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Foreword
It was a cold, gray day in March 1973. I was standing on the tarmac at Andrews Air Force base, waiting for the arrival of several men who had recently been released from prison in Hanoi. Some of these American POWs had been held for years.
It was a conflicting situation for me, though I didn’t know it until I was ready to leave. I had been vocal in my opposition to the war we had waged in Vietnam since 1965, when I had first researched our involvement in their country for a lengthy paper I wrote in prep school. American involvement went back to the Second World War, when President Roosevelt had promised Ho Chi Minh that in honor of his fighting against the Japanese the United States would support his bid for independence against the French.
But that policy changed under Truman, and then Eisenhower and Nixon. In fact, when the French were about to fall at Dien Bien Phu in 1954, Nixon persuaded Eisenhower to let him offer nuclear weapons to the beleaguered French garrison. It was too late for them, however. But the U.S. then inserted itself into the post-war Geneva negotiations that determined the political settlement which paved the way for the Ho Chi Minh government to take control the country in 1956.
That plan was thwarted unilaterally by the United States, as we built a puppet government in the southern part of Vietnam, headed first by Bao Dai, a minion from the French era, and then others named Diem, Ky and Thieu. The U.S. poured billions of dollars into the south, to prop up the government and to militarize their effort against the north. Much of the design was promulgated by the Dulles brothers – John Foster as Secretary of State and Allen at CIA – and heavily weighted by the anti-communist, red scare politics of the time.
The behind-the-scenes activities continued into the Kennedy and Johnson administrations. Some historians say that at the time Kennedy was killed in 1963 – three weeks after the Diem assassination – he was planning to wind down our involvement there, but Johnson went the other way, sending in hundreds of thousands of troops backed by the Air Force and Navy.
This policy shift was made possible by a public relations gambit. The military reported attacks by North Vietnamese patrol boats against the Maddox and Turner Joy in the Gulf of Tonkin in August of 1964. One of these reports wasn’t true, and the other was greatly over blown, but the Congress was persuaded to authorize war against the North Vietnamese, and so began the full-fledged tragedy we refer to today as the Vietnam conflict.
During the course of the Vietnam war, more than 58,000 Americans were killed and three times that many were wounded. Many thousands of returning military came back home with serious emotional problems and addictions. There were more than 60,000 Vietnam veteran suicides.
The North Vietnamese reported 1,100,000 million killed while the South said it lost 184,000 military. The estimates of civilian deaths throughout the country range up to 4,000,000.
It took some time for the extent of the horror of that war to be learned. The release of the Pentagon Papers in 1971 illuminated a political conspiracy by the military to sustain and expand their murderous adventurism. They were abetted by Henry Kissinger, who kept the war going much longer than it need have been, with his “Peace is at hand” remark just before the 1972 presidential elections, and then the Christmas bombing of the North a month later.
Public outrage at those bombings forced a different posture at the seemingly-endless peace talks, and finally an agreement was made that winter.
So the American war in Vietnam was essentially over by that March day in 1973. The American-made regime in the South would continue the battle for another two years before falling. Their fate had been inevitable for two decades. There would be more unnecessary bloodshed, but at least, for all of our culpability in the killing, it wouldn’t be Americans who were dying 12,000 miles away.
Personally, I was angry with my government and the people who had supported this tragic war that created a permanent scar on our nation’s reputation. Professionally, though, I was stoic, standing there in the drizzle, producing the coverage for ABC News. It was a simple assignment. The camera crew filmed the arrival of the plane, the door opening, a man climbing down the steps, his family rushing toward him.
That’s when I started to cry.
The number of Americans captured in that war was relatively small, 730, and 664 were returned alive. Others who were listed as missing might also have been captured. We don’t know what happened to them.
Recently I met one of the men who’d been captured by the North Vietnamese. Phillip Butler was a 26-year-old U.S. Navy pilot when he was shot down. He was imprisoned in the Hanoi Hilton and spent almost eight years in prison. I interviewed Phil twice on a radio program called “America Back on Track,” and later we became friends.
More to the point, I was interested as a journalist in his story. It is an important story. Few in the military are willing to admit they were wrong, especially those who killed, and those who suffered. Phil Butler’s story is one of courage and insight. It is of considerable value to a nation, and a world, that needs to shift course; to recognize that war is a primitive exercise, and that we must all be warriors for peace to bring about our evolution.
There is more to be added to this introduction, now that I’ve spent three months with Phil’s story, through hours of interviews and editing the lengthy debriefing that followed his release from the Vietnamese. Phil Butler is a mensch, which is a term I don’t use often. He’s a man of integrity, character, and purpose, as you shall see in the following pages. He lays fair claim, too, to the term warrior, and in this book he recounts what have been three separate lives as a warrior, and the threads that have run through them.
Tony Seton
Monterey, California
June 2010
Preface
Warrior (n)
One who is engaged in or experienced in battle.
One who is engaged aggressively or energetically in an activity, cause, or conflict: neighborhood warriors fighting against developers.
This book is about my life transition. It has actually been a journey through three lives. My self perception is clear about those lives. I even like to call them my “before, during and after” lives. They are the three lives of a warrior. Of course I’m the same guy with the same body, heart and brain. But in each case there existed a totally different Phil Butler.
In the beginning, becoming a warrior took some socialization and training. During the first life Phil goes through the experiences of growing up to maturity and learning to be a warrior, a killer of other humans. In the second life the warrior has to not only survive the North Vietnam hell holes as a POW, but to do it in such a way as to return with honor. In the third life, the warrior returns home to eventually focus warrior skills on a more circumspect life. Now the warrior turns away from killing and survival to making a contribution to earth and humanity. But in each case I believe there has been a warrior within me that pushes forward.
For years I considered writing a book about my eight year experience of being a Prisoner of War in Vietnam. But somehow that never seemed to be quite right for me. Countless people have encouraged me to write one, especially during the 20 years I was a professional speaker. Many of my fellow POWs have written books about their experiences, probably numbering close to 50 by now. And several documentaries on our trials there are now available. So that subject, in itself, is pretty well covered, albeit always from the viewpoints and biases of each individual writer. And as I’ve often told friends: Why should I just write another “hair, teeth and eyeballs” story about our POW experience? At least those have been the excuses for my procrastination.
So why wait until I’m 71 to write this book? One reason is I find myself in a very different life space from most of my fellow POWs, Naval Academy shipmates and veterans. So how did that come about? Why am I a committed environmental, peace and justice activist, dedicated to the welfare of our earth and to all of those less fortunate than myself? How and why did I become a warrior in my first life, make war in my second, and want to be of service as a warrior for peace, justice and environment in the third?
Now that I am 71 the time seems right to tell about my life experiences. Maybe it’s my time to look back and analyze it all. But more than that, I want this book to have a forward trajectory for readers. I want other warriors, veterans or non-veterans, to see how and why my life dedication has changed from destruction to construction. Nevertheless, I don’t want the book to be preachy or advisory. I have meant throughout for it to be descriptive, not prescriptive. Three Lives of a Warrior is simply my legacy for family, friends, supporters, detractors, military and non-military readers, workers, searchers, volunteers, students and anyone else who cares to find out about all the stuff that has happened to this guy.
I want to thank my Naval Intelligence debriefer, Brian Kelly, who met me first when I came home and stayed to support me. Our official Navy debriefing took a total of 36 hours and was recorded on reel to reel tapes in 1973. The transcripts I gained later and edited for clarity form the “Second Life” section of this book. It is the harsh and graphic truth about my experiences as a POW in North Vietnam, as related by a very angry man.
I am grateful for the counsel and expert assistance of Tony Seton for helping make this book a reality. I must confess that book writing is just not something I enjoy doing. I managed to get it done the first time with my PhD dissertation. That agonizing process took three years of data gathering and then the better part of two years to write. Unfortunately completing that task left me with enough negative memories to remain in a procrastinating mode for over 25 years. But with Tony’s encouragement and invaluable expert assistance, I have been motivated to carry this project to completion.
I had never wanted to write “just another POW book” because there are enough of those out now to satisfy any casual reader or serious scholar engaging in research. But with Tony’s help, I began to visualize a book that made more sense to me. The concept, a book about my three lives and the life transitions I’ve experienced, seemed more important and worth the effort. I was interviewed on the experiences of my first and third lives for over 24 hours by Tony. He got them transcribed and then put all that data into categorical and chronological order for me. That made writing those two life stories easier, to show how they flow together with my second life-story from my returned POW debrief.
Tony has lived a full and diverse life. He is a writer, journalist, producer, professional speaker, radio host, TV personality and quintessential communicator. He is also exceedingly patient and soft spoken, great skills to have when working with a warrior-spirited man. Above all Tony is one of the most generous men I’ve ever met. I am fortunate that Tony Seton has become a good friend and colleague. Who knows? We may yet collaborate on another story. But the next one will for sure have to be fiction, not another agonizing autobiography.
I want to thank some expert and persistent people who edited my manuscript. They are Phyllis Cleveland and Jean Stallings, who along with my wife Barbara made literally hundreds of typographical and grammatical corrections. I also greatly appreciate Kedron Bryson who professionally formatted the book for publication.
I have been blessed in life to have a wonderful sister, Linda, who stood by me always, even during those terrible eight POW years. I have great love for her and we share the powerful bond that only siblings who have suffered parental abuse together can know.
Now I have another “brother and sister,” Barbara’s brother Chuck and his wife Terry. We are both family and close friends who truly enjoy each other’s company on a regular basis. I married well and got a new brother and sister in the bargain.
Most of all I thank my wife, Barbara Baldock, for loving, supporting and always being there for me. She is ever the consummate voice of reason, my business partner, my sounding board, my best friend and the love of my life.
Phillip Butler
Monterey, California
June 2010
The First Life of a Warrior
Introduction
I had to learn how to be a warrior. It probably doesn’t come naturally for most people, as I believe it did not for me. But like many kids who grow up in our United States, I was taught early on that our service men and women, and the wars they fight, are to be held in utmost honor.
People of my generation, born before or during World War II, grew up with first-hand accounts from relatives and friends of combat, service and self sacrifice. Unlike the wars and military interventions our country has engaged in since, that was a war of national salvation. There was no question after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor and German invasions of European countries that we had to fight for our very way of life.
So my childhood and youthful socialization to serve my country were powerful. I learned about “Fidelity and Obedience” years before I would enter the U.S. Naval Academy at Annapolis. And I aspired to “Duty, Honor, Country” before I would ever find out about the U.S. Military Academy at West Point.
I was indoctrinated, one might even say imprinted, on flying from a very early age. Aviation was almost in my genes because the man I revered most, my father, was crazy about flying. Some of my earliest memories are of airplanes and flying because of him. And he was even my first instructor.
But that’s all in my first story here. It’s about how I learned to be a warrior during my first life.
1. Early Lessons on War
1938 - 1945
I was born on a hot day in Oklahoma, August 11, 1938. Of course it was hot. It was Tulsa, Oklahoma in August.
