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Fort Lewis and the Vietnam War 


Perhaps no conflict in American history was As the war in Vietnam escalated in the mid- 1960s, 

more controversial than the Vietnam War. the soldiers of the 4th Infantry Division began to train 

Throughout the war, Fort Lewis played a major for service in Southeast Asia. The "Famous Fourth" 


role in training, processing, and providing medical care had arrived on Fort Lewis in 1956 and subsequently 

for hundreds of thousands of American soldiers. Thank trained for combat in all types of climates from Alaska 

fully, after years of indifference, most Americans today to Hawaii, as well as the Pacific Northwest. 

appreciate the special sacrifice that Vietnam era soldiers 

made during that turbulent and difficult period. (Continued on page 3) 


PFC Darrell Menke is ambushed by a G.I. dressed as a Viet Cong guerilla, Fort Lewis, May 1967. 
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President's Report 

Thank you , dear Friend, for your support of the 

Museum and the Friends this past year. We look for
ward to your continued support as we move into-2003. 
As I mentioned in my last note, last year was an excel
lent one overall and this year promises to be as good. 

Regretfully, we are losing a valued, long-time volun
teer and unsung hero of the Friends Board, SGM (Ret) 
Clair Stairrett, USA. Clair Stairrett's name is synony
mous with The Cannon Shop , the gift store at the 
Museum. For over fifteen years, he has been responsi
ble for ordering and managing The Cannon Shop's 
stock of high quality, diverse, andreasonably priced 
gifts. He performed this function superbly, week-in and 
week-out. Profits from The Cannon Shop sales provided 
the Friends with the financial means to help champion 
the Museum's activities. Unfortunately, SGM Stairrett 
has had to relinquish his responsibilities because of 
health reasons. We are carrying on, but we surely miss 
Clair's presence. We all thank Clair for his time, talent 
and devotion to The Cannon Shop and the Museum. 
We also hope that as his health allows, he will be able 
to participate in Friends activities. 

I would like to take this opportunity to thank the 
Fort Lewis Enlisted Spouse club for a generous mone
tary donation they recently made to the Friends. This 
donation was made partly in appreciation for the fact 
that the Friends have sold a number of Afghans and 
cookbooks for their organization in our gift store. 

Our 23 February 2003 brunch program will be of 
in terest. A long-time member and present Vice President 
of the Friends, Lieutenant Colonel (Ret) Thomas Morgan, 
USA, recently traveled to Vietnam with a group of 
Vietnam veterans and some spouses . Tom will speak 
about his and the group's experiences. 

Several weeks ago I invited Lieutenant General and 
. Mrs. Edward Soriano to the next Friends general 

membership meeting. Unfortunately, General Soriano 
will be out of town on 23 February, but Mrs . Vivian 
Soriano has graciously accepted our invitation. Please 
help us welcome Mrs . Soriano to the Fort Lewis 
community and show your support for the museum. I 
sincerely hope you can join us! 

Ian Larson 

Curator's Report 

I believe that 2003 will be an eventful year for the 

Fort Lewis Military Museum . We already have a 
number of new exhibits awaiting completion and our 
calendar is quickly filling up with tours and programs. 
As many of you know, we regularly support various 
historical activities on Fort Lewis . In the coming 
months we will support the 52nd Medical Brigade's 
Korean War commemoration, the 3rd Battalion, 21"t 
Infantry Regiment's Black History Month program, the 
1't Battalion, 14th Cavalry's annual ball, and the 
Artillery's Saint Barbara's Day activities. We will also 
be providing exhibits for Women's History Month 
activities in March. 

On 22 February, I will be giving a presentation on 
the history of Fort Lewis at the main branch of the 
Tacoma Public Library. The public is invited to this 
presentation, which will take place at 2 p.m. The 
images of America book on Fort Lewis is officially out 
of print, as the publisher has no more in the ware
house. We hope that it will be reprinted soon, but have 
not heard anything definitive from Arcadia Publishing. 
The Cannon Shop has a limited number in stock, so if 
you wish to purchase a copy it might be wise to do so 
soon. 

