reparteeé The things they said were kind 

of cute. They were all canned, little one-liners. I tried to remember some of 

them because I thought, Iôve got to remember some of this stuff, because Iôd 

never heard a lot (laughs) of the things. But it was pretty quick.  

We were mixed with a bunch of kids from around there, around 

Louisiana. So part of us were from Louisiana, and the rest of us were from 

around Illinois and Chicago and so forth, there. Boy, that was oil and water 

there, because, as I mentioned yesterday, if youôve ever watched this Swamp 

People TV special, thatôs about the kind of guys that those guys from 

Louisiana were.13  

I asked many of them, I said, ñWhat do you do for a living?ò They 

would tell me, ñIôm a coon ass.ò I thought, Wait a minute, that sounds like a 

bad name or something like that. I said, ñWhatôs a coon ass?ò I said, ñYou 

hunt raccoons? Is that what you do?ò ñNo, no, no. I hunt gators.ò I said, 

ñWell, thatôs illegal.ò He said, ñI know it is.ò I said, ñHow do you hunt a 

gator?ò He said, ñYou get in this little flatboat; you get a baseball bat and a 

flashlight.ò I said, ñA baseball bat and a flashlight?ò He said, ñYeah. And then 

you go along in the water, and when you see one, you stick the flashlight on 

him, and heôll stop and look at you. Then, when you do that, you lean over 

and hit him on the head with the baseball bat.ò I said, ñOkay. Let me get this 

                                                 
13 Swamp People is an American reality TV series that was first broadcast in August 2010. The show follows 

the day-to-day activities of alligator hunters living in the swamps of the Atchafalaya River Basin who hunt 

American alligators for a living. (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Swamp_People) 
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straight. (laughs) You shine a flashlight in their eyes, and then you hit them on 

the head with a baseball bat and drag them in the boat.ò ñThatôs it.ò  

I said, ñThat sounds a tad dangerous to me.ò I said, ñThey probably 

willingly donôt jump in your boat, do they? Donôt you have to get out and get 

them sometimes?ò He said, ñOh, yeah, we have to get out and get them 

sometimes.ò Iôm thinking, Whew. I half thought they were justéyou know, 

pulling an old Yankeeðthey called me Yankee boyðYankee boy, (both 

laugh) pulling my leg with some of that stuff.  

There was a guy name Glenn Duhan. Iôll never forget Glenn Duhan. 

He was a big guy; he was a big gorilla. He was about six-four, six-five, a big 

burly guy. He could probablyé I donôt know how much he could lift or 

whatever. He was strong, but he was dumber than a rock. He didnôt have one 

single social skill, so this stuff about tying youé He couldnôt tie his tie; he 

could not tie his tie. Yeah, he couldnôt tie his tie. He didnôt know how to do 

your boots really good, to shine them. He didnôt do the brass thing right. He 

couldnôt do that. He couldnôt make his bed very good.  

So the sergeant assigned Glenn Duhan to me. He said, ñPhillips, 

Duhan is yours. You show him everything he needs to do.ò Iôm thinking, 

Thatôs your job; thatôs not my job. Iôm just another one of these guys. 

DePue: I hope you didnôt say that to the drill sergeant. 

Phillips: No, no, no, (laughs) I didnôt say that. Glenn wasnôt real excited, so we became 

pretty good friends. Then, every night Iôd have to tuck Glenn in bed, and 

every morning Iôd have to make sure that he was somewhat presentable, with 

his boots shined and the rest of the things we were supposed to do. He was a 

mess. He just didnôt get it.  

They were about to assign him to the goon platoon, which is a 

retreads; they were about to recycle him, which I knew would just be really 

bad news, because if he had to do this all over again, heôd flip out. So I helped 

him the last week. We got him through, and they didnôt assign him. Thatôs the 

name of the group, the retreads. They call them the goon platoon. I thought 

that was another one of those one-liners that I thought was real cute.  

He finally graduated. His family came to the graduation, just like the 

Beverly Hillbillies [1962-1971 American TV sitcom about a southern hillbilly 

family].14 I swear, they came on a flatbed truck, and grandma was in a chair. It 

wasnôt a rocking chair. It was one of those chairs like you have in your front 

room, a padded chair like that, sitting on the back of a flatbed truck. The 

                                                 
14 The Beverly Hillbillies was an American sitcom television series originally broadcast on CBS from 1962 to 

1971. The show had an ensemble cast that played the Clampetts, a poor backwoods family from the Ozarks 

region who move to posh Beverly Hills, California, after striking oil on their land. 

(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Beverly_Hillbillies) 
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whole family was there, the sisters and all this. I thought, Man oh man. 

(laughs) They wereð 

DePue: Was Glenn a high school graduate? 

Phillips: Iôm noté I guess he was; I donôt know. Maybe he wasnôt. In those days there 

were some of them in there that had been given choices by judges. I think 

theyôd had some youthful indiscretions of one kind of another. And instead of 

getting into really bad trouble, they [the judges] said, ñYou can go to jail or 

join the Army.ò I think Glenn was in that category. He decided to join the 

Army rather than go to jail for whatever it is heôd done. He didnôt really 

mention it, but I think he got into an altercation with somebody and insulted 

something; I donôt know. 

DePue: Were you the rare bird in your platoon who was a college graduate? 

Phillips: Oh, no. As a matter of fact, Iôm pretty sure we had 40 percent of our guys in 

our company of 100 plus were college graduates. That was pretty unusual 

stuff for the military at that time. The reason they had all these guys was that 

they were just taking them right out oféas soon as they graduated from 

college, especially in June of sixty-nine. Right after they graduate, theyôre 

gone, just like me. Our particular group for a little while was a lot of college 

graduates. 

DePue: I think if you were talking about sixty-seven or certainly sixty-six, marriage 

would have gotten you a deferment. 

Phillips: Right. Graduate school wasnôt going to do it, and being married wouldnôt do 

it. Now, if I had a child, that would have done it, but that didnôt come along 

until later. The college graduates, we were kind of an unusual group, and we 

kind of stuck together. We tried to stay in the back of the formations and just 

kind of go with the flow and not make any big deal about being a college 

graduate. Their favorite name for us was college pukes. 

DePue: They being your fellow soldiers? 

Phillips: The drill sergeants. The drill sergeants would call us, ñAll you college pukes 

can step out,ò and we knew that was going to be bad. Theyôd singled us out to 

do this or do that because they didnôt care for us much at all. We didnôt say 

anything or do anything, but they just didnôt like us. So, we just tried to just 

go with the flow and donôt say anything that would aggravate them. 

DePue: When you first were drafted, were you all thinking that youôre heading to the 

infantry? 

Phillips: I think everybody kind of had that in mind. We knew that there was a half 

million soldiers in Vietnam, and we also knew that they rotated every year. So 

every year, youôve got to have a half a million new people. I know some 
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Private Phillips, attending a basic training 
class on field-stripping the M-14 rifle, June 
1969. 

people stayed over and some peopleé But youôve got to have 400,000 new 

people, say, every other year. Thatôs a lot of people to flow through the Army. 

I think we all figured we were going to Vietnam one way or another, and 

when you were in Fort Polk, that was the home of the infantry soldier at 

Tigerland.15 We figured, well, theyôre just going to graduate us and ship us 

down the street for advanced infantry training, and that will be that. And that 

did happen to most of them. 