My earliest recollection wasn’t until I was about four. It was probably just a typical childhood event. I was on the front lawn of somebody's house. I'm not sure if it was our house or the house of an aunt and uncle. I was with a couple of cousins; girls who were each a year older than I. The lawn was filled with clover and there were bees all over the place. One of my neat cousins told me to catch a bee with my hands. I did and it stung me, indelibly etching my earliest memory in my hand and my mind. I remember that it really hurt but it probably served as an early lesson - about reactively doing whatever people tell you to do.
I was born two years before the “Last Good War.” Oklahoma, like much of the nation, was climbing out of The Great Depression. I think by and large Oklahoma, and most of the United States for that matter, was pretty much isolated within itself as the result of the massive financial dislocation. What may surprise some readers is the degree of that isolation. In Oklahoma, as in many parts of the country, there was a lot of labor and anti-war protest in 1938, ‘39 and ‘40. The Communist Party was active as was the Workers' Party and Socialist Party. It was a very tough time for ordinary people.
I learned from my mother and father later on, when I was old enough to understand what they were saying, that 1938 was still the Depression where we lived. We didn't really come out of it until things turned around when the government under Franklin Roosevelt began to flood the economy with jobs and money. He had started many public works projects, which helped tremendously the people who were trying to dig themselves out. Then in 1941 the build-up for World War II started. But 1938, from what they told me, was still pretty much a tough year for people. My family was acutely aware of the dust bowl hardships people in our area suffered. So I was raised and encouraged to appreciate all that I had, so I wouldn’t take my relatively good life for granted.
My father, R.B Butler, was the son of Baptist minister who had complicated his family’s lives with philandering and by being abusive to his children. Dad’s birth name was Roy Bertram Butler, Jr. But he disliked my grandfather, “Pappy,” so much he always went by “R.B.” and he even claimed that was his legal name. Dad graduated from Oklahoma Agricultural and Mechanical College in 1936, two years before I arrived. It later became Oklahoma State University. He was a hail-fellow-well-met, President of his Pi Kappa Alpha fraternity. I got the sense that academics were not very rigorous in those days for a business major like my father. But it was tough finding enough money to complete college during the Depression. Nevertheless he graduated with a Bachelor of Arts Degree in Business and went on with his life from there.
After graduation he married his high school sweetheart, Mae, who was a year younger. My mother had two years of secretarial training at Tulsa University. They started life working for businesses in Tulsa and after being married for about two years I came along. I was their only child until my sister was born in 1949, almost eleven years later. Unfortunately, they had my sister in a vain attempt to save their marriage. It’s the very last thing you want to do to save a marriage, but that's what they did, and it didn't save their marriage.
During the early years R.B. and Maewere loving parents. My mother doted on me as an only child. My father was a very nice guy. He was a man you could immediately warm up to. He had an outgoing personality. One of the most important things to R. B. Butler, a lesson he repeated frequently, was to be liked by other people. I think he worried about me. He wanted to make sure I knew that the most important thing for me to do in school was to be liked. But I didn't always quite see it that way because very early on I saw that some people didn't like me and sometimes I didn't like them.
But they were very good parents in those early years. For instance, when I was five years old my mom convinced dad to buy a cheap upright piano. Then she sat me down and began to teach me scales and a little bit of piano that she knew. She spent about a year teaching me what she knew about the basics of reading music and then she arranged for piano lessons. I loved the piano and took lessons for about six years before I quit. Regrettably I didn’t take it up again until thirty-five years later at age 56.
I quit for two reasons. One was I got really interested in playing neighborhood sports with my friends. Typically, for all the kids in those days it was football in the fall, basketball in the winter, and baseball in spring and summer. Sports seemed to always interfere with my piano practicing. And I was forever banging up my fingers, strategically just before a recital. The other reason is that my parents began to have their own problems, both individually and with each other. They started paying less attention to me. They weren’t telling me what I needed to be doing and so I did what I wanted. That started with quitting piano and playing neighborhood sports with my pals when I was twelve and in the seventh grade.
My father used his B.A. in business by going into accounting. Though it doesn’t seem like accounting would have fit him, because he was never very good at math. But I guess he did understand the fundamentals of accounting so that’s what he was doing before the war broke out. As I was told later, at the beginning of 1941 he and his best friend found out that the U.S. government was gearing up for war and they needed aviators.
The Battle of Britain had shown how important the air war would be. So our government put out the word to anybody who had a private pilot's license that they could train to become a civilian instructor for the Army Air Corps. My dad and his pal jumped on this opportunity. They got some quick flying time to qualify for a private pilot’s license. My dad loved to say they even got some “P-51” flying time. He would laugh and say that meant “Parker 51,” a common fountain pen of the day. They went to the Spartan School of Aviation in Tulsa for training to become civilian instructors for the Army Air Corps. About mid 1942 my dad qualified to be an instructor and we moved to a little town south of Oklahoma City called Chickasha – there are lots of town with Indian names in Oklahoma – where there was a small Army airfield.
If you've ever flown down low over Oklahoma and Texas, everywhere you look there are the remnants of air fields. There were literally hundreds of airfields throughout the Midwest that the Army Air Corps built and used during World War II. My father’s job there was to train Army Air Corps Cadets in PT-19s. They were the primary trainers of the day. They were fabric-covered, low-wing, tandem-seated, airplanes with conventional landing gear.
That’s really how I started getting interested in being a pilot. My dad preached flying to me from the time I was born. I think I knew about flying when I came out of the hospital. I have an airplane picture I drew with crayons in kindergarten. I found it among my mother’s things after her death in 2006. Flying was dad’s true life love. I can still remember being there in the house during the time my father was instructing. He would finish up with a class of students, usually eight or ten of these guys, and he'd have them over to the house. They would all sit around on the floor and what little furniture we had and, I guess, talk aviation and stuff. It was kind of their little going away party.
My dad had a little yellow model of a PT-19 and he would bring me out into the middle of the group, much to my terror, hand me the model and have me go through the various parts. “Now what is this Phil?” And with each question I would reply “This is the wing, aileron, propeller, rudder and so on.” I still remember how this produced peels of laughter from his students, that this four year old kid had memorized all of this stuff on the airplane. My dad worked diligently with me to get me to memorize the parts of the airplane. I remember it wasn’t easy.
Dad got another opportunity in 1943 or ‘44. This was what amounted in those days to become a military air transport pilot. It meant that we moved to Dallas, Texas so he could be a co-pilot in a DC-3 for Braniff Airlines. Braniff, like other airlines in those days, was not really civilian. The airlines had pretty much been nationalized for the war effort. They were working for the military, transporting people and supplies in DC-3s. My dad was a co-pilot for Braniff Airlines until the end of the war in August of 1945.
Then my dad was faced with a life-changing decision. He could stay in Dallas as an airline pilot, or move back to Tulsa and go into business with his mother in real estate. Grandma Butler had separated from Pappy some years before and had started her own business. She was an independent and powerful woman, the matriarch of our family. He opted to return to work with his mother. It was a mistake, one that he recalled vocally for the rest of his life. Many times I heard him say that he wished he stayed in Dallas as an airline pilot.
The culture of Oklahoma and the South was very patriotic. During the post-war era America was the world’s savior while at the same time we were bursting out of the Depression era mentality. My family was patriotic. I grew up with this notion of patriotism. When my dad went to Dallas to be a Braniff pilot in 1944, we lived right across the street from Love Field in a prefab duplex. I remember sitting on our porch, watching them firing and sighting in the guns on P-51aircraft. It was very exciting.
So at the early age of five or six I wanted to be a fighter pilot in the military, and be a hero. My uncle was a bomber pilot in the Army Air Corps. He came out of the war a Colonel, and he was a hero with a chest-full of medals and great stories. Early on I had the notion that it was important to serve, and to serve when I was growing up meant going into the military. That's the way young men served their country. There were other ways that were less esteemed but to really serve meant the military. That was the belief I had growing up and going to the Naval Academy. I viewed becoming a naval officer a lot like becoming a priest or a peace officer. I was serving my country and that was very important. It seemed like a calling, an avocation, something over and above just an ordinary job.
2. R.B.
My father was an acute alcoholic and he became a severe binge drinker. He would go for anywhere from a month to as short as a week or two in sobriety and then he would binge drink. When he'd binge he would find a place to be alone, sometimes our living room, one of the houses that he was building or even a closet. Then he would just up-end the bottle, open his throat and pour a quart of bourbon, gin or whatever he had down his throat. Then he would pass out.
Towards the end of his life he was drinking himself almost into a coma. I would take him to the hospital on these many occasions. There was a ward at Hillcrest Hospital in Tulsa called Forty-Two North, a place for alcoholics to dry out.
I would have to carry my father to the car, take him there and they would bring him in on a stretcher. Then three or four days later I would go pick him up. He would always be terribly embarrassed and contrite. And he would also be going through the delirium tremens, shaking uncontrollably. I would take him home and try to help take care of him.
I could almost always tell when he was going to go on a bender because he would get depressed and start speaking negatively. He would begin to say things like, “Oh, I don't know if it's worth it Phil. I don't know if life is worth it. I don't even know why I'm here.” He'd start to talk like that and I'd know that he was about ready to start drinking again. Today we know more about such behavior and hindsight would indicate that my dad was suffering from depression. But in the 1950s I doubt they had identified that problem completely and they certainly didn’t have medications for it like they do now.
We always got two weeks of annual leave to go home for Christmas at the Naval Academy. During my second class year in 1959, I went home to Tulsa. When it came time for me to return after Christmas, we sat down in the living room and talked. He was acting depressed again. I just pleaded with him. I said, "Dad, don't start drinking. Please don't start drinking after I'm gone." He said, "Oh, okay, all right. I won't do that." Of course I knew he was going back to the bottle, but I couldn’t stay with him.
I got on an airplane, flew back to the Naval Academy and reported in about January 2nd, 1960. Two days later I got an emergency notice to report to the main office at Bancroft Hall and I knew something bad had happened. When I got there, the officer of the day informed me that my father was dead. He had drunk himself into a coma. When they found him in his bedroom, he was dead. He had finally abused his body to the point where his heart just couldn't take it anymore and it quit.
I was absolutely devastated. I had just lost probably the most important person in my life. Going through high school and college, he had been a combination of my dad, my son, my brother and my best friend. I could hardly maintain a sense of self that day, waiting for the opportunity to go to Washington DC and get on an airplane to fly back home. I didn't have any money but the Naval Academy had an emergency fund for things like that. So I was given enough money to buy an airplane ticket and a few extra dollars to come home.
I went home and found myself in the midst of my family, naturally, but not pleasantly. Ironically and sadly it turned out that my Aunt Mary, my dad's sister who was also an alcoholic, had drunk herself to death seven hours before my dad drank himself to death. It was almost like they had a kind of simultaneous suicide pact, though I couldn’t imagine it. At the time I thought it had to be just coincidental. The word in the family was that they had been drinking together the day they both died.