Two new exhibits have also been prepared for the 
main galleries of the museum. First, General Motors 
Defense has donated a wonderful production scale 
model of the new Stryker Infantry Carrier Vehicle. 
This vehicle is on the cutting edge of the Army ' s 
Transformation here at Fort Lewis and is a welcome 
addition to our collection. In commemoration of the 
Fiftieth anniversary of the Korean War, we have added 
an exhibit on the Stalemate period of the Korean War. 
This exhibit features a large terrain map of the 38th 

Parallel area showing the hills, outposts, and camps. 
Please make a point of ~isiting your Museum in the 
near future. 

Alan Archambault 
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Vietnamese village built on Fort Lewis for training. 

Fort Lewis and the Vietnam War (fromp.1) 

During the Spring of 1966 rumors began to circulate 
that the "Ivy Division" was bound for Vietnam. Soon 
these rumors were confirmed, and by July 1966 the 
first elements of the 4th Infantry Division began to 
deploy to the Republic of South Vietnam. In September 
1966, the last elements of the division had left Fort 
Lewis, ending an era on post. The men of the division 
soon saw combat in the Highlands of Vietnam and 
suffered their first casualties of the war. 

The United States Army Personnel Center, Fort Lewis, 
was established on 25 March 1966 to relieve the over
load at the U .S . Army Personnel Center, Oakland, 
California. The Fort Lewis Personnel Center consisted 
of an Overseas Replacement Station, a Returnee
Reassignment Station and a Transfer Station. 

Originally, military personnel reporting to Fort Lewis 
were processed to and from Korea and Alaska, but as 
the war in Vietnam escalated, the Personnel Center 
processed up to 50,000 soldiers a month bound to and 
from Asia. Approximately two and one half million 
soldiers had passed through the Fort Lewis Personnel 
Center before it officially closed on 15 April 1972. 
In May 1966 the United States Army Training Center, 

Infantry, Fort Lewis, was activated. On 11 July three 
basic training companies started the First Basic Combat 
Training (BCT) cycle of that year. The first Advanced 
Infantry Training (AIT) cycle was begun at Fort Lewis 
on 19 September 1966. In addition, in August 1966, a 

Drill Sergeant's School was established on post. The 
school was required to furnish qualified drill instruc
tors to man the busy Training Center. 

On 15 January 1968, in recognition of the post's 
mission, the installation was officially renamed the 
United States Army Training Center, Infantry and 
Fort Lewis. The Training Center's three brigades 
graduated up to 1,900 soldiers a week from Basic 
Combat Training and Advanced Infantry Training. 
Prior to its closure on 24 June 1972, the Center had 
trained over 302,000 men . 

The medical personnel of Fort Lewis also made a 
significant contribution to the Vietnam War effort. 
Thousands of injured soldiers were treated at Madigan 
Army Hospital during the course of the conflict. Many 
of these soldiers were severely wounded and probably 
would have died in earlier wars. However, the remark
able evacuation procedures in Vietnam and the excellent 
care provided by medical personnel saved thousands of 
lives. Many stories have been told of badly wounded 
soldiers who owed their full recovery to the doctors and 
nurses of Madigan Army Hospital. 
During the course of the Vietnam War, as they have 

in every conflict and crisis, the men and women of Fort 
Lewis have served our nation with skill and dedication. 
As the Vietnam War recedes into the pages of history, 
we must preserve the record of the service and sacri
fices made by our soldiers. Today, the Fort Lewis 
Military Museum takes pride in recalling the Vietnam 
era through exhibits, programs, and tours. 
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Vietnam Today 

By Thomas D. Morgan 

Vietnamese school children 

On a recent trip to Vietnam with a small group 
of lO1"t Airborne Division veterans, I became 
interested in our Vietnamese guide Nam. I had 

met him before and I knew that he had been a member 
of the Republic of (South) Vietnam's Armed Forces at 
the time of the fall of Saigon in 1975. As we were 
driving back to Saigon from a visit to the Gao Dai 
Temple in Tay Ninh and the Tunnels of Cu Chi, he told 
us the story of his re-education camp experience. 