DePue: You said, to begin with, nobody seemed to like Fort Polk. How would you 

describe the place? 

Phillips: The barracks were from World War II. They were two-story barracks, one big 

room, not a door in the place, other than in and out. The latrinesðthe word 

they use for the bathroomsðwas just one big shower. Then they had like 

stools you sit on, with not a door in them, all around the side of the room. If 

you havenôt done that, you havenôt lived, with thirty other people in a trough 

to wash and shave or brush your teeth. And you all got to do this in about ten 

or fifteen minutes, unless you get up 

early, which I tried to do, because 

otherwise you didnôt have time. The 

building was awful. It was sandy there. 

There wasnôt a blade of grass in that 

Fort, I donôt think, other than the 

generalôs lawn. 

DePue: I had the impression it was wet and 

almost a jungle kind of environment, 

versus being dry. 

Phillips: It was in certain places. Where we had 

our basic training company, it was just 

sandy. It was almost likeéIt was like 

swampy sand, that sort of stuff, no 

grass, nothing, no air conditioning. I 

donôt think I ever saw air conditioning in basic training.  

I remember another cute little story. The mess cook, the head cook, 

was from Alabama. It was required, before you went into the mess hall, 

everybody had to stop at the door and sing one verse of Dixie, before you 

could go in, or you didnôt eat.16 If you didnôt sing one verse of Dixie, you 

werenôt coming in. At first I thought, This is kind of silly. But that was what 

                                                 
15 In 1962, Fort Polk began converting to an advanced infantry training center. A small portion of Fort Polk is 

filled with dense, jungle-like vegetation. This, along with Louisiana's heat, humidity and precipitation, helped 

commanders acclimatize new infantry soldiers in preparation for combat in Vietnam. This training area became 

known as Tigerland. (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fort_Polk) 
16 Dixie is a popular song in the Southern United States. It is one of the most distinctively Southern musical 

products of the 19th century. (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dixie_(song)) 
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we had. So, everybody from New York or wherever, Chicago, sang one verse 

of Dixie. A lot of them had to learn a verse of Dixie to go in and eat. Then you 

had about ten minutes to eat. You were in and out of there just as fastéI still 

eat fast. To this day I eat fast because Iôm afraid that I wonôt have time to eat 

it. (laughs) I donôt know what the big rush was. I think they were just doing it 

to aggravate you.  

Thatôs an overwhelming memory of mine, is being hungry all the time. 

Of course, youôre doing a lot of physical things, but I was hungry all the time. 

And, of course, you couldnôt get anything else to eat. I was stuffing the food 

down just as fast as I possibly could. I used to be a picky eater, because 

basically I was treated like an only child at home because my brothers and 

sisters were all older, and they were gone. I learned a whole lot in the Army 

about not being a picky eater. Just eat it and go on. 

DePue: Do you think that whole experience was effective in turning you into a soldier 

from a civilian? 

Phillips: It was. It leveled me out. After youôre in college for a while and you do pretty 

well and things like thaté College for me wasnôt real rigorous. I worked hard 

at it and made sure I did okay. I wasnôt a straight ñAò student or whatever, but 

I was good, and I knew what I had to do, and I did it, and I helped others do it. 

It was good for me, because you go into the Army, and they like to just level 

everybody out; everybodyôs the same. Glenn Duhan and me, weôre the same. 

It did.  

Looking back on it, thereôs a lot of silly things about it, like singing 

Dixie. I can remember the sergeants used to love to have us water the grass. I 

would say, ñWhat grass? (DePue laughs) There isnôt any grass.ò So, what we 

would do is, we would get our helmets, and fill it with water, and get it out 

and throw it into the sand around the barracks. We would do silly things like 

that all the time. Then weôd haveéWhat do you call those things when you 

pick up cigarette buttsé some kind of call? 

DePue: Police call. 

Phillips: Police call, yeah. We had innumerable of those. Of course you werenôt 

allowed to smoke. You couldnôt smoke. They did, but we didnôt. Weôd walk 

around the buildings and pick up anything we found. I donôt know, just 

constant little things.  

Then the sergeant came in one day, the drill sergeant, and he said, ñI 

want to paint the inside of the barracks. Weôre going to have an inspection.ò I 

figured, Well, okay. Then he said, ñThe company fund is a little light.ò We 

needed to kick in some money to buy paint. I figured that was a little light on 

authenticity there, but I was going to kick in my $5.00 or whatever it took. Lo 

and behold, we never got any paint and never painted the barracks. We did our 
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inspection without it and didnôt say anything. (both laugh) Just go with the 

flow, you know, stuff like that. 

DePue: He might have been painting his tonsils with some of that money. 

Phillips: I imagine he was collecting some money. He was going out or whatever. But I 

knew enough not toé I could get by with losing five bucks and whatever.  

I remember payday was interesting. Youôd go up, and payday, theyôd 

actually give you cash. Youôd go up to where the company commander was, 

and youôd stand in line. Theyôd yell out your name and give you your pay. It 

wasnôt a whole lot. If it was $100, Iôd be surprised. But theyôd give it to you in 

cash. I thought, Well. So, you did have money, but you couldnôt ever buy 

anything with it. I never got any place to buy anything with it. They stopped 

giving you cash, somewhere along the line in the Army when I was there. 

DePue: If you watch the old movies, youôd say, there were probably a few poker 

games and crap games going on. 

Phillips: Oh, yeah. I donôt recall much of that, or Iôd have been in them, believe me. I 

liked to do stuff like that. But I was too doggone tired when we were done. If I 

wasnôt helping Glenn Duhan or whatever make his bed or shine his boots, I 

was just tired. So we didnôt do a lot of that, and we never had time off. Even 

on weekends, they always seemed to fill us out.  

We had one weekend where we got off from Saturday afternoon to 

Sunday at 6:00, and my wife drove down to visit me. I got Saturday night off; 

that was a real treat. 

DePue: I didnôt ask you what she thought about you going in the Army, right after you 

got married. 

Phillips: Not much, not much at all. She wanted me to go to Canada. I said, ñIôm not 

doing that. (laughs) No way am I doing that.ò She said, ñYou could get 

killed.ò I said, ñYeah, I know.ò But I said, ñIôm not doing that.ò She was very 

passive and pacifist about that. She didnôt care much for that at all, never did. 

DePue: What happened after that? Where did you go for your specialty training? 

Phillips: Right after that, I was assigned to Fort Sam Houston, to go to medical 

training. I remember talking to the company clerk before I left. I said, ñMe 

and one other guy in the whole company were the only two that went to 

medical training, to be a medic.ò And I said, ñWhereôs this medical stuff come 

in? I donôt have any experience in medicine or anything like that.ò And the 

other guy didnôt have a college degree. He was one of those guys from 

Louisiana. So having a degree didnôt do it. He said, ñThey just see how many 

people they need and this and that.ò We had a couple guys that were truck 
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drivers and a couple of guys, they were clerks, and the rest of them went into 

the infantry, probably 90 percent. 

DePue: What would you have preferred? 

Phillips: I knew I wasnôt hot for the infantry, so the medical thing kind of intrigued me. 