A nurse who had gone to the house to look after my father found him. The family sent her there after Mary died and she found him dead too. My father and my aunt had been very close. In fact Dad was pretty close to all three of his sisters. Two of them were older and one younger. My grandmother was shattered. I don't think she ever really recovered from the suicides, emotionally or physically.
We wound up burying my dad and my aunt in a dual funeral and burial ceremony. I was with my little sister. Linda was only ten years old and I had to go back to the Naval Academy, leaving her with our mother who was psychologically unbalanced. I constantly worried about Linda’s well-being after I left.
I was the executor of the estate and I saw to it that from what little money Dad had there was some set aside for Linda's care until she was eighteen, at which time she got the majority of the money that was left over. That was the story of my dad's death. I’ve lived many years now, looking back and missing him terribly. To this very day my sister and I really miss the guy because in truth he was a very sweet man. It was hard for me to think that he was so proud of me being a midshipman at the Naval Academy and that he missed my graduation, my marriage, and the birth of his granddaughter, Diane. He missed so much and his life ended so prematurely at just age 44.
Dad had been really depressed about his divorce. He was supposedly madly in love with my mother all those years. He dated after he split with my mother. He had girlfriends, but he always seemed to be able to find things to be depressed about. It could be anything, like our dog being sick, or a house that wasn’t selling.
I think that psychologically he probably had depression for a long time and might have been compensating for it by being the hail-fellow-well-met and wanting to be liked. But I think my dad never really liked himself all that much. He had some insecurities. At least that’s what I surmise these many years later.
3. Mae
Effie Mae Butler, called Mae because she hated the name “Effie,” was my mother. Growing up until I was about 14 years old, she was “Mom” to me but after that age she became “Mother.” That’s because “mom” seemed to carry more the feeling of a loving closeness than “mother.”
Mae was a loving and doting mom until sometime in my early puberty. She was very affectionate, caring and responsive to whatever I got interested in or wanted to do. She started giving me piano lessons at age five and hired a piano teacher for me at age seven. She taught and gave me a lifetime appreciation for music and art. I remember attending classical concerts with her at the Tulsa Convention Center when I was a child.
But things really started falling apart for me sometime when I was about 12. She became abusive toward my father and often depressed. She never had many friends but sometime in the early 1950s, while still in her late 30s, she became confrontational and angry towards our family members, friends and acquaintances. It seemed that dad’s alcoholism and her abusive personality fed off each other, each making the other more acute. I was young then and can’t say for sure which caused the other. But in retrospect they seemed to bloom together.
Then mother started seeing her doctor who, after the medical style of the day for women patients, gave her sedatives. These were called “sleeping pills” back then and he prescribed them in unending quantities. I believe they were Seconal and drugs of that kind. She obviously became hooked on her prescription drugs. And she became more abusive, angry and profane year by year.
She came after dad with kitchen knives on numerous occasions. She was prone to throwing things, whatever there was at hand; plates, pots, pans, a vase or whatever. Then she began doing the same to me, saying, “You are just like your father.” She came after me twice with a butcher knife. In both cases my life was in danger. The second time she did it happened in our garage, where I finally defensively struck her with a forceful slap, knocking her down on the garage floor. On another occasion, she drove to a baseball game my dad and I were attending and began to entertain the crowd with screaming, slapping and profanity. Dad and I beat a hasty retreat up the stands and out onto the passageway. There was a guard rail protecting people from a four story drop where we stopped when she caught up with us. I had my back turned to her when she ran with all her force and tried to shove me over the guard rail. My dad grabbed me, preventing the fall, and saved my life.
I left her when she and dad divorced, thus escaping her at about age 14. But my poor sister Linda had to endure her for yet another 10 or 11 years. I think my sister went through far more than I did with our mother because she had to live with her all that time. While I was still living there, my mother would spank and later she would slap and hit. Linda was abused and persecuted, emotionally and physically, until she was about fourteen or fifteen and could defend herself. That’s when all the physical abuse stopped because Linda could fight back and she stopped my mother the same way I had.
Obviously our mother was sick. She was manic, abusive and paranoid. But after the divorce it was too late for us to do anything about it. Dad could no longer legally mandate treatment for her because he wasn’t married to her any longer. We even tried to get her parents to help by having her committed to treatment but they refused to interfere.
It was emotionally draining to have such a mother. You are supposed to love and respect your mother first, above all other people in your life. She is the woman who gave you life. So you feel you owe her all of that. But it takes more than just giving birth to qualify as a true mother. A real mother doesn’t curse, embarrass, torment and abuse her children. As it turned out, this woman, our birth-mother was to live yet another 50 years to age 90. And she never changed her vicious behavior. Linda and I both have the emotional scars to prove it.
4. Growing Up
1945 - 1956
We returned to Tulsa after the war and I entered second grade at Sidney Lanier grade school. Many people were returning to their home towns and their roots at this time. Men and women who had served in the military came home. Many of my school mates were kids whose families had returned to make a living in Tulsa.
In the beginning we moved into the house with my grandmother Butler and I was reunited with my cousins, aunts and uncles. Shortly after that we moved into a small house dad had built. He was taking over the home building part of grandmother’s business. Businesses were booming after the war and people were buy homes on the G.I. Bill by the millions. Dad had a successful new business going in no time.
Mother didn't work. She was a homemaker. She took care of me and my father, and later my sister. In those days, the mode was for the man to work and the woman to stay home and take care of the hearth and children, and that's pretty much the way it worked in our family. Most of the thousands of women who had worked for the war effort were now without jobs and relegated to returning home. It wasn’t until years later that the culture shifted and women joined the workforce in large numbers. We lived more modestly back then. We listened to the radio and television didn’t appear in our house until the early 1950s. There was no television blaring all the time about what people should buy, so we didn’t need two incomes to afford what we didn’t need. Back then we didn’t hunger for a washer, dryer, second cars, bigger homes and things like that. That came later.
I don’t really know what caused the rift between my parents. I was young, so I'm not sure. I know there were fatal flaws in both of them. My father had an extreme sensitivity to alcohol. He could drink one beer and become pretty happy and mellow. Alcohol affected him dramatically and by the time I was around twelve or thirteen he had become an alcoholic and then a binge drinker. He tried to stay away from booze and would manage to do so for maybe a month or two, then later on for only for a couple of weeks.
At the same time my mother began to have psychological problems. Her behavior changed and she began to react to people with wild temper outbursts. She would use incredible profanity. She became physically abusive to my father and to me. Later she also became abusive to my sister.
So my mother was addicted to prescription drugs and my father to alcohol. But before their problems fully bloomed, around the time I was in fifth grade, they decided that what they needed to keep the marriage together was another child. So they had my sister in February 1949, But of course that didn't do any good at all. In fact it made things even worse. Their relationship got worse and worse, their own problems became more and more severe, until they got a divorce.
They split up in 1952 when I was in eighth grade. I felt loyal to my father because I thought he needed somebody to be with him and help take care of him. So I requested that the judge allow me to live with my father who had moved a few blocks away to an apartment. The judge agreed and I moved in with my father. Unfortunately my sister had to stay with mother, which meant that my baby sister and I were split up. She was only two or three then and I was worried about her. I did everything I could to continue to see her as much as possible and my father got to have her on weekends. At least we had the weekends together.
Aside from the personal trauma the divorce caused, it was compounded by the fact that it wasn’t nearly as common as it is today. Not only was it unusual, but it was really looked at in a very negative way. So I pretty much kept it a secret from people that my parents were divorced. It was something that wasn’t talked about because it was a very bad thing. It was a social blight to be from a divorced family. I had little choice but to internalize my problems so by the time I got to high school I became a pretty angry kid. I remember acting out in wild driving, on my motorcycle and later in my car.
There were times when I wondered, rhetorically, if I had been mistakenly switched at birth. I was very shy growing up. I have a cousin, C.J. Luton, who was like an older brother to me. He was five years older and to this very day he tells me, "You know when we were kids, and we had the family get-togethers people hardly knew you existed." He said, "Nobody heard boo from you Phil. You were always the quietest kid in the world and you always seemed to be observing and not saying anything."
I think he was right. I didn’t feel as though I fit in. I always felt better off observing from the sidelines. I remember my experience going through grade school, junior high and high school was similar. I was shy and never wanted to get up in front of people to speak or anything like that. I think I lived a quiet introspective life though I didn't realize what I was doing at the time. It seems clearer to me now, and I have friends from high school days who tell me that I was an introspective kid.
But it wasn’t like I was alone or a loner. I had friends in grade school; a cadre of three or four or five guys. In junior high school, I think I had fewer friends. But in high school there was a group of five or six guys I ran around with. We hunted and went fishing together. One of the guy’s parents owned a cabin on Grand Lake which was a couple of hours from Tulsa. We boys would go up there and stay for three or four days, getting drunk while hunting, fishing and swimming. We had a good time. We also often had a poker game going. One of the guy's parents had taught us all to play poker when we were about thirteen years old. Poker has been an abiding hobby of mine since then. It was great to learn the game as a kid.
Some of these guys were very good friends. In fact, I'm still in touch with several of them. One, Upton Hudson, went to Yale, graduated and ultimately became an executive for US Steel. He's very right wing in his political views but I'm still working on twisting his brain around, though unsuccessfully so far. Upton and I shared many experiences together as paper boys, double dating, hunting, fishing, playing poker and underage drinking. We are still good friends. Nick Fate, Upton’s cousin and our pal, died before reaching 40 of a brain tumor. Wally Davis and I bowled, ice skated and caroused together during my senior year. Other friends to this day go all the way back to the beginning of grade school. Leonard Krisman and Dave Shoemaker have been my pals for over 60 years.
Then there were airplanes and girls. Girls and airplanes. One of my earliest memories is from 1943 when I was five at Kindergarten in Dallas, Texas. I still have the airplane drawing I did that year. And I still remember the little girl who sat at our table and pulled her pants down to give us boys a look. Not much else sticks in my mind from kindergarten.
I had girl friends after that, even in grade school and junior high school. But my relationships with girls were pretty platonic until high school. I remember “it” happened when I was just 16 and Sue (last name with-held) was 15. I put this in just in case someone from a much younger generation might be reading this book. Young people always seem to think they invented early sex. I know I did, until my dad questioned me one day about my relationship with Sue. I admitted the truth to him because I trusted him. And would you believe? He admitted to me that he had his first sexual experience at age 16, back in 1931. I was astounded! Did they really do that way back then? But even more impressive was the next day when he gave me a package of condoms and said, “Always have one of these in your wallet son.” He was a wonderful father and friend in many ways.