In the late 1960s, Nam was a student at the University 
. of Saigon studying to be a teacher. His father had 

been a teacher, but he was also a member of the out
lawed Vietnamese Communist Party. The father had 
been imprisoned by the South Vietnamese Diem regime 
in the 1950s. Beaten in jail, he had died shortly after 
his release in 1955. Nam was disillusioned with the 
war in the late 1960s and he had participated in some 
student demonstrations against the U.S. and Saigon 
regimes. He was arrested and offered jailor joining 
the South Vietnamese Armed Forces. He enlisted in 
the Vietnamese Air Force (VNAF) as a personnel 
specialist at the Bien Hoa Air Base. N am was in 
Saigon on leave visiting his girlfriend when the city 
fell to the North Vietnamese Army (NVA) on 30 April 
1975. He did not return to Bien Hoa Air Base and 
waited to see what would happen. At first the commu

nist government directed all former South Vietnamese 
officers and government bureaucrats to report to 
collection stations for processing to re-education camps. 
Nam was still free, but later all former South Viet
namese Armed Forces members were directed to 
report for processing. Mte~ a few days, Nam was sent 
to a re-education camp in the Vietnamese Highlands 
not far from his home of record in Danang. He was not 
told how long he would be there as his life now took a 
turn for the worse. For him there was no light at the end 
of the tunnel. 

Life in the re-education camp was austere. Break
fast was simple, a piece of sweet potato or manioc 
with salt and boiled water to drink. After breakfast, 
the prisoners were sent to work in the fields as 
farmers planting crops on the hillside outside of the 
camp. Some of the prisoners cut trees for logs that 
went to a sawmill, and others did camp maintenance 
and administrative work. Nam worked as a barber. 
The prisoners worked all day and ate a lunch consist
ing of one bowl of rice with some corn or a potato 
substitute such as taro root or manioc. It was not 
enough, but the prisoners received the same as the 
guards that were called can-bo or political cadres. 

In 1975-76, the whole country of Vietnam was on a 
starvation diet . The country's rice farmers resisted 
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working on the communist collective farms and the 
rice that was produced had to go to Russia and China 
to payoff the country's war debts. There was not 
enough protein and everyone looked for snakes, lizards, 
mice, rats, and geckos to eat. Squirrels, when found, 
were a great delicacy and a dream come true. 

All prisoners wore black pajamas so that they could 
be identified if they tried to escape from the armed 
cadres . At 1600 hours each day, the prisoners went 
back to the camp. They took a bath in a stream and 
rested for one hour before a communal dinner. Dinner 
was another bowl of rice and some soup. Sometimes 
the prisoners received a piece of fish or meat, but rice 
was the main meal. Some prisoners died from starva
tion and illnesses such as malaria and amoebic dysen
tery. There were not enough drugs provided to fight 
the illnesses. Visiting family members who brought 
extra food and medicines made the difference between 
life and death. 

After dinner, the cadres assembled the prisoners in 
the central camp yard for a lecture. The prisoners 
were required to squat for an hour or two as the 
cadres explained the policies of the new government 
and the communist party. Squatting was not a problem, 
but the repetitive nature of the lectures was. It was a 
form of brainwashing, although Nam called it "condi
tional reaction." Everyone had to repeat the doctrine 
and admit their mistakes. Every two or three weeks, 
the prisoners had to write a paper listing their 
failures and giving their opinions of the government 
and the communist party. The prisoners were supposed 
to admit the mistakes they had made in joining the 

NYA Political Cadre 

South Vietnamese armed forces and in supporting the 
Saigon puppet government. There was n o middle 
ground when it came to communist theory. Nam 
learned to be very diplomatic in his writings. That got 
him out of the camp in only two and one-half years. 
His older brother, who was more stubborn, had to stay 
for seven and one-half years, and he has only been 
allowed to work as a farmer since his release. 

Dien Bien Phu Battlefield where the Vietnamese defeated the French in 1954. 
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Nam did not know how long he would be in the camp. 
As a result, he became very depressed and sick. He lost 
half his weight and thought he would die. His mother 
spent all her time and money visiting Nam and his 
brother. Nam now asked that she visit him one last 
time before he died. She came to see him after walking 
one whole day from the nearest bus stop. She brought 
him some medicine, sweet cakes, and a book from the 
family library entitled Gone with the Wind. Nam 
credits that book with saving his life. He had read it 
before in English and knew the plot, but he does not 
know why his mother brought the book because she 
could not read English. The cadres were very suspi
cious of the book because it was in English. 