I said, ñWell, I really donôt know about that,ò but I thought, Well, I might 

make something out of this. Thatôs a skill I didnôt have or anything I knew 

about. But I certainly knew what it was going to be like to be in the infantry. I 

was glad I missed that bullet. That didnôt bother me. 

DePue: Did you understand at the time that, if youôre a medic, you could well end up 

with the infantry? 

Phillips: Oh, yeah. Oh, yeah. Oh, yeah, I knew that. I knew that was a possibility, but I 

thought, Well, then again, thereôs other possibilities. Hospitals [have] got to 

have people. Thereôs all kinds of medical people assigned to every kind of 

unit in the Army. No Army hasé They all have medics, but they all kind of 

take them from the medical groups. 

DePue: Did you know what your MOS [Military Occupational Specialty] was going 

to be at the time you left and headed for Fort Sam Houston? 

Phillips: Yeah, 91A. 

DePue: Which is medic. 

Phillips: Right, basic medic. And then when you graduate, youôre a 91B, not that that 

matters. 

DePue: How was Fort Sam Houston different? 

Phillips: Oh, that was infinitely better than Fort Polk, Louisiana, much more laid back. 

This is all medical people now. And the drill sergeants there were even more 

laid back. These werenôt the hard-bitten infantry guys and whatever. And they 

werenôt medics, either. They were just sergeants, just at random, I guess. But 

these werenôt the hard-bitten ones, like the infantry ones were.  

Then, when I first got there, before I was assigned to a classðthatôs 

what they called it. It was a class, not a group or a company or whateverð

they had a meeting of all the college graduates that had come in the last few 

days. We went to the theater. This guy came out, dressed impeccably in this 

uniform, with a purple helmet. He was really what they call a STRAC 

soldier.17 He waséboots were shined to a gloss, poster boy. He said, ñNow, 

                                                 
17 STRAC soldier is U.S. Army slang commonly used during the Vietnam War. It probably originated during 

World War II and stands for STRictly ACcording to regulations. 

(https://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=STRAC) 
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you guys are all college graduates, and we just happen to need some people 

with some leadership skills.ò He said, ñIf youôd like to volunteer to do some 

extra training, weôll give you some extra privileges, like your own permanent 

pass. You could come and go and live off-post if you wanted and other things 

like that. Youôd get some rank, and you donôt have to do all the junk details 

that everybody else might get, like food details and...ò 

DePue: KP [kitchen police]. 

Phillips: Yeah, all that. thought, Well, okay. So we did that. For two weeks we had 

special training, really to be a drill sergeant. It was compressed training for 

drill sergeants, was what it was. At the endé It was pretty rigorous. Weôre up 

early, marching all the time. We had to learn how to do cadence and different 

things like that. We had to learn, basically, the routine for the classes and 

organization, because we really ran the classes. The regular sergeants, they 

just kind of just let us do it. Unless there was some problem, we didnôt even 

see them very much.  

When we graduated, I remember, a bunch of us, like eight of us, seven 

of us, I donôt know, went to see this one sergeant. This was his class, and he 

said, ñIôm looking for someone to be the class leader, which will be an E6.ò 

He looked around and said, ñAny volunteers?ò I said, ñI can do it.ò He said, 

ñYou can do it?ò I said, ñAbsolutely.ò I was pretty confident of myself. 

DePue: Hadnôt you already learned that you werenôt supposed to volunteer for 

anything? 

Phillips: Yeah, I already had, but you know, if itôs a difference by me having a higher 

rank by just volunteering and not, I figured, Iôm going to take a chance here. 

So I did. I was the class leader, and I had two E5s and four or five corporals, 

E4s. We werenôt really those ranks, but we wore those chevrons on our 

sleeves, and we had the purple helmet and all that. That was kind of cool. So, I 

got a pretty quick leadership course from the Army there.  

The classes we went to were nothing like basic training. It was pretty 

seriously medical training of one kind or another, with combat wounds and 

diseases and learning all kinds of things. We had to give each other shots. I 

remember we were learning how to give each other shots, so we had to line up 

across from each other and let the guy across from you give you a shot. Iôm 

thinking, Oh, man. I hope the guy across from me knows what heôs doing. Of 

course, he didnôt, because the skin is tougher than you think it is, so you donôt 

hit it hard enough. He didnôt hit it hard enough, and the needle just stuck in 

there and just fell down, still stuck in my arm. Then youôve got to pull it out 

and do alcohol all over again, and do it again. We had to practice. Of course, 

we practiced on each other. But you made sure that there was no air bubbles in 

there and all that kind of stuff. I learned a lot of neat stuff in the military. 
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DePue: Was it somewhat intimidating to go through those classes, knowing that if you 

actually got into combat, youôd have peoplesô lives in your hands? 

Phillips: I think a lot of my colleagues didnôt take it as serious as I did. I tended to take 

this more serious than basic training, reading a compass and shooting a rifle, 

which I already knew how to do and stuff. That was okay, but I thought this, 

Hey, Iôm not driving a truck here. Iôve got to know this stuff, because some 

guy might die for something I didnôt know. I took it pretty serious. I actually 

studied in the classes and listened to what they were trying to say and asked 

questions, just like I did in college. They didnôt all do that, but a lot of them 

did.  

We were all pretty doggone happy, I think, to be in the medical corps, 

even though we knew it was going to be a potentially bad job. There was the 

potential for it being a reasonable job. Being around a bunch of doctorsé By 

the way, down there, that was where the basic training was for conscientious 

objectors too. All conscientious objectors went to Fort Sam Houston for basic 

training, because they all became medics. Every conscientious objector 

became medics, not to mention all the girls in the nursing program who were 

there. There was gaggle of them. (laughs) There was a gaggle of them. So, it 

wasnôt too bad. 

DePue: Were you close enough to the conscientious objectors to see how sincere and 

serious they were? 

Phillips: No. We never mixed with them at all. They were completely separated. I think 

a lot of the guys didnôt care much to be around them. I really donôt know why. 

I thought it was a religious thing or whatever, but I think a lot of the guys just 

considered them to just be cowards, and they didnôt want to associate with 

them. I ran into some in Vietnam, and I didnôt know they were conscientious 

objectors until later. They didnôt volunteer the information. They were just 

like us, except they wouldnôt carry a gun. We did, and they didnôt. That was 

the way to really determine those people. 

DePue: What were you hearing about how dangerous the job of being a medic with a 

combat unit could be? 

Phillips: A lot of the instructors were former medics from Vietnam whoôd been there, 

and they were trying to tell us about it. They were trying to say, this is serious 

stuff. They said, ñYouôre asked to haveé Really, somebodyôs life is in your 

hands. They could actually live or die in your hands, based upon something 

you do or donôt do.ò I took it very seriously, and I knew it could be a 

dangerous job, and there certainly were dangerous jobs, although, it was more 

dangerous than I thought it would be in training. It was more dangerous than I 

ever thought it would be. But I knew it would be dangerous. 

DePue: How much were you hearing about what was going on in the war? 



William óBillô Phillips  Interview # VRV-A-L-2013-019 

35 

Phillips: We got a pretty good dose that, what was happening. Tet had already gone by, 

and we had the largest number of soldiers in sixty-nine there. We heard about 

Hill 101, Hamburger Hill with the 101st Airborne.18 I remember that battle and 

others. Our instructors in both basic and medic training, a lot of them were 

people back from Nam. They would try to tell us about it. Maybe they 

embellished it, I donôt know. I canôt say I wasnôt afraid to go, but I sure didnôt 

want to go. I thought, Iôve got a shot at getting a good job here. 