As a kid growing up in Oklahoma I was outside most of the time when I wasn’t in school. Life for us kids, boys at least, was very physical. We were always running around in the neighborhood, playing cops and robbers, playing military war games, football, basketball, baseball or riding our bicycles. Kids then had roller skates that hooked onto our shoes and we roller skated around on the sidewalks and streets. We also played in fields and woods that were nearby; running around in nature. Sometimes we would go out into the woods, make a fire and camp overnight with just a blanket, some hot dogs, our guns and dogs.
Our bikes were important to us. That’s how we got around. I can recall riding my Schwinn; no gearshifts, of course, just a straight fat-tire bicycle. Going up hills on that thing was really exhausting work, especially if the basket in front was full of newspapers when I delivered my paper route. It was certainly good exercise. I was a “paper boy” for the Tulsa World and Tulsa Tribune a total of five years. It was wonderful training for life experience in business and how to deal with customers. My boss, Charlie Beach, was our route manager. He was a great early mentor and teacher of good values and work ethic.
My dad loved dogs and I inherited that love too. The only time I remember not having a dog or two was at the Naval Academy and in prison. I had a small female Boxer when I was a paper boy. She followed me on my bicycle to my route every day. Then when I got a Cushman Eagle motorcycle she learned to ride on the seat. I’d put her in front of me, between my arms, and her head stuck up above mine so I had to look around her to drive. We would pass cars and get incredulous stares, smiles and frequent honks.
I didn't play sports at Will Rogers High School because I worked all the time instead, but I was still in good physical condition. Sports or working, I was able to build a strong body like we did in those days. There was no sitting in front of a television set or doing video games. It was a very active outside kind of growing up that I remember. I did learn two “sports” from dad. They were pool and shuffleboard, excellent skills to have even today. Shuffleboard earned me a few extra bucks when I worked in a beer bar at Oklahoma University for extra money.
I mentioned that we played cops and robbers. There were some cowboys and Indians, too, but since it was right after World War II, the favorite conflict in our neighborhood was playing at war with each other. At some point, we took it to a higher level because we all had Red Rider, lever action BB guns and would occasionally shoot each other. Actually, the BBs could be quite painful but we had our own war rules in the neighborhood, one of which was you couldn’t shoot anyone above the waist. Since we were all wearing blue jeans it stung like hell but no one was going to seriously injure anybody.
In regards to the cowboys and Indians playing, that was really less of a genre for us because even though Oklahoma was still pretty rugged and cowboy in nature, there were Indian folks everywhere and they were pretty well integrated into our society at the time. I know there was a lot of intermarriage. There was even some intermarriage with Indians in my own family. My aunt married a man who was half Cherokee. My mother’s family passed down that our great grandmother was half Choctaw. So if that’s true, despite growing up a blond with blue eyes, I must be one sixteenth Choctaw.
Guns were also an important part of the culture, partly because it was Oklahoma and also because it was pretty rural. My father bought me a .22 caliber rifle and taught me how to shoot when I was eight or nine. I remember it fondly, a little Remington, bolt action .22 rifle. We would shoot at targets. Then we would go home and he taught me how to clean it after firing. But when we were finished, he kept the gun.
Then when I was ten he just gave me the gun and said I could go target practice or hunting when I wanted to, telling me to just be safe like I had been taught. I had other friends around the neighborhood that also had guns by that time. We lived on the outskirts of Tulsa near open fields, so we kids would go out and shoot target practice. We also shot at rabbits and squirrels.
A bunch of us kids got interested in hunting rabbits on winter mornings when the snow was on the ground and it was easier to track them. I talked my father into buying me a shotgun. He got me a Mossberg .410 gauge shotgun. I remember that it had three different chokes with it that I could screw on to the end of the barrel. I would put on the “open,” “modified” or the “full” choke according to what I was hunting and what range I was shooting. (The chokes would modify the shot pattern.)
It might seem strange today, but back then, on a Sunday some of us would go out at four o'clock in the morning and throw our paper routes. We’d bring our shotguns with us and when we finished our routes we would ride off to some farmer's field, leave our bicycles, and go hunt rabbits. I would be home by nine or ten o'clock in the morning with a couple of rabbits, which I would skin and prepare for cooking. My mother always hated me bringing home the rabbits. Basically she didn't like the idea of killing things. But I had been taught that it was a normal thing and no big deal to kill animals or to catch fish.
I must admit that I became a pretty angry guy during my high school years because of all the problems with my mother and father. When I was old enough to buy a motorcycle, a Cushman Eagle, I drove it fast and started hanging out with other motorcycle guys. I even raced motorcycles on dirt tracks. When I bought my first car at age 16 I became a relentlessly reckless driver. When dad was drunk I would take his Oldsmobile out and drive it over 100 mph. No seat belts or safety equipment in those days. I got numerous tickets for speeding and even was once thrown in jail for reckless driving. Dad had to come bail me out. I made up my mind then to never get put in jail again. That resolution held up until 1965.
I got in trouble numerous times in high school for doing stupid pranks. Each time I would be sent to see our Will Rogers High School principal, Doctor Raymond Knight. This man was an angel in disguise. He would always tell me to hang in there, that I was going to be something really good in life because I had the stuff to achieve. He meant a lot to me back in those days. He believed in me, and I think he even convinced me to believe in myself.
5. Always an Okie
It may surprise some people that I still consider myself an Okie, at least in part. That's where I was born and brought up. That's where I grew up. Oklahomans are proud of that name. It means you are tough and can survive hardships, like our forbearers did during the dustbowl days. Maybe that's the origin of my warrior spirit, as later it began to appear when it was called up by necessity.
My grandparents on both sides reinforced that Oklahoma heritage. All of them migrated there in the late 1800s, even before Oklahoma was a state. The grandparents on my father's side came from Tennessee and on my mother's they came from Missouri. So they were all second or third generation Americans themselves. On my father's side I have an English-Irish heritage and on my mother's side English and “Pennsylvania Dutch” (German) heritage. But I know my genealogy includes much more, with probably some Native American Indian, so I really think of myself as just a mutt in terms of genealogical heritage.
My family on both sides spent their lives in and around Tulsa. Also both sides were staunch Southern Baptists. So I was a product of my heritage and my culture. I didn't know a lot about the outside world. I did, however, have an abiding curiosity about it, something that didn't seem to come with my genes. There was one incident in particular that provoked – or revealed – my interest in what was happening outside of my home state.
My aunt Marguerite, one of my dad’s three sisters, was a fiery woman. She had been married four or five times and I guess nobody in the family was quite sure. But at the end of one of her divorces she went to live in Los Angeles, California. I think it was with a boyfriend or new husband or maybe just by herself. Anyway, she got into clothes designing and selling there, where she was fairly successful at it. One Christmas she came back to Tulsa for our family reunion when I was around ten years old.
Aunt Marguerite talked about California and I was amazed and intrigued at the notion of what California was like. She kept saying how free it was there and how it was so different. She said there were so many different kinds of people and ideas there. It was incredibly appealing to me, and probably to no one else in the room. But at that moment it was so compelling I made the decision that when I grew up I wanted to go live in California. So I had the notion very early on of wanting to get away from Tulsa and find something else.
It wasn't that I didn't like Oklahoma at the time, but rather that there was something more, unknown, and I wanted to know about it. A few years later this feeling would be reinforced. The turmoil in my family and the southern culture itself became factors that increased my determination to leave.
Still, I've enjoyed going back to Tulsa on occasion. It's changed since I was growing up there more than a half-century ago. For instance, Tulsa used to be the oil capital of the world where all of the major oil companies had main offices. The big oil tycoons of the early 20th century built residential mansions and office buildings in Tulsa. But that's not true anymore as they have all relocated elsewhere. There is still some residual oil being pumped out of wells and the area is rich in natural gas but it’s nothing like the heyday of the 1920's with Glen Pool, the big oil and the big homes that oil built in Tulsa back then. When I was a kid in high school it was still known as the oil capital of the world and it was a big part of the economy. Oklahoma University, which I attended for one year, was known worldwide for their petroleum engineering studies.
Tulsa was also really a Southern City at the time I was growing up there. It still basically is a Southern city. The culture is Southern as is the food, the accent, the language, and the attitudes. Curiously, when I was growing up, there was plenty of discrimination against African Americans, Jews, Mexicans and anyone from a foreign country.
But oddly enough, American Indians were not thought of that way. They were by and large thought of as part of us and as I said there was a tremendous amount of intermarriage. The word “Oklahoma” is a Cherokee word meaning “Home of the Red Man.” Our state was “Indian Territory” where many tribes were contained after having their native lands stolen from them. Several tribes today receive royalties from oil that was discovered on their assigned reservations. But that wasn’t the usual case for our Native American Indians then and it still isn’t. A much too high percentage of them suffer grinding poverty, lack of education, alcoholism and hopelessness on reservations where they didn’t get a fair shot at the good life.
6. A Broken Crutch
Religion was and still is a very important part of life in The American South, and Oklahoma culture has deep roots in religious fundamentalist ways of thinking. It’s no wonder they refer to our Oklahoma area as “the Bible belt.” My grandparents on both sides were devout Southern Baptists. My dad’s father was a Southern Baptist minister and my grandfather on my mother's side was a deacon in the Southern Baptist Church in Cleveland, Oklahoma. They were very religious so as a kid I was regularly sent to Baptist Sunday school and church.
But when I was about eleven, I started having serious problems with Sunday school. I got into arguments with some of my Sunday school teachers about things that didn’t make sense to me. There were things like who could go to Heaven. I could not figure out for the life of me why a Baptist was going to Heaven and a Methodist, Catholic, Muslim or Animist wasn't. Why did being born into a Baptist family and then being baptized entitle you to that? That just didn't make a whole lot of sense to me. Or, for that matter, why someone who even had no religion would not be allowed into our Heaven? What kind of “merciful God” was that?
Maybe I was rebelling in part because of the trouble brewing at home between my parents, but mostly I remember it as offending my notion of common sense. Then I also began to question the concept of heaven. It seemed kind of silly to me. I asked my teachers what they really knew about Heaven. Where did it come from? Hell also seemed pretty ridiculous to me. So there I was, beginning to question some of the major tenants of the Baptist Church.
I was also really bothered about the racism of the Baptist ministry. According to the church, blacks had the “Mark of Cain” on them. God had made them to be the slaves, servants and all that nonsense. When I raised questions about what seemed so absurd to me, the answer came back that it was God's will and we shouldn't question any of that. Even then I saw it as a perfect alibi for racism and racial prejudice.
Then one Sunday I was in Sunday school when we had a youth minister visiting our class of some 30 students, all of us about thirteen years old. This guy did the usual Baptist rant about “dedicating your life to Jesus, come on down, take Jesus as your personal savior” and that sort of thing. He got everybody in the room whipped up and all these kids were signifying their commitment by standing up for Jesus. But there I was, sitting for Phil.
Adults came over and pushed on my shoulders and said, "Come on, stand up and dedicate your life to Jesus." Finally, it was so intense that I got infuriated, jumped up, and ran out of the Sunday school. I didn't go to church that day. I went to a bus stop and caught a bus home. My mother and father were there at home. They hadn't gone to church either and my parents said, "What's the deal? How come you came home early?"