That night Nam was too ill to go to dinner and the 
cadre lecture. He lay on his rack in the prisoners' hut 
and started to read the book. He fell asleep and had a 
dream. In his dream he saw the face of Scarlett 
O'Hara. She was walking in a storm, fell down, and 
managed to get back to Tara, her plantation home. 
Then she said, "Let's wait until tomorrow because 
tomorrow will be another day." At midnight Nam woke 
up from the dream as his fever broke. Tomorrow was 
another day for him because he then started to get 
better. After about ten days, he had recovered. One 
month later, he was released from the camp. Nam never 
asked his mother why she brought the book because he 
believes it was a miracle and he does not want to break 
the spell. Nam is not bitter about his-experience, but he 
will never go back to the camp. All of that is history 
now. However, Nam vividly remembered the "Ho Chi 
Minh Song" that he learned in the camp, and he sang 
us a rousing rendition of it on the bus along with the 
driver. ' 

On my way home on my Air Vietnam fl ight out of 
Hanoi for Taipei, Formosa, I noticed the airplane was 
full of young Vietnamese women . When I asked the 
Vietnamese steward about it, he told me that they were 
going to Formosa to work for two years as "domestics" 
for affluent Chinese. The women did it to get money for 
their families. Next to me was a young woman named 
Nguyen Thi Van. She looked 18, but was 22, and 
married with a 3-year-old son. She showed me the 
pictures of her wedding and her family that she was 
leaving for two years to work in a foreign land. It was 
her first airplane ride and she became miserably airsick 

History repeats itself. The Vietnamese hated the 
French corvee system that required Vietnamese to do 
forced labor in the colonial mines and pla nta tions. 
About 100,000 Vietnamese were sent to Fra n ce in 
World War I to do manual labor digging trenches and 
working on the docks and in the factories. After World 
War I, when resistance against French colonial rule 
peaked, the communist inspired Yen Bay Rebell ion of 
1930 was a result. After fighting the French for eight 
years (1946-54), the Americans for even longer (1959
73), and themselves in a civil war (1973-75), the 
Vietnamese finally got their country back. However, 
they now have to sell their labor overseas to be able to 
enjoy economic freedom. The price of freedom is hard 
even for the communists. 

Thomas D. Morgan is a retired Army officer and a 
noted military historian whose work appears in a 
number ofpublications. As a child he stayed with his 
parents in the old Red Shield Inn. Appropriately, he is 
now Vice President of the Friends of the Fort Lewis 
Military Museum. 

Prisoners' beds in Vietnam 
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Friends of the Fort Lewis Military Museum 

General Mem.1bership Meeting 

Sunday~ February 23~ 2003 


Place: The American Lake Club 
Time: 1130 - 1215 Social Hour 

1215 - 1315 Brunch 
1315 - 1400 Program & Meeting 

Program: 
Our speaker for this meeting will be 

Lieutenant Colonel Thomas D. Morgan, 
USA, Retired. Tom is a long-time mem
ber of the Friends and presently serves 
as Vice President. His subject will be a 
recent trip he made to Vietnam. As a 
Vietnam War veteran and military his
torian Tom has a unique and insightful 
perspective on the history and culture 
of Vietnam today. It is sure to be an 
enjoyable and memorable program. 

Please join us for our first member
ship meeting of 2003. Enjoy fine food, 
good company, and show your support 
of our outstanding military museum. 

I 

Please join us for an enjoyable program and show your support for our Museum. 
Return your reservation form and check by Friday, 21 February 2003. Last 
minute reservations may be made by calling COL Paul Knoop at (253) 279-2598. 

Return this form to: COL (Ret) Paul Knoop, 1054 Berkeley, Fircrest, WA 98466 
Here is my check, payable to "The Friends" for the following: 

a.______ Reservations for the Brunch (cost: $15 each) 

b.______ Total Amount Enclosed. 

Name: _______________ 
Address _____________ 



Military Style 

ove and romance has always 
been an important, if unofficial,~aspect of military life. Accord

ing to legend, Saint Valentine was martyred 
because he continued to marry soldiers 
and their mates in violation of Roman law. 

Through the years, American soldiers 
have earned a well- justified reputation 
as being enthusiastic lovers as well as 
accomplished warriors. War-brides, and 
today perhaps war-grooms, come from 
every nation and state where United 
States soldiers serve. In both times of 
war and peace, regardless of the difficul
ties, love always manages to bloom. As it 
has been written, "Love conquers All." 

Major Robert and Mrs. Marion Ball on their wedding day in 1952. 

The Friends of the 

Fort Lewis Military Museum. 

Post Office Box 331001 

Fort Lewis, WA 98433-1001 


A Fort Lewis soldier returns from Opera
tion Desert Storm. 