DePue: You didnôt want to go because you just didnôt want to fight or because you 

thought it was the wrong war? 

Phillips: No, no, I didnôt care about that. I just didnôt want toéI really didnôt want to 

take the chance of getting killed. 

DePue: At this time though, did you have any doubts about the validity of us being 

there? 

Phillips: Not really. I knew that a lot of people didnôt like the war, and I knew a lot of 

people were protesting it, especially students, but I thought that was kind of 

self-serving. I donôt know if thatôs the right word or not, because they didnôt 

want to go either. They were protesting it because of political reasons; we 

ought not to be there because itôs a corrupt government. Iôve learned a lot 

more about it since then than then or before then.  

I knew that we didnôt seem to be winning. That was the most 

incredulous thing to me; why are we not winning? I couldnôt imagine us not 

winning a war against a nation of that size. Weôre not fighting Russia here or 

China. Weôre fighting North Vietnam, half of a country. I barely knew some 

names, and I knew more than most as a history major. I knew about Vietnam, 

and I knew about the French being there in the early fifties. I knew about Dien 

Bien Phu and what happened to them, because I kind of studied about it.19 Of 

course, they lost, and they were a modern nation. They [the Vietnamese] beat 

the snot out of them. I thought, Ooh, this is not good. I just couldnôt 

understand how we couldnôt finish this thing. 

DePue: Was Kathy able to come down to Fort Sam Houston? 

Phillips: Yeah. 

                                                 
18 The Battle of Hamburger Hill was a battle of the Vietnam War that was fought by U.S. Army and Army of 

the Republic of Vietnam forces against Peopleôs Army of Vietnam forces from 10 to 20 May 1969. Although 

the heavily fortified Hill 937 was of little strategic value, U.S. command ordered its capture by a frontal assault, 

only to abandon it soon thereafter. The action caused a controversy both in the American military and public. 

(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Hamburger_Hill) 
19 The Battle of Dien Bien Phu was the climactic confrontation of the First Indochina War between the French 

Union's French Far East Expeditionary Corps and Viet Minh communist revolutionaries. The battle occurred 

between March and May 1954 and culminated in a comprehensive French defeat that influenced negotiations 

underway at Geneva among several nations over the future of Indochina. 

(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Dien_Bien_Phu) 
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DePue: So you could live with her? 

Phillips: Yeah, she was there. Yeah, we lived there. She got a job in a store down there, 

and we lived there during the training. On weekends, if I wasnôt doing 

something on a Saturday and a Sunday I had offé It was pretty nice, medical 

training, almost like anything else, not like basic training. They treated you 

more as a person and as a professional rather than just a number or whatever. 

DePue: Did you get leave? 

Phillips: No. Well, wait a minute. I got leave after basic training, or after medical 

training before Vietnam. I got two weeks leave. 

DePue: When was this? 

Phillips: I would say it was late December of sixty-nine. 

DePue: Did you and Kathy come back to Illinois? 

Phillips: Yeah, we came back to Illinois. She was going to live with her parents. 

DePue: When did you find out you were heading to Vietnam, after all of this? 

Phillips: I knew that about two-thirds of the way through in medical training. They had 

basically split everybody up, [in] to the ones who were going to go to different 

things and the ones that were going to Vietnam. Vietnam probably had about 

60 percent, maybe a little more than everybody, than the others. Some people 

would man hospitals in the States, the really lucky ones. Some went to 

Germany or Korea because all units needed medics. 

DePue: Did you have some that definitely wanted to go to Vietnam? 

Phillips: I donôt remember anybody who wanted to go to Vietnam (both laugh). Later, 

when I was in Vietnam, I had some people who liked it and wanted to stay 

and would re-up, and they did re-up. I saw that. I couldnôt believe that, but 

they did. They liked that stuff. 

DePue: What was the plan for Kathy, once you both knew you were heading to 

Vietnam? 

Phillips: She was going to go home and live with her parents, and she was going to try 

to get a teaching job, since she had her degree now and her certificate. If not, 

she was a home ec [economics] major, and she would get a job in aé I think 

she was looking for a job in a sewing store, to teach sewing or something like 

that, even be a waitress, maybe; I donôt know. 

DePue: Was there any discussion about starting a family? 
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Phillips: No. We talked about it, but I said, ñNowôs not really a good time. Letôs really 

talk about that when I get back,ò and so on and so forth. So I said, ñThis is not 

a good time.ò 

DePue: It sounds like she was concerned that youôd ever make it back. 

Phillips: I think she was. I was concerned I wasnôt going to make it back. You just 

donôt know. Thatôs the problem; itôs the unknown. I think I was more scared 

of being maimed or disabled than being killed. Being killed, you know (claps 

hands), dead. Of course, thatôs not the way it really happens, most times 

anyway. 

DePue: As a medic, youôre going to learn that the hard way. 

Phillips: Thatôs right. I didnôt know that, but I was afraid of having my leg blown off or 

two legs blown off or lose my sight. Those sorts of things just wear on you, 

not the one where youôre ñbopò dead; thatôs it. When you go to war, you just 

donôt know what youôre going to see and face. You just donôt have a clue. I 

donôt care what kind of training you had, and I was pretty historically 

oriented, military history. I knew about stuff like that. But knowing about it 

and being there is different. 

DePue: When did you deploy, and how did you get there? 

Phillips: I went in early January. I think it was the day or so after New Yearôs Day. I 

went to California, to Oakland base, whatever they called that [Oakland Army 

Base]. It was the staging area, basically for everybody going to Vietnam. They 

took your regular clothes and gave you all jungle kit, jungle uniforms, jungle 

boots, and so on and so forth. Thatôs a good day or so. Then you get on a 

plane, and you go across. We went toéLetôs see, from there to Okinawa, 

stopped there, and then we went to Saigon. I think there was one stopover. 

DePue: Did you go commercial? 

Phillips: It was a commercial plane, but it was a chartered flight. It was all military. It 

wasnôt American Airlines or something like that, but it was a charter flight to 

go to Vietnam. They must have made some sort of deal with them. 

DePue: But stewardesses? 

Phillips: We had stewardesses, no drinks. Theyôd give you a coke and all that, but no 

liquor (laughs). They wouldnôt give you any of that. 

DePue: What was it like on that aircraft? 

Phillips: Everybodyôs just sitting and thinking. There were some people who were 

reading, and some were laughing, and some were talking about it. Some guys 

had big talk; ñIôm going to do this. Iôm going to do that.ò And some guys  
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ñUpon arriving in Vietnam, all of the 
soldiersô American money was 
taken, except pennies. The money 
given to them in return was called 
Military Payment Certificates. There 
were different bills for all 
denominations.ò  

were justéthey werenôt crying, but they were just so morose. They were just, 

ñOh, my gosh.ò And me? I didnôt know what to expect. I just didnôt know. It 

was completely unknown. But I had some experience with that, going to 

Norway. 

DePue: But you had to think this could be quite a bit different from going to Norway. 

Phillips: Yeah, this is going to be a different deal. We get there, and you get off of the 

plane, and just a blast of heat hits you. It is ñwhew.ò I thought, Holy smokes. 