To which I replied, "I left and I'm never going back again." My mother said, "Well, you certainly are! You're going to go back next Sunday. You're a Baptist and you're going back."
But my father came through for me again. My dad said, "Now wait a minute, Mae. I think the boy has made his own decision. I think we'll have to leave it up to him. We're not going to force him to do anything."
And I didn't go back to the First Baptist church of Tulsa again. I think on rare occasions I might have gone to church when I was visiting with my grandparents in Cleveland, Oklahoma. I did it because it would have made them feel badly if I hadn't, especially since my granddad was a deacon. I loved them very much and didn’t want to worry or offend them so I kept my beliefs and objections to myself. But my heart certainly wasn't in it. Religion was never again a strong part of my belief system and I eventually grew into being an atheist.
There were no repercussions from my decision, certainly not among my friends. Kids that I knew went to different churches so it was not a big deal. I remember that in high school we had the student bible thumpers that would go around with a Bible under their arm. Most of the guys I knew and hung out with saw them as village idiots, to be ignored. They were also thought of as weak and sissy.
I have to say that I started life believing what my parents did, that there was a god and heaven and hell, but that was just buying in to what they said was so. When I got old enough to seek answers for myself, they weren’t there. An independent mind was, if you’ll pardon the expression, a cross I had to bear. It was part of being a warrior. I could have my allegiances, but they had to be my own. I couldn’t take anything on faith, from anyone, including faith.
I didn’t make a wild jump out of religion. First I broke with the Baptist church. And then later on, occasions arose when I learned more about other beliefs. When I went to OklahomaUniversity and got in contact with foreign students, I began to have really serious discussions with other people about this concept of god, heaven, hell, afterlife and different ways of looking at life, where we came from and where we are going.
So at OklahomaUniversity I really started to seriously think about it. But when I went to the Naval Academy I had to attend church every Sunday. (They changed that regulation later.) But when I arrived at Annapolis in 1957, I was under orders to attend a church or religious service of my choice every Sunday. I didn’t have the latitude I’d had to rebel against my parents. At least we got to choose what church. We had a Naval Academy Chapel that most guys went to. When I was a plebe, my first year, I went to the Chapel too for lack of anything better.
But in my second year I found out about a Presbyterian Church in town from some other guys who said it was a pretty neat thing, and that the minister was a good guy. Besides they got to go out into town. We could leave the Naval Academy and march out to church in town. I did that my second and remaining years at the USNA.
The minister there was Reverend Hudnutt, and he was really a good guy. He was supportive of anybody’s religion. And he was open to anything and everything. In my junior year, I became our “church party” (as it was called) leader. It was my responsibility to assemble everybody, take roll and march us out to the church in Annapolis. We had our own Sunday school discussion group.
Reverend Hudnutt’s ideas embodied a Christian religion. But he also encouraged freedom of thought and individual introspection. He taught a philosophy of tolerance, that everyone’s gods were good and true if their values were humane. His teaching embraced peace and justice.
One Sunday I asked him, "Would you mind if instead of just doing the normal Sunday school thing, we begin talking about different world religions each Sunday?" He said, "Absolutely not. I think that's a great idea Phil. Why don't you take that on? You lead that and if you want me to come from time to time and join in the discussion or offer any ideas, I'll be glad to."
And that’s what I and we did. I led our church party out to the Presbyterian Church Sunday School throughout my last two years at the Naval Academy, where we studied and discussed the world’s different religions.
Just before my graduation at Annapolis in 1961, I asked Reverend Hudnutt to officiate my marriage to my high school sweetheart Karen. We went to him for the usual premarital counseling and to talk about the wedding. On one occasion when I was alone with him, Reverend Hudnutt looked at me and said, "Phil, let me ask you something. Are you a Christian?"
I said, "Well, I'm not sure. I don't know."
He said, "What do you mean you don't know? Do you believe that Jesus Christ died on the cross to save you?"
And I said, "No."
Then he got a satisfied smile and said, "There! You've got it! You're not a Christian. Good for you Phil. Now you know."
And that was the first time in my life that I realized I didn't have to say that I was a Christian.
7. What’s the Difference?
If I sometimes thought I might have been switched at birth, it wasn’t with another Tulsa baby. There was much about the southern culture I found myself at odds with, and I rose against it in such a way that some of my relatives may have thought my parents came home with the wrong baby. Racism was a particular point of contention for me.
I think my relatives thought I was an intelligent and good looking little boy. But they also thought I was a little bit screwy, and not in sync with everybody else. I grew up in an apartheid society with black and white schools, churches, restaurants, bus seats, restrooms and even drinking fountains. I could never understand what was happening to black people. It surfaced at the Southern Baptist Church I attended. Black people were said to be doomed by God to an inferior existence. That was the biblical excuse for racism when I grew up, at least in the Baptist Church and probably other southern evangelical churches then and now.
Anyway, it bothered me and one of the first times I remember speaking up about it was with my family members. I remember my grandmother Butler using the term “nigger” in the house at a family gathering and I asked her not to do that. Everybody thought I was a bit crazy, but I was pretty insistent about it and after a while they quit doing it, at least in front of me.
My grandmother was a very bright, independent woman and a politically active Democrat. She was an early feminist in some sense in that she started a real estate and home building business in the1920’s. She was also one of only a handful of women who graduated from college at the turn of the century. My dad took over the home construction part of the business and he named it “Butler Personality Homes.”
Our carpenters were three Czechoslovakian brothers who were really neat guys. Then there was the black guy who carried the lumber around and toted the bricks and did the other heavy lifting. And he was simply known as “the nigger.” I worked for my father a couple of summers during high school, as an apprentice carpenter under John Bejeck, our foreman. I tried to make friends with the black man but he was fearful because I was white and the boss’ son. He was always standoffish but we did talk. And we carried boards, bricks and stones together too. I should also note that our white carpenters always treated him with some respect and they never referred to him in that way.
A few years after my parents divorced, dad hired a black woman to come clean our house and cook for us about three days a week. Her name was Iola Haywood. Iola became much more than our house cleaner and cook. She actually became my surrogate mother. I loved her dearly, like a mother, and she loved me and my sister Linda like her own children. She would berate and lecture my dad when he recovered from a drunk. When I left for college, in a tearful parting, Iola told me “Phil, if you wasn’t so white, I’d sweah you was my own son.” I think at that moment I wished I wasn’t so white.
That was the way it was back then. When we needed day labor, you picked up a couple of “niggers.” I think it was the same thing people do now in California when they go down to the big hardware store at the curb where there are a group of Mexicans looking for work. Black people did all the brute force work back then. But I think the purported racism was less about skin color and really more about class. No matter where it occurs, there is always something underlying the whole exchange that is about benefit for one party and exploitation of the other. The exploited ones usually don’t have many other options.
Also, from my experience, religion is frequently used as the basis for discrimination, like skin color, but those are the superficial reasons and the real reasons probably boil down to class. The fact that in Oklahoma the Indians were more or less integrated into the social structure is an indication that it was less about skin color.
I never understood why people hated Jews so much. It seems pervasive, certainly across our country, and we know about other parts of the world where it is out in the open and much more virulent. It was huge in Oklahoma when I was growing up. My father would talk about some guy buying one of our ranch style houses, saying, “He's a rich Jew. Look at the Cadillac he drives. He can afford this house.” The Jews were always the rich guys to him.
When I was growing up in Tulsa I had a friend named Leonard Krisman who is Jewish. He was a really good friend from second grade through high school and is now today, over 60 years later. It's odd but my parents sort of went along with this. I mean, he was a friend and when I had kids over in the back yard to play ball, or throw a basketball or whatever, Leonard was always one of the bunch. He lived about four blocks from my house, so we would walk or ride our bicycles to each others house.
I went to Leonard's bar mitzvah and Leonard's mother, who was always very funny, told my parents it was the most wonderful thing in the world to look down the men's side of the room and see that little blond-haired boy with a yarmulke on his head, watching his friend go through his stuff for his bar mitzvah. All that stuff he had to memorize. Oy.
I remember one day when we were in fourth or fifth grade, before home room started, Leonard and I were sitting in the classroom when a guy who was a school bully came in. He walked to the back of the room and looked at my friend Leonard and said, “You dirty Jew.” I piped up and said, “Hey! You can't call my friend that. You stop that.” Like my take-no-prisoners attitude when it came to my family using the word “nigger.” The bully didn’t react as well. Instead of backing off, he came over and pasted me. It was an important learning lesson in life for this Butler kid – to fight my own battles and not somebody else's. But then later I found myself fighting lots of other people’s battles.
8. Paperboy
I think like many American boys at the time, a paper route was part of life. We had Tulsa World which was the morning paper and Tulsa Tribune which was the afternoon paper and then the two shared a Sunday paper. So the Tulsa World Sunday paper was shared by both the Tribune and the World paper boys on a given route. They were pretty much the same company, as I recall, but they published different newspapers.
I lived in a middle class neighborhood with mostly wood frame-type houses. These houses, which are still there to this day, were usually two-bedroom houses, one bath, sometimes three bedrooms and one bathroom. Most were not more than a thousand square feet. They were pretty typical homes for the time. Most had just a single-car garage because people then only had one car. Each house would have a front and back yard, many of them with a chain link fence around the back yard so they could have a dog or two. I'd say the houses were usually about twenty feet apart. That was also the setting for my two paper routes.
For those of us who had the morning route we would be at the paper stop about 4:30am to get our papers, and those who had the afternoon route would be there after school around 3:30 or 4:00. In the eighth grade through high school I had both kinds of paper routes, morning and afternoon and sometimes both at the same time. I would ride my bicycle to my paper stop about three miles from home. It was a steel box that was about six feet by six feet where the papers were delivered for the guys who had routes in that area. There were about six or seven of us paperboys who got our newspapers at my route box.
I would load up my bike basket and deliver to my customers all year ‘round. For the most part, I would walk or ride down the street and throw the newspapers onto people’s porches. In our day, it was pretty much the law of the land that we had to "porch" the newspapers. Besides, we got better tips at the end of the month when we went around to collect.
The tough one was the early morning route, especially in the winter time when there was snow and ice and it was maybe ten or fifteen degrees below zero. It was quite wicked then. A kid could get frostbite in a hurry those days. Some days I would beg my father to take me to the route box, but he would rarely ever do that. I was usually on my own, regardless of the weather, making my way out to my route box, getting my newspapers and delivering them to my customers. Sometimes it was tricky getting my bicycle down the street when there was ice. Sometimes I had to get off and just push it through the snow.
But it was a wonderful training, in various ways, including in public relations. I learned how to get along with customers, and I learned to appreciate the people who did nice things. I had several women on the route who would occasionally give me a pie or cake and I might even get a small tip from a customer at the end of the month too. In a good month I would make about forty bucks on my paper route, which was good money in the 1950s, especially for a kid.
Another thing about a paper route, and most kids back then would say this, was that we learned responsibility. We couldn't skip out because we always had our route manager looking over our shoulder. My route manager was a guy that I've remembered all my life. He was a wonderful role model for us paper boys, on top of being a terrific leader. His name was Charlie Beach. Charlie would be there to help, and also to see that we fulfilled our responsibilities. I got to see Charlie years later when I came home from Vietnam. I’m glad because I had the opportunity to thank him for his leadership later in life when I understood how important he had been to me.
In addition to responsibility, we learned money management, an invaluable lesson. I quickly learned where money came from, that it didn't grow on trees, and that I had to use it cautiously and save what I could.
The flip side of our learning responsibility was that we had very few customers who tried to skate on us. It was their responsibility to pay when we came around to collect every month. I had trouble with one man who I think had mental problems. He wouldn’t want to pay when I came to collect so I had to come back, again and again. On one occasion, the last, for some reason he erupted in a fury at me. He started swearing at me, and then he came thundering out of his front door onto his porch where he spit at me.
I ran away and told my trusty route manager, Charlie Beach, what happened. Charlie put me in his car and we drove back to the guy's house. Charlie had me stand at the bottom of the porch steps, and then he walked up and knocked on the door. The guy answered and Charlie faced him down. He said, "I know what you did to my paperboy and guess what, you will never receive another newspaper from this company as long as you live. You can go buy your newspapers. You will not get them from any of our paperboys." He really stood up for me. Charlie Beach was like a god to me that day. It was a very important lesson in leadership for me.
You think about today, I don't know what the situation is in most neighborhoods, but now you see a grown up delivering papers from a car. Sometimes it’s a mother or father driving around and the paperboy or girl is tossing the paper from the car, but now I guess a lot of the delivery people are adults earning money. They put the newspaper, if we’re lucky, in the tube next to our mailbox. There's no "porching" of the newspapers anymore like in the days of old.
Not to wax too nostalgic, but I think delivering newspapers was great training for kids. I think kids today are missing something by not having a paper route.
9. Baby Sister
Linda was born February 25, 1949. I wasn’t even eleven, but my parents gave me the responsibility to take care of my little sister. I did everything from change her diapers to playing with her and later reading to her. I enjoyed her, and confess that I teased her in the way an older brother would do with a little sister.
A few years after she was born, when I was thirteen, we had a great experience together. Unlike most middle class families or couples at the time, my parents had two cars. My mother's car was a 1950 Plymouth, with a stick shift on the column. One night when my parents went to a movie, I found the keys to the Plymouth and went out and fiddled around with the car. I had watched my mother carefully and essentially learned to drive it just by paying attention. That night I just practiced a little in the garage. Then I got brave enough to back it out and drive it around the neighborhood. Later, when my parents went to the movie I would get my little sister and put her in the seat next to me. Linda would be asleep in no time and I would drive us around town in my mother’s Plymouth.
One night, of course, as it is written into every kid’s life, my parents came home ahead of me. No car and no kids so my mother was frightened and absolutely furious. As she was prone to physical displays, she was going to whip me for it. My father was pretty pissed off, too. But, and this is etched deeply in my memory, he said, "You know what, Mae? The good part of this is he didn't abandon his little sister. He took her with him." My mother responded, “Yeah, but my God, he doesn't know how to drive. He could have killed them both." So that became a family joke. I didn't abandon my little sister and I did know how to drive.
As my parents problems got worse – my mother with her addiction to pills and my father’s to alcohol – my responsibility for Linda grew. By the time I was in high school and later at the Naval Academy I had become a father figure to my sister. This became even more important, to both of us, when my father put himself into his last alcoholic coma. He died in January of 1960; when I was a 20-year-old Second Classman (Junior) at the Academy, and Linda was not yet 11. It was a huge shock for both my sister and me because we were very close to our dad.
For the next five years, Linda and I were each other’s family. Then my airplane exploded over Vietnam when she was only 16 years old, and I didn’t come back to her for eight very long years. And for the first five or six weeks, she didn’t even know I was alive because I had been reported as killed in action.
Growing up with our mother was very tough for Linda. They didn't get along at all and for that matter no one got along with our mother. Neither one of us got along with her, but Linda couldn't get away and mother abused her terribly.
10. Born to Fly
Flying would have been my father’s life if he had followed his heart, and I learned to fly and loved it because of him. Dad would fly when he was sober and sometimes I think he flew when he wasn't quite sober. He was able to give me my initial flying lessons because he was a licensed flight instructor. We owned a little two-place Ercoupe. He gave me seven hours and 30 minutes of training just before my 16th birthday. Then on my birthday he hopped out and said, “Make a couple of tours around the field, give me three touch-and-go landings and then a full stop.” And that's what I did. I soloed on my sixteenth birthday.
I have to say that in the beginning I didn't care about flying that much. Maybe I did it because my father had such a passion for it. Also I had a thing about motorcycles. I loved riding motorcycles and I think that distracted me from flying. But it didn’t take long before I really began to love flying.
We drove away from the airport where I had just gotten my student pilot's license and he drove me to the DMV where I then got my driver's license on the same day. But I got my pilot's license before my driver's license and my dad thought that was very cool.
I had acquired a smoking habit about two years before this. We kids thought smoking was grownup and cool in those days and I easily got hooked by smoking with some paper route pals early in the morning before other people were up. I carefully hid my cigarettes and smoking from dad, or at least so I thought. But on that wonderful day of my 16th birthday, with dad driving us to the DMV, he looked over at me and shook his head. Then he said, “Oh hell, I know you smoke, so here have one of mine.” I took it and lit up. Then he said, “I guess you are about grown up now.” I believe from that moment on my dad and I became more like brothers and good friends than father and son.
I worked at Brown Airport summers and on weekends and whenever I could. The job I had was widely known in the day as the “airport flunky.” I washed, gassed and put oil in airplanes. I “propped” airplanes that didn’t have an electrical starter. I cleaned out the office spaces and the hanger. I pushed airplanes here and there and parked them for customers. I mostly worked for flight time rather than getting paid anything. I got money from my paper routes but got flight time by working at Brown Airport. I managed to get about 45 hours the next year with a different instructor, an old aviator named Jimmy Gosney, who was there at the airport. Then I got my private license on my seventeenth birthday, which was the minimum age.
I flew a lot that following year. I took people illegally for airplane rides over Tulsa. It was five bucks for a fifteen minute airplane ride in a two-seat Cessna 140. That enabled me to accumulate over the required 200 hours flight time for the next level.
Then I went to the Spartan School of Aviation in Tulsa, through ground school and more flight training. Then Mr. John Guthrie, the Chief Pilot and instructor gave me flight instructions and my final check ride on August 11th, 1956, my eighteenth birthday and I got my commercial license. Mr. Guthrie was a well-known aviator. He was a former crop-duster, barn-stormer and early aviator who held Private Pilot’s license number 222. I was very proud to be the youngest commercial pilot in the United States.
Flying was clearly an important part of my early life, but my interest in it took a considerable – and understandable – downturn after my final mission over Vietnam. But getting up there was great fun. Of course it was my dad’s love of flying and my love of him that kindled the interest in aviation.
I really had the best of flying when I was growing up in Oklahoma. Everywhere was designated an “elsewhere area” where you could fly as low as you wanted. I could go out and fly all over Oklahoma. I would fly down to twenty-five feet over the Arkansas River. I flew pipelines for people. I had great fun flying. Some other pilots and I even clowned around trying to fly formation. All my flying was VFR, visual flight rules not needing instruments, and just wide open. I got to fly lots of interesting airplanes like a Stagger-Wing Beach, a Stearman, a conventional landing gear, radial engine, Cessna 190. I flew a Swift which was like a little fighter airplane. And I flew all the “air knockers.” The Aeroncas and Piper Cubs.
When I got my appointment to the Naval Academy, I had no interest in boats or ships, but very much wanted to be a naval aviator. That was much to the chagrin of my Air Force Colonel Uncle who was absolutely insistent that I go to the Air Force Academy and not the Naval Academy.
The Air Force Academy was brand new. The first class graduated in 1959. I took the test for the Air Force Academy when I was a senior in high school and came in second in the state of Oklahoma for the class of 1960. I was an alternate at a time when only one person was allowed to go from our state because they had such a small class. So I missed the Air Force Academy, but qualified for and took an NROTC scholarship to Oklahoma University. The following year, while at O.U., I took qualifying exams and got appointed to the Naval Academy.
11. College, Of Course
There are those remarkable moments in life when something happens or someone appears who gives you a hint or a shove in a new direction and it makes all the difference in the world. Call it fate or luck or coincidence, looking back on those times you can sometimes see a real sparkle in the moment.
I went to good public schools. I look back at my public school education and I think it had things going for it in the fifties that public school education doesn't have today. I attended Sidney Lanier grade school where we had good fundamental training in reading, writing and arithmetic. We also had great classes in science, history, music, physical education, speech and drama. We continued to advance in all these areas at Woodrow Wilson Junior High School.
At Will Rogers High School, grades 10 through 12, we could choose a pre-college curriculum or a technical skills curriculum for those who did not want to attend college after graduation. All of us remarkably made friends across these curriculum boundaries so choosing one or the other didn’t seem to affect your social life. But if you were in the pre-college program it was pretty much assumed that you were going to go to college. My father and mother were very insistent that I go to college.
I remember one summer before my junior year in high school I was working as an apprentice carpenter and laborer for my father. It was a confusing time for me, with all my family problems. One day we were sitting next to the work site, having our 30-minute lunch break eating our sandwiches. John Bejeck, dad’s construction supervisor, looked at me and said, “Phil, what are you going to do when you get out of high school?”
I answered, “Well, I don't know John. I haven't really decided for sure.”
His immediate response was: “Bullshit! You're going to college. You're not going to be out here doing what we're doing. Don't kid yourself! You're going to college, young man.”
So the push for college even came from the carpenters. I knew we didn't have much money. By the time I got to high school my father's drinking had pretty much submerged our income. I was working to make my own money. So I knew I had to have some help with college. That’s the main reason I saw an opportunity and took the test to get an NROTC (Naval Reserve Officers Training Corps) scholarship.
Because of circumstances at home, I chose Oklahoma University. The reason was that I thought I wouldn't be too far from my father if he got into trouble. It was only 100 miles back to Tulsa to help dad if I was needed. In a sense, it was a big mistake because it de-focused me from my studies at O.U. Speaking truthfully; I was still trying to hang on to my father to save his life. It was a while longer before I understood that no one can cure an alcoholic but the alcoholic.
Since I had this abiding need to help my father and help him get off the booze, I had chosen Oklahoma University on the basis of its proximity to Tulsa. And I was unhappy with my choice.