This place is hot. Let me tell you, it was hot. You get your gear, and they sort 

of shuffle you around. You go to the first big 

repo depot they call it. A repo depotôs a 

replacement place.  

The first thing you do is you have 

your orders in a big folder, and you go there, 

and you stand in line, and you stand in line. 

You give them your orders. Then they 

shuffle you off to infantry, medics, artillery, 

whatever in this big room.  

I went over to the medics table, and I 

was standing there. There youôre assigned to 

a division in Vietnam. Iôm not quite sure how many divisions there were, 

maybe fifteen divisions there? I donôt know, different ones. Some Iôd been 

familiar with. I was familiar with the 101st Airborne; I was familiar with 82nd 

Airborne; I was familiar with Big Red One. I wasnôt familiar with the 25th 

Division of Tropic Lightning. Iôd never seen them. They were from Hawaii, 

and then the cavalry groups, 11th Armored Cav; Iôd never seen them before.  

I was assigned to the 4th Infantry Division, which was in the middle of 

the country, not in the rice paddies, although, we saw some, not many of 

them, and it was kind of mountainous. Iôd heard of the IV Division or Big Red 

One. What do they call them in Afghanistan? They call them the 4th ID now, 

but we never used that term. 

DePue: ID standing for Infantry Division. 

Phillips: Right, right. I was there a couple of days, and then I went by airplane to 

Pleiku, which was the division base camp at the time. We got out of there. 

You get on trucks and blah, blah, blah. Then we go to the repot depo for the 

4th Division, yeah, in the middle of the country. 
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DePue: Weôve got a map here. This is in II  Corps20 area, central highlands area? 

Phillips: Uh-huh. Now Qui Nhon was a place we went all the time, right here. 

DePue: Right on the ocean. 

Phillips: Yeah. There was a road there called Highway 19, between Qui Nhonð

somewhere along thereðto Pleiku. That was the main resupply avenue for 

Pleiku, other than airplanes. Somewhere in the middle there is the Ming Yang 

Pass, which Iôd actually remembered, somewhere in the middle. 

DePue: What the name of it again? 

Phillips: Ming Yang Pass. I remembered it from the French War because the first time 

I passed through the Ming Yang Pass on a truck, they had a huge white cross 

up on the top of a mountain. I said, ñWhatôs that for?ò They said, ñThatôs 

where the 1,000 Frenchmen they buried there, after they were all ambushed in 

the Ming Yang Pass, which youôre going through right now.ò I said, ñOh, 

really?ò ñYeah.ò They had the big cross, which you saw every time you went 

up and down the highway, where theyôd ambushed a big armored column of 

French soldiers during that war. They killed about 1,000 of them. That was a 

famous battle. I looked it up. That was the real thing; it really happened. If 

you look at the movie We Were Soldiers, that first opening session is about 

that.21 What they did was, they would stop the first vehicle and the last vehicle 

on the road, and then nobody could get around them. Then theyôd just move in 

on you. 

DePue: I saw that, the first episode, or the first? 

Phillips: The first part of the movie, We Were Soldiers. 

DePue: It was about the French being ambushed? 

Phillips: Yeah, right. 

DePue: Because this is a story about one of the first American units in Vietnam. 

                                                 
20 The II Corps was a corps-sized formation of the United States Army that was active in both World War I and 

World War II. It was originally formed and fought on the Western Front during World War I and was also the 

first American formation of any size to see combat in North Africa or Europe during World War II. 

(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/II_Corps_(United_States) 
21 A French unit on patrol in Vietnam in 1954, the final year of the First Indochina War, is ambushed by Viet 

Minh forces, probably the Battle of Mang Yang Pass. The Viet Minh commander orders his soldiers to "kill all 

they send, and they will stop coming." Eleven years later, the United States is fighting the Vietnam War. We 

Were Soldiers was a book and then a movie about the first major battle of the American phase of the Vietnam 

War and the soldiers on both sides that fought it. (https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0277434/) 
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Phillips: Yeah, thatôs true. But the guy who was the commander had studied the French 

War because he wanted to know how these people were fighting. I just 

remember that little episode, but that is exactly where we would go all the 

time, was through this pass. It was high mountains up on both sides, and 

youôre just kind of snaking right through it. It wasnôt very hard for them to be 

shooting at you from the mountain tops and move in. 

DePue: What was the vegetation like in that area? 

Phillips: We tried to move the vegetation back from the road, with graders and stuff, as 

much as we could. 

DePue: You always hear about triple canopy jungle. 

Phillips: That I saw in the infantry. Triple canopy jungle simply means that the trees 

are growing together on top. It actually blocks out the light; it becomes fairly 

shaded there because it blocks it out. 

DePue: But that wasnôt necessarily the vegetation around Pleiku and the central 

highlands? 

Phillips: No. But if you got into the mountains, you would see that, which we did. 

DePue: You talked about getting to the 4th ID and then going through the repo depot 

there again. Pick it up from there. 

Phillips: After the repo depot, I was assigned to an armor battalion. I was really 

surprised at that. I knew there werenôt many armor battalions in Vietnam. 

There were tanks there but not a lot of tanks. There were more APCs [armored 

personnel carriers] than tanks. Itôs not like youôre in the Libyan Desert or 

something like that. The tanks were mainly stuck on the roads. They couldnôt 

go into the rice paddies. Sometimes it was difficult for them to just go banging 

through the jungle. They could knock over a lot of trees, but if you had a tree 

that was two foot in diameter, that might slow your tank down (laughs). So we 

tended to stay on the roads all the time. 

DePue: What was the unit? 

Phillips: 1st Battalion, 69th Armor. 

DePue: Were you signed on to a company? 

Phillips: Yeah, Headquarters Company. The Headquarters Company had their own 

little group of tanks. Then we hadé They called them a platoon, A, B, C, D, I 

think. Then there was a scout platoon. What was their name? I have a patch 

from theméKit Carson Scouts or some sort of scouts. But hey would go on 

APCs and kind of check the territory out before theyôd send tanks in and stuff 

like that. Those were the real gung-ho guys. Those were theð 
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DePue: The scouts. 

Phillips: Yeah (laughs). Those were the guys whoôd been there a while and knew the 

most about what was going on there. 

DePue: My understanding is the scouts are something like an armored unit or a 

mechanized infantry unit. They would be a little bit lighter. Their job wasnôt 

necessarily to go into heavy combat, but it was to find where the enemy was. 

Phillips: Right, right. Youôre talking about LRRPs, too, and stuff like that, which I ran 

into later, which is long range patrols or long-range penetration. 

DePue: Long rang reconnaissance patrol, I think it is. 

Phillips: LRRP? Those were guys who would just basically go into the jungle and look 

and listen and really avoided contact. Then we hadðwhat was it? ðanother 

group of like ranger-type people, who we ran across and so forth, that would 

do that same kind of thing. They would go in and just look and listen and 

really avoid contact if they could, because there werenôt very many of them. A 

LRRP group only had, I think, four people. They were not a big group of 

people.  These scouts, this was like a platoon, twenty-five, thirty of them. 

DePue: And they were part of the battalion, correct? 

Phillips: Yeah, they were part of our armor battalion. 

DePue: What platoon were you assigned to then in the headquarters? 

Phillips: In the Headquarters Group they would assign me to whoever needed it at the 

time, at first. 

DePue: So you could be going out with one of the line companies? 

Phillips: I went out with the ARVNs [Army of the Republic of Viet Nam] a couple of 

times, which is the South Vietnamese, because they didnôt have any medics. 

And then the Koreans, I went out with the Koreans sometimes and the 

different groups. It depended on what they were doing. It seemed like one of 

the platoons was always back in the rear, with their vehicles being under 

repair. 

DePue: Tell me about your first impressions of going out with the ARVN. 

Phillips: Not too positive, really. The ARVN soldiers would steal from us. They would 

steal your food or your ammo or watches or whatever. In actual combat 

situations, they were not aggressive. They didnôt do the things we did. They 

didnôt speak our language, and we didnôt have very many people that could 

speak very much Vietnamese. It was pretty plain to us that they tolerated us 
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but didnôt like us, which always bothered us and me. This is your country; itôs 

not my country. 

DePue: Were they committed to winning? 

Phillips: I donôt think so. They were committed to surviving. There were some; there 

were some small units and some people who were good soldiers and did their 

job and were aggressive about doing something. It just seems that every 

opportunity they had to not do anything or not put themselves in any sort of 

situation that could be dangerous, they took advantage of. I personally didnôt 

trust them a whole lot, but they were very good for me and good to me, 

because they needed me, as a medic; they didnôt have anybody. When they 

had to call in choppers or something like that, I had to do it, because I spoke 

English. Sometimes they had an American advisor with them, a Green Beret 

or something like that, not always.22 

DePue: Were you eating their food when you were with them? 

Phillips: No. Never did. 

DePue: You ate C-rations. 

Phillips: Yeah, (both laugh) absolutely. Or if I was in the back, we had food at the mess 

hall or mess tent or whatever. But I didnôt eat their food; I didnôt eat hardly 

any of their food. 

DePue: How about the Koreans? Did you go out with them? 

Phillips: A couple of times I went out with the Koreans, good soldiers, just meaner than 

snot. These were professional soldiers. Itôs not like the ARVNs, who they 

dragged out of some hamlet somewhere and put a gun in his hand. These guys 

were professionals. They joined the army, and they didnôt like Communists. 

They didnôt even like the Vietnamese. They looked down on them. They 

thought they were crappy soldiers and werenôt aggressive, and they werenôt. 

They [the Koreans] were; Koreans were no-nonsense. 

DePue: Do you think that they had a reputation with the enemy as well? 

Phillips: Yes. Yes, they did. We captured some of the enemy, not too many, but 

occasionally. If the Koreanséthey would make it known, that the Koreans 

were comingé 

                                                 
22 The United States Army Special Forces, colloquially known as the Green Berets, due to their distinctive 

service headgear, are a special operations force of the United States Army tasked with five primary missions: 

unconventional warfare, foreign internal defense, special reconnaissance, direct action and counter-terrorism. 

(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special_Forces_(United_States_Army) 
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Bill Phillips is holding a 45 caliber ñgrease gunò or submachine 
gun, standard armament for members of a tank crew. This 
was January 1970, when Phillips was assigned as a platoon 
medic for the 1st Battalion, 69th Armor, in Pleiku, Vietnam.  

I remember once in a tank platoonéWe were in a hilltop, in a little 

valley; the enemy soldiers were there. And the Koreans, they told them with a 

bullhorn or whatever, a 

loudspeaker. They said, ñWeôre 

the Koreanôs Tiger Divisionòð

whatever; I donôt knowðñAnd 

weôre coming down there.ò 

You could sort of see them 

scurrying around, trying to get 

away because they didnôt want 

anything to do with the 

Koreans. Koreans, number one, 

they didnôt take many 

prisoners. We wanted them to 

take prisoners so we could 

talk to them, but they didnôt. 

They were aggressive 

soldiers, aggressive, probably 

even more aggressive than we were. They were professional soldiers. I wasnôt 

a professional soldier. 

DePue: What was the unitôs equipment? You said they had tanks, what kind of tanks? 

Phillips: M60 Abrams tanks, big ones.23 

DePue: Patton, I think. 

Phillips: Whatever. I donôt know. It was M60; I remember that. We had a big light on 

the front, where we couldð 

DePue: Searchlight. 

Phillips: Searchlight, yeah. We had a 50-caliber machine gun on top. We had a 

machine gun inside. We had a tank commander; we had a driver; we had a 

gunner, sometimes a mechanic. We kind of shared him, and then they shared 

me. Youôd think everybody would ride inside of a tank, but you really donôt. 

Thatôs not a good place to be. The only time you really got in the tanks was if 

there was a firefight, and they were shooting rifles at you, then you were safe 

inside. But if you thought that there was danger, you wanted to be on the 

outside of the tank, not on the inside, because if you ran over what was really 

dangerous for us, which was those mines, itôd just blow you off the tank, and 

youôd go flying. 

                                                 
23 The M60 Patton is an American second-generation main battle tank (MBT) introduced in December 1960. 

Although developed from the  M48 Patton, the M60 series was never officially classified as a Patton tank, but as 

a "product-improved descendant" of the Patton series. (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/M60_Patton) 
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DePue: Wouldnôt it be safer on the inside of the tank? 

Phillips: No, because then youôd be rattling around inside the tank. If you were inside 

the tank, like the driver had to be, and you run over one of those mines, you 

were pretty well assured you were going to be gone, even with a seatbelt and 

stuff like that. It was much more dangerous to be in a tank and hotter too. 

[whistles] Was it hot! (laughs) 

DePue: You went out on missions with an armor platoon; was it one medic per 

platoon, generally? 

Phillips: Yeah. 

DePue: How many tanks in the platoon? 

Phillips: Usually at least four, sometimes five. Occasionally another tank would go 

with us, with the company commander or something like that, occasionally. 

DePue: So, four men in the tank crew? 

Phillips: Uh-huh. 

DePue: And then several of them would have the mechanic, the medic. 

Phillips: Yeah, there were three for every tank, and then the mechanic waséThey 

would have somebody there, and they kind of shared him because every tank 

didnôt need a mechanic and stuff like that. They would have a tank 

commander, a driver, and a gunner. Then the gunner would shoot the machine 

gun inside, if that was necessary, and the tank commander or the gunner 

would shoot the one on top, if that was necessary. Then the gunner would load 

it and kind of aim it, and the tank commander would assess the situation, 

either inside or outside of the tank. In other words, fire it from the insideðyou 

could do thatðor fire it from the outside. 

DePue: Anybody who has some basic understanding of the kind of combat you had in 

Vietnam is going to be surprised, first of all, about tanks over there. Iôve got to 

believe that the enemy had no tanks. 

Phillips: In fact, the First 69th Armor had the only tank to take combat in Vietnam. It 

was at a place called Ben Het, which was somewhere very close to the border. 

It was like one of those fire bases, like five or six miles from the border. 

DePue: Of Laos or of Cambodia? 
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This was one of our tanks on duty guarding this bridge. 
Obviously, they were a little late.  

Phillips: Iôm not sure, wherever Ben Het is.24 I thought it was somewhere around 

Pleiku. Anyway, there was a armor platoon there that night, and across the 

border six Russian PT76 amphibious tanks came over. I donôt think they knew 

our tanks were there, so they ran into them. That was the only tank to tank 

combat in the whole Vietnam War was that time, one and only. That was it. 