My father always proudly reminded me that he had been the president of his college fraternity, Pi Kappa Alpha. So of course, being a fraternity “legacy,” and to honor my father, I pledged Pi Kappa Alpha. After the first semester of being a pledge I was made a member. I didn't really care for fraternity life. I thought some of my fraternity brothers were pretty immature and that the whole idea of life around the “Pike” house seemed to revolve around drinking. I had a couple of friends in the fraternity but the rest of them I really didn't care for. At the end of my first semester when I made my grades and was initiated, I immediately moved into a University dormitory named Whitehand Hall.
Whitehand was a very inexpensive place to live in those days. I think I paid about twenty-five bucks a month for a room I shared with another fraternity brother friend. Our dorm was filled with international students. For me, that was a very big draw. I thought mixing with people from other countries was very stimulating. I spent much of my free time during that second semester at Oklahoma University making friends with many of them. I remember spending late evenings talking with guys from Canada, Indonesia and other countries. Many of them had been sent there by their countries for petroleum engineering. They were very bright guys, very fluent in English and smart. I just soaked up their culture and what their world views were.
One day in my second semester, in my Naval Science class, my instructor, Lieutenant Mayo, called me to his desk after class. I still remember him so clearly, his face, bearing and the way he gave the lectures to us. As I was walking out of the room, he said, “Mr. Butler, step over here please.” He was standing behind his lectern and I thought, “Uh Oh. What have I done now?” He must have been close to psychic because then he said “Mr. Butler, how do you like being here at Oklahoma University? How do you like your studies?”
I said, “Well sir, I really don't like it here very much.”
He asked, “Why? What's the problem?”
I said, “I guess I just don't like what Oklahoma University is all about. I'm not really very crazy about my engineering classes.” I added, not gratuitously, “I like this class probably more than the others.”
Then he said, “Well, the reason I ask you is because have you ever thought about going to the Naval Academy?”
“I'm not sure what that is,” I replied.
He explained what the United States Naval Academy was and then he told me, “In two weeks, when we have spring break, if you go to the Naval Air Station in Dallas you can take a battery of tests that will last for four days. It consists of medical, physical fitness, and two days batteries of mental examinations. Why don't you go take those tests? You might qualify to go to the Naval Academy.”And I told him, “Sounds like a good idea. I'll do it. Why not?”
So, two weeks later I went to NAS Dallas. I think he called ahead and got me into the program to get into testing, and I went through the four days of examinations. There was also an interview with a Senior Naval Officer, as luck would have it, a naval aviator. He asked me about my extra-curricular activities and I told him I had a commercial license. That was probably a knockout because he really loved that.
After the school year, a couple of months later, I was at home and actually getting ready to go on my first midshipman cruise with my NROTC classmates. It was to be a South American cruise aboard the USS Wisconsin. But late that afternoon the phone rang and my father answered. He talked a little bit and then he turned to me. With tears running down his face he said, “My God son! You're going to the Naval Academy. Incredible!” I had been given one of two hundred nationwide presidential appointments to the United States Naval Academy.
Dad handed me the phone and I talked to the Naval Academy officer who told me when and where to report.
I think my admission to the United States Naval Academy meant more to my father at the time than it did to me. He was very emotional about it. He knew, at some level, what an extraordinary ticket this was for me, out of Tulsa and into the wider world. I suspect it reflected back on his own decision to come back to Tulsa and work for his mother, rather than stay with Braniff as an airline pilot. To him it meant staying in Tulsa and becoming an alcoholic. Despite the alcohol and the problems with my mother, he had always had my best interests in his heart.
As he was digesting the incredible news that I had been admitted to the Naval Academy, he said to me, “Well, we'll drive there. We'll drive there from Tulsa. I'll drive and we'll take your little sister and we'll go with you and watch you get inducted into the Naval Academy.”
And that’s what we did. At the end of that June we drove across the country to Annapolis, Maryland. I was still 18 at the time, and my sister Linda was only seven. I vividly remember walking around the Naval Academy grounds and looking out at the Severn River. I was thinking to myself that it was the first time I had ever seen the ocean and I was going into the Navy.
I was sworn in as Midshipman at the U.S. Naval Academy on June 30, 1957 with 1,300 classmates. My proud dad and sister were in the crowd watching the ceremony.
12. United States Naval Academy
Dad and Linda stayed with a family near the main gate of the Naval Academy grounds. It was the home of Mister J.W. Crosby and his wife. They turned out to be very good friends of mine as a midshipman and Karen would stay with them when she visited me later on. The Crosbys ran what was called by Naval Academy people a “drag house.” Your “drag” was the young woman you were dating for a weekend and the rooms in homes that many Annapolis people rented out for those occasions were called drag houses. It turned out that J.W. Crosby had been the choirmaster at the Naval Academy for many years and he was the author of our Alma Mater song “Navy Blue and Gold.” Mister Crosby was also a veteran of the Spanish American War in 1898. That life legacy amazes me today. To think I had a friend who fought in a war over 110 years ago. The chain will continue when some young midshipmen now at the Naval Academy will someday remember they knew a Vietnam veteran.
I was inducted as a Midshipman, Fourth Class into the USNA class of 1961. My sister and father drove back to Tulsa, and I was left in a brand new world. We immediately began what was called “Plebe Summer.” That was where we new civilian kids were brought in off the streets for some fundamental training. We were guys who had qualified to come to the school but most of us were clueless about what we were actually going to be doing there.
My plebe class, about thirteen hundred of us, went through two months of training before the brigade of upper-class Midshipmen came back and we all started the academic year in September. So July and August was called Plebe Summer. There was a select cadre of second classmen (juniors) who served as our leaders and also a select group of new Ensigns who had just graduated from the Naval Academy. They assigned us to companies and we started learning everything from how to wear a uniform, shine our shoes, march, and execute the manual of arms and all kinds of things about the Naval Academy itself. There were no academics; it was orientation to the Naval Academy and to becoming a Midshipman.
We had a lot of training to develop physical fitness. We trained in swimming, boxing, wrestling, gymnastics, obstacle courses and the like. We learned how to stand with proper military posture and to march and do manual of arms with an M1 rifle. We learned how to sail several types of boats and we made trips across the Severn River to the firing range where we qualified in rifle and pistol shooting.
We learned discipline, too. We were taught to always reply “Yes sir,” “No sir,” or “I’ll find out sir.” No excuses allowed, ever. We were all given a little book called “Reef Points.” That little 300 page blue book was a bible for Naval Academy Plebes. It was filled with information about the Naval Academy and becoming a Midshipman. Much of it was based on tradition and a lot of it was history. There were also canned answers to questions that we had to memorize. We were pretty much required to memorize everything in the book so that we would be able to answer anything and everything between the covers when questioned by the returning Upper Classmen. I still have my Reef Points book and can recite a lot of the stuff I memorized over 50 years ago. Now that’s training.
At the end of the summer we were sent out to other wings of Bancroft Hall to join our assigned companies. The Brigade of Midshipmen consisted of 24 companies, divided into 6 battalions at that time. I was assigned to the Seventeenth Company, which was in the Fifth Battalion of the Brigade of Midshipmen.
When the academic year started and the Upper Class men came back the shit really hit the fan because they were there to run us ragged; to give us what they considered to be a sufficient plebe year. It was very intense and designed to separate out the wheat from the chaff. There was an awful lot of running around and hazing and memorizing things and finding things out. Plebe year was a tough, tough time. It was really a test, and it was a time when a lot of guys didn't make it. I think our class had boiled down from thirteen hundred or so to probably around nine hundred by the end of that first year.
The academics were very difficult, too, because in those days every Midshipman was required to undergo the same study to get a Bachelor of Science degree in Marine Engineering. This was done in four years. So on top of all the military stuff, to get a Bachelor of Science in Marine Engineering meant we were taking 145 units of courses by the end of four years. In engineering it meant in our last two years sometimes carrying 22 units and with many of them having labs because we were engineering students. So it was very tough. Being a Midshipman at the Naval Academy was like trying to drink from a fire hose.
The purpose was to weed out those who weren't going to be able to make it, but you also have to understand that all of the guys there were pretty much super achievers. I was amazed when I met the other guys in my company to find that practically everybody had been a captain of some football or sports team, or valedictorian of his high school class, or president of his high school class. These were the typical guys that you met there. Also almost everybody already had some either college or preparatory school before coming there. Not too many guys came there straight out of high school. I thankfully had had a year at Oklahoma University which prepared me for this onslaught of academic requirements so I could also simultaneously manage the military requirements of being a Plebe. I seriously doubt I could have made it coming straight out of high school.
For those who are not aware of the way people are selected for the military academies, each member of Congress has two appointments, which totals almost 1100, and there are an additional 200 presidential appointments, which I was one of. My grandmother had been friends with Congressman Paige Belcher who represented my area in Tulsa, and she had sought to have him make me one of his appointments. I was already at the Naval Academy going through Plebe Summer when I got a Western Union telegram congratulating me on his having appointed me to the United States Naval Academy. I called my grandmother and told her to thank him and to appoint somebody else because I was already there.
That system of appointments meant that men from all over the country came together. It was wonderful, a great experience to find out things from other guys. It was one of the really nice things about being at the Naval Academy. All of your friends were from all over the country and some from all over the world. Some had come from Navy families or military families that were in Germany and other American military bases around the world. One of my best friends, Ted Fenno, was the son of a Navy vice admiral and he had lived all over the world. It was really interesting to talk with him and hear about his experiences in growing up as a Navy junior. It was very valuable part of our education, I think, to live with people from all over the country.
The scope of the education and the pressure was a great leveler. All these guys were super achievers in some aspect of their lives or another. My claim to achievement was that I had a commercial pilot's license. I think when they were deciding whether or not to admit they also had given me credit for working while I was in school.
The Naval Academy suited me very well. I think I longed for the structure. I had lived through high school with my family situation with no structure. I was glad to get into a situation where my life was structured. My academic courses I had to take were laid out in front of me. What I needed to accomplish as a Midshipman was clear within the regulations of the Naval Academy. I also slipped right into the system that fed me three terrific meals a day at exactly the right time, called for me to fall into formation, and to march to class or parades on Saturday or whatever. It was all highly regulated and structured. I had longed for more order in my life. It was at a time when I needed it.
The rebel in me wasn’t entirely gone. I earned quite a few demerits my first year. We were allowed 300 and I picked up over 100. I had a hard time being the perfect Plebe Midshipman. My recalcitrance was less about the Naval Academy and more about some upper class men. It was the Second Class men – "Segundos" we called them – who were the ones that rode the Plebes the hardest. And there were a couple of them living down the hall that took a special interest in me. They found many ways to give me demerits so I got lots of “extra duty” time that meant I had to do either calisthenics or march around the parade ground at five in the morning.
There was a lot of physical hazing. The upper class men would have us running around in four or five pairs of sweat gear to make us sweat and they used paddles on our rear ends. There were a lot of physical hazing rituals that later became illegal. But in those days there was quite a bit of it.