DePue: Was that before, during or after? 

Phillips: That was before me. That was like sixty-eight. But we were famous. We had 

pictures of it (laughs). There were tanks we blew up and stuff like that. 

DePue: The PT76 is a lighter tank. It wouldnôt have stood up very well under attack. 

Phillips: It didnôt. It didnôt. It was made toéamphibious. Certainly our tanks were not 

amphibious, so I knew it had to be fairly lightweight or something like that. 

You button it up, and you can actually drive on a riverbed or whatever they 

did. Iôm not sure. 

DePue: But otherwise, my understanding is this is an overwhelmingly light infantry 

war. Tell me about the mission of these armor platoons. 

Phillips: The mission of our platoon was generally road security. I mentioned Highway 

19, between Pleiku and Qui Nhon. The supplies would come in at Qui Nhon, 

and theyôd go with huge 

convoys to Pleiku and 

then later, Ahn Khe, 

after Pleiku. Iôm looking 

for that. I thought it was 

on the way. I donôt see 

it.  

Anyway, the 

tanks would sort of sit 

beside the road or on 

bridges, which were 

important targets for 

security because every 

doggone bridge we had, 

theyôd blow it up at night. Weôd bring the tanks in at night. They didnôt leave 

them out there. Occasionally we left them out there, and we went into like a 

wagon train situation. Weôd go around and around and stuff like that. I saw 

probably the least action with the armor unit than I did of any of the others. 

We had some deployments, not a whole lot. They stayed away from us, and 

                                                 
24 Ben Het was strategically important because it was located seven miles east of the point where Laos, 

Cambodia and South Vietnam conjoined. (https://specialoperations.com/31123/battle-ben-het-special-forces-

camp-june-231969/) 
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we didnôt go crashing through the jungle too much. Basically it was road 

security; thatôs what we did. 

DePue: I know youôve got to get to a meeting here. Iôm going to finish with this 

question, and then weôll pick it up some other time. Tell me about the nature 

of the enemy you faced. 

Phillips: Well, two kinds. First of all, there were the local VC [Viet Cong] units, and 

they had the black silk pajamas. They really did wear those things, and they 

had those silly conical hats that they would wear. They really wore those.  

Then they had what I think was a really marvelous invention. I donôt 

know who invented this, but these Ho Chi Minh sandals. Itôs a sandal made 

out of old tires. They would cut up the tire, and they would make the sandals 

out of them. There was no leather or anything; it was all made out of rubber. 

Of course, you can be wet twenty-four hours a day with rubber and not hurt it, 

and they were. So that was one heck of an invention. I donôt know who did 

that.  

Those guys were not as well armed as the NVA [North Vietnamese 

Army] units that we faced, the different regiments or this and that. There were 

some good ones, but normally the VC lived in the villages and would just get 

together on various missions. They used them for recon [reconnaissance], for 

us to tell them whoôs going where and that sorts of things. You try to figure 

out who was VC, when you go to these villages, which was difficult. They all 

had government ID cards.  

But we didnôt see a whole lot of young men because they were either 

in the ARVN armyðthey took themðor the VC would come at night and 

take all the young men. Theyôd put them in their group or whatever. So young 

men were virtually unheard of. In fact, if you saw a young man, (laughs) you 

knew something was up.  

But the NVA units, certain regiments and this and that, they were very 

good soldiers. They werenôt heavily armed but well-armed. They all carried 

either an AK or a SKS [rifle] , which is a semi-automatic version. They would 

have three or four clips, not a lot of ammo, like we carried. They would have 

some rice. They would have a hammock a lotðI had one for a long time. It 

was just a little bitty thing, folded up, just a little hammockðand theyôd sleep 

in that, maybe a little poncho type thing for the rain, and that was it, virtually 

no medical group. Occasionally they might have medical supplies. 

 If you got wounded and you were one of them, pretty well figure 

youôre going to catch it. They didnôt want us to find the bodies, but getting 

back to someone who can actually take care of you mightéit would take too 

long for them to do that. So you were pretty well dead if you got wounded to 

any extent. 



William óBillô Phillips  Interview # VRV-A-L-2013-019 

47 

DePue: Did you have any Montagnards you were working with?25 

Phillips: Oh, yeah. We went through some Montagnard villages, and the people were 

nice. They were very nice. They liked us, and they didnôt like the Vietnamese. 

So the Vietnamese hated them. The Montagnards are sort of like [native 

American] Indians. If you had to compare them to anything, theyôd be 

Vietnamese Indians because they were very primitive people. They were 

always eating these beetle nuts, and their teeth were black. You eat that for a 

while, your teeth just fall out. Of course, there were some other things, some 

leaves that theyôd chew on, which I think was cocaine or whatever. It would 

give you strength, and it was a stimulant. Theyôd chew on that stuff. Basically, 

they had a loin cloth, lived in these little villages. They were lucky if they had 

a water buffalo or a pig or whatever. 

DePue: Did they speak the same language? 

Phillips: No, they didnôt. They didnôt speak Vietnamese. Some did. Some of them went 

to the government schools, but they had their own language. We liked them. 

Vietnamese didnôt like them, not North Vietnamese or South Vietnamese. 

They didnôt like them. ARVNs hated them. There were some military units 

with Montagnards in them; they were great scouts. The problem in Vietnam 

was, we didnôt know where they were, just like the Indians. But they knew 

where we were. 

DePue: You didnôt know where the NVA and the VC were? 

Phillips: Yeah, we had no idea where they were, so we were chasing them all the time. 

But the Montagnards did. 

DePue: Thatôs probably a decent place for us to stop today, pretty fascinating. But 

weôve got quite a bit more to talk about in your Vietnam experiences. Iôm 

looking forward to the next session. 

Phillips: Okay. Thank you. 

(end of transcript # 1) 

                                                 
25 The native inhabitants of the Central Highlands are the Degar (Montagnard) peoples. The Montagnards have 

fought against and resisted all Vietnamese invaders, from the anti-Communist South Vietnamese government, 

the Vietcong, to the Communist government of unified Vietnam. (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Degar) 
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 DePue: Today is Tuesday, April 2, 2013. My name is Mark DePue, Director of Oral 

History at the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library. Today I have my second 

session with Bill Phillips. Good morning, Bill.  

Phillips: Good morning.  

 DePue: And tell us exactly where we are, Bill.  

Phillips: We are at the office for the Illinois Association of School Administrators in 

Springfield, which is the professional association for school superintendents. 

 DePue: And as a former superintendent, whatôs your title here? 

Phillips: I am a field service director. There are three of us. We are spread out 

throughout the state, and we mentor new superintendents in the state of 

Illinois. I personally have about twenty-five superintendents that I officially 

mentor and probably, unofficially, more than that. So I travel around the state 

and visit my mentees and their different regions. I have seven regions of the 

state that I cover, as far as going to superintendent regional meetings and 

meeting with them. 

 DePue: Is this the central part of the state? 

Phillips: Well, this is, but my regions go all the way from Sangamon County north, 

except for Cook and the collar counties. They have a separate person to do 

that. 



William óBillô Phillips  Interview # VRV-A-L-2013-019 

49 

 DePue: So the Cook County superintendents and the Chicago superintendents are also 

part of the system? 

Phillips: Not District 299. 

 DePue: I take it thatôs Chicago?  

Phillips: Cook County, yes. Cook County has 147 school districts itself, and there are a 

lot of districts in Lake, DuPage, Will, those counties. They have their own 

person up there. Actually, the superintendents outside of Cook and the collar 

counties donôt get together as often as probably the others.  

 DePue: How about Chicago itself. Is it part of this network?  

Phillips: District 299 is not part of this network. They have a CEO [chief executive 

officer]. 

 DePue: Chicago is always separate from the rest of the state. 

Phillips: They have their own laws, really, that the legislature makes. They write laws 

that they say are only for districts of more than 500,000, which is Chicago. 

They have their own retirement system, everything, separate. 

 DePue: Letôs get back to Vietnam. When we finished off last time, you were just 

finishing a tour in Vietnam, and I think youôre going to get transferred to the 

Medical Evacuation Hospital in Pleiku. 

Phillips: Uh-huh. That basically was sort of a mid-step. I was assigned to the hospital. I 

really thought I would be working in the hospital itself, but what I found was 

since Iôd been a combat medic, they farmed them out to the helicopter 

company for ñdust offò medics.  ñDust offò was the radio call signðit was 

pretty standardðfor the Huey helicopters that would go and get people that 

were wounded in the field. 

 DePue: Why were you transferred? 

Phillips: The tanks had been decommissioned. The entire battalion of tanks was 

decommissioned. They brought all the tanks in and sent them home. So 

everyone that had a little time left in Vietnam was either sent home or 

reassigned to someplace else in Vietnam. Thatôs what happened to me. I was 

reassigned to this hospital. 

 DePue: What month was that? Do you remember?  

Phillips: No, I really donôt. It was in the spring.  
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The aero medical helicopters, in the process of loading wounded 
soldiers. For a period, Phillips was assigned as a dust off medic and 
served as a crew member and a medic on helicopter dust off helicopters.  

 DePue: Well, you had 

more than a little 

time left, didnôt 

you?  

Phillips: Oh yeah. Thatôs 

the reason I was 

reassigned. If Iôd 

have had less 

than three or four 

months, they 

would have just 

sent me home to 

let me finish my 

tour there. But 

since I had so 

much time left, they just reassigned me somewhere else.  

I was reassigned to the hospital, and then immediately they latched on 

to me to do the dust off duty, which means thatéThe helicopter would land 

right next to the hospital. The pads were right there, so I would just go out, 

especially the dust off helicopters. Iôm trying to think of the name. Maybe 

Camp Holloway was where the dust off helicopters were stationed. But they 

would come over and get me in the morning. Sometimes I would go over 

there. 

 DePue: What did you think about being a medic on a chopper? 

Phillips: Well, my initial impression wasé I thought it would be okay because you got 

to sleep in a bed at night. We didnôt have to either sleep in or around a tank or 

whatever. And flying was kind of exciting; I have to say that. I hadnôt spent 

much time in a helicopter, a little.  

But I later found out that the helicopters were made of aluminum, and 

there was virtually nothing armored in a helicopter except the pilotsô seats. So 

bullets coming from the bottom or the side or the front or whatever would just 

go right through those things. You had virtually no armor protection. And in 

our particular job we had to go in and get wounded soldiers, sometimes in the 

middle of firefights. We would landé  

If they would pop red smoke, they would tell us that thereôs enemy 

action close, and then the pilot would decide whether or not we would go in. 

Most of the time we would land or close to landing. If it was like over rice 

paddies, he wouldnôt land, but he would hover very close to the ground, and 

they would bring out the wounded person. Sometimes I would have to go out 

and help them.  
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Huey helicopters were the standard dust off choppers in all of Vietnam. They 
were prominently marked as such, but that certainly didnôt stop enemy fire.  

The ones that were probably the scariest for me was when we were 

hovering over trees, and we couldnôt land at all because there was no landing 

area anywhere close, which was kind of common. So we would send down a 

jungle penetrator, which is sort of like a hook, if you will, and it would go 

down through the trees. Then it would open up, and they would put the 

wounded soldier on there, and then weôd winch him up.  

 DePue: Through the branches.  

Phillips: Through the branches. Occasionally we had aéit was like where they could 

lay down, if they were that bad, and they couldnôt do that. And occasionally I 

would have to go down too. I would have to go down first, get this all set. 

Then, of course, all this time youôre just hovering over a tree, making a lot of 

noise, and youôre a heck of a good target, just sitting there real low. 

 DePue: Were the aircraft marked at all with a red cross or anything?  

Phillips: Oh, yeah. Well, youôll see in some of my pictures that some of them did; they 

had a red cross on there. But as time went on, they decided not to do that 

because it just marked you as a dust-off chopper, and they liked to shoot 

downé Well they liked to shoot down any chopper, but they knew we would 

have to come in a hover in dangerous places, whereas the resupply choppers 

would just come in, kick off their supplies, maybe pick somebody up, and 

then just take right off, where we might have to stay there for a few minutes. 

 DePue: To shoot at a helicopter thatôs marked as a medevac helicopter, isnôt that a war 

crime? Isnôt it against the Geneva Convention? 

Phillips: I doubt if those fellas were reading any books along that line because they 

would shoot 

at anything, 

just virtually 

anything.  

You wouldnôt 

think that a 

lot of times 

our choppers 

were armed, 

but they 

were. They 

were armed 

just like other 

Huey 

choppers. We 

had two sixty 

caliber 
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Phillips turned around and took this picture after just getting off this 
helicopter. You will note that the helicopter did not land because the 
terrain was unknown, so they had to jump out.  

machineguns, one on each side. When I wasnôt doing something medically, I 

would have to operate the machinegun, just in case. But normally I was busy 

doing that [medical work], and if there was any of that [shooting] going on, 

the crew chief, who was on the other side, he would be doing that [operating 

the machine gun.] 

 DePue: Did it make any difference, NVA or Viet Cong, whether or not they fired at 

you? 

Phillips: No, absolutely not, not that we saw. (laughs) 

 DePue: What was the crew then, the pilot, the co-pilot, the crew chief and you? 

Phillips: Right. Yeah. 

 DePue: Just one medic? 

Phillips: Yeah. 

 DePue: How many casualties could you put on the helicopter? 

Phillips: If they were all laying down, and we had a chopper that had cots. Some of 

them had cots; it was like bunk beds. We could get three in that and then 

probably two or three others, laying on the floor. So five or six would be our 

maximum, unless they were kind of walking wounded, which wasnôt too 

common, really, but we did that. In other words, you were wounded, but you 

could still walk out or something like that. We could get more on with that.  

You have to remember that in Vietnam you didnôt get in a helicopter 

and strap yourself in and shut the door and all that business. The doors were 

actually taken off the helicopter. There were no doors, except the pilot and co-

pilot had this small door. Later, when I was assigned to the infantry, you 

would just sit on the 

edge of the 

helicopter, with your 

feet dangling over 

the side. Thatôs what 

you did. You had to 

get in and out fast. 

Speed was of the 

essence.  

The pilots 

didnôt want to linger 

too long. A lot of 

times they would 

linger above the 

ground, and youôd 