One interesting feature of my time in 17th company at the Naval Academy was, as fate would have it, I lived in a room with two roommates directly across the hall from two First Class men. One of them was John McCain. I got to know John very well that year. He took a special interest in me but always from the standpoint of razzing, joking and messing around. He had a special style. He would do the usual, brace me up against his bulkhead (wall) which is what you did when you were a Plebe.
But his style was he liked to scream and yell, and he liked to get his face close to yours. In fact, sometimes he would take great delight in pressing his nose against my nose while he yelled things like “Butler, you dumb shit!” He seemed to get great joy out of that. Actually my fellow plebes and I thought if was funny too.
I guess I had been a Plebe for maybe a couple of months when I had to come around to John's room one night after evening meal. When I went in, I got braced up against the wall as usual and he said to me, “Butler, I want you to dress up in night gear. Do you know what night gear is?”
I didn’t know so dutifully said, “I'll find out, Sir.” That was the only reply you gave upper classmen when you didn’t know the answer.
“Oh bullshit Butler, you dumb shit. I'm going to tell you what night gear is,” he said. “Night gear is everything that you have that is Navy blue. You're going to wear a Navy blue work shirt, your gonna wear service dress blue, you're gonna make sure you have a blue cap cover, you've gotta make sure you have gray gloves, black shoes, black socks. That's night gear.” Then he said, “Guess what? You're gonna report to my room in night gear at zero one hundred ( 1 A.M.) tonight. Now get outta here.”
I went back to my room across the hall and told my roommates what was going on but none of us could figure out what McCain had in mind. Of course, we just obeyed orders that first year, so I set the alarm clock for twelve forty-five, and when it rang, I jumped out of bed, got into night gear, went racing across the hall, threw open the door and bounced in the door ready to sound off, “Midshipman Butler, Fourth Class, Sir.”
But McCain was waiting for me. He grabbed me and he shoved his hand across my mouth before I could sound off and he said, “Shush. Follow me.”
That was when I noticed he was in night gear. We were on the fourth deck, or fifth floor, of Bancroft Hall, and he led me in the dark down the hallway, down all the “ladders” (stairs), and out into the yard. We made our way in the dark to the wall that separated the Naval Academy from the town of Annapolis. We sneaked our way along the wall to a place near the main gate where the wall was only about four or five feet high. He climbed over the wall and waved me to follow. Over I went.
Being over the wall was huge. It was a Class A punishment, very serious. And here he was leading me. We walked out to the street where a taxi cab was waiting. The driver got out of the taxi cab, walked around his car and said, “Hey Johnny, how're ya doin?” We got in and drove about five miles to a bar outside of Annapolis. We went inside the bar and sat down. John ordered two beers, and I thought, “Oh boy, I'm going to get a beer.”
But John put both in front of his place and said; “Now Butler, you're not allowed to drink. You're not going to get anything to drink. I'm showing you how to get over the wall but I'm not going to be responsible for giving you an illegal alcoholic beverage.” After he drank beers, we went out, got in the cab and rode back to the Naval Academy.
I experienced some of John McCain's early leadership. He taught me how to go over the wall. It was an excellent and useful lesson.
John was a hell raiser and he had a very quick temper which I saw him lose with classmates numerous times. His military dress was always the worst. He would try to get away with anything he possibly could. And if he had not been the son and grandson of Admirals he would have been in trouble.
McCain got special dispensation from the Superintendent of the Naval Academy at that time because he was from such a famous family. He just barely managed to graduate. His class standing was so bad that he was actually fifth from the bottom person in his class of more than 800.
He went to flight training after graduation and became a naval aviator. He crashed several airplanes before becoming a POW later. So my impression was that he was fairly irresponsible, prone to quick bursts of temper, and that he made spontaneous off-the-wall decisions that lots of times weren't healthy.
I formed life-long friendships and bonds with eight of my 17th Company classmates. Tom Case was my best man at my first marriage, Ted Fenno and Dick Gill were my second class roomies and close friends. Jay Savage, Larry Lubbs and Wally Guthrie were three fellow hell-raisers. And Dana French is the only one of the bunch who to this day always agrees with my progressive politics and crazy ideas. All of these guys would back me in a pinch, and vice-versa. That’s a rare and valuable gift in life.
When I was a First Classman, during my second semester, we chose the service specialty we wanted to go into. It could be NavyLine (a ship driver,) nuclear submarines, Marine Corps, Naval aviation or other choices that came in accordance with your class standing. Of course I was going to choose Naval Aviation. One evening I got a phone call, which was quite unusual, to report to a battery of phones at one place in Bancroft Hall. I was told that a Colonel Howard was on the phone and wanted to talk to me.
I ran to the phone and said, “Uncle Jim. Hi, how are you doing?” He was the Director of Operations at nearby Pease Air Force Base.
He said, “So, I know that you're choosing what service you're going to go into, and I know that you have a pretty high class standing.”
“Yeah, well,” I responded, “I did alright.”
“Well, you're gonna choose Air Force, right?”
There was a small quota for Naval Academy graduates who could choose to go into the Air Force. Just as there were small groups at the Air Force Academy and West Point who could choose to go Navy. Maybe only 30 or 40 guys out of a class of 800 could choose to change services.
“No Uncle Jim,” I said, “I'm going naval air.”
He said, “Oh, no! You don't want to do that. You're going to go Air Force and fly some real airplanes. I'll see to it that you get a good assignment if you go Air Force. You'll love it.”
“I'm sorry, Uncle Jim. My mind’s made up and I'm going Naval Air.”
He said, “Oh God! I was afraid of that. You went to that school and there you go.”
I was loyal to the Navy when I graduated. After four years at USNA I felt part of the Navy and Naval Aviation sounded exciting. I wanted to fly jets off carriers. We had fighters and the kind of airplanes I wanted to fly. It also looked like an interesting thing to do, and it turned out to be pretty interesting after all.
13. High School Sweetheart
I met Karen Olson in my junior year at Will Rogers High School. She had just moved to Tulsa from Chicago. She made a huge impression on me but we really didn’t start to date until our senior year in 1955. After graduation I went to Oklahoma University and she went to Northwestern University in Chicago for nurse's training. We continued to correspond and see each other when we could. She went through a three-year program to qualify to be an RN. After a year at OU, I went to the Naval Academy where everyone spends four years, no matter how much college or preparatory school education you had before.
We continued to correspond and I would make my way to Chicago during leave periods, mostly by hitchhiking and sometimes by riding the train. We continued together that way until we were engaged. In my senior year, after my father had died, I had his car so I brought it to Annapolis for her to drive. She moved into an apartment in Washington, D.C. nearby, with two other women who were also dating buddies of mine, Larry Lubbs and Wally Guthrie, at school. We were all planning to get married after graduation.
Karen got a job as a nurse in Washington for that last year. Since I couldn’t be married at the Naval Academy, it was against regulations; we had to wait until the day after I graduated for the wedding. We had a military ceremony in the Presbyterian Church with the crossed swords and full dress uniforms. People from her family came from Chicago and people from my family from Tulsa. The saddest part for me was the absence of my father. He never got to see me graduate from the Naval Academy or get married. After the wedding we left on a honeymoon trip through the Smokey Mountains on our way to Naval Air Station, Pensacola, Florida, where I was to be stationed.
Karen and I had a loving marriage for almost four years. We moved from my first duty station, Pensacola, to Meridian, Mississippi, then back to Pensacola, then to Kingsville, Texas where I completed flight training. Flight training was intense and stressful for both of us but we soldiered through it. I graduated first in my class of student aviators so had my choice of several duty stations. I picked the Naval Air Station at Lemoore because the call of California still resonated so strong within me. She pinned my Naval Aviation Wings on my uniform in a ceremony at Kingsville on November 2, 1962. Then I received orders to report to NAS Lemoore, California where we were stationed until I went down over Vietnam in April of 1965.
14. Southern Racism
Karen and I seemed perfectly aligned in our values, socially and politically. Karen grew up in Chicago where Southern racism was pretty much unknown to her. She went to integrated schools, but her family moved to Tulsa for her junior and senior high school years. There she discovered a completely different culture, one I described earlier, as Southern and very racist.
Karen and I thought alike on this issue, that discrimination was really wrong, narrow-minded and stupid. We moved to my first assignment in Pensacola after we married where it was the real South and we encountered racism head on. The first incident I can recall happened one day when we went out to a McDonald's hamburger stand; one of the very first ones. When we parked we saw two drinking fountains on the wall outside with signs. One said “white” and the other said “colored.” We looked at each other and said, "Oh yeah, really?" Then we got out of the car, went over and both of us drank out of the “colored” fountain. This earned us some catcalls, yelling and threats as we got back in the car.
Another experience happened at the first place we lived in Pensacola. The house had been separated front and back into a duplex, and our landlady lived in the back part of the house. One evening when I was still going through flight training ground school, a friend, Mack Johnson, came over for dinner. Mack was one of only two black midshipmen in the class of 1961. He had been a fabulous light-weight boxer in our class. He had also selected Naval Aviation so we were going through flight training together.
He was a bachelor, living in the BOQ, Bachelor Officers' Quarters. So it was natural for me to say one day, "Hey Mack, come on over tonight. You can meet Karen, have some dinner and we can talk."
He said, "Sure. Okay.” and so he did. About five o'clock that evening he came, had dinner with us and then left later in the evening to return to his BOQ room.
The next evening our landlady came marching around and knocked on the front door. Her name was Mrs. Newsom. Karen and I referred to her as “Mrs. Nuisance” because she was always snooping around our side of the duplex. But the place was a bargain – $85 a month and we couldn't pass it up. We had two bedrooms, one bath and it was furnished. She was standing on the porch with her hands on her hips when I opened the door and she said, "It's my understanding that you had a Negro in your house, in my house, here last night."
I said, “Yeah, I guess so."
She said, "Well, that may be okay up North where you come from, but that's not okay here and you can't do that."
I said, "Are you aware that the man who was here is a graduate of the United States Naval Academy? That he's an officer in the Navy and he's going through flight training with me? Are you aware of that?"
She said, "Well, it doesn't make any difference. He's a Negro, he can't be here."
I said, "Okay," whereupon I turned around and I yelled back at Karen, "Karen, come out here."
Karen came to the door with me and I said, "Start packing things up. Mrs. Newsome doesn't want us to have Negroes in our house. So pack everything up and we'll leave tomorrow."
Karen said, "Absolutely! Okay. Good!"
Then Mrs. Newsome quickly said, "Well, well, alright, I didn't know you were going to take it like that, so never mind." And she turned around and stormed off.
We, of course, made it a point to have Mack over again several times after that.
Months later we were sent to Meridian, Mississippi for my first jet flight training at the Naval Air Station there. That place was really bad. It was evil. It was the worst of the Old South. It was like antebellum South right after the war, a hideously racist place.
One day after flying at the base, which was north of town, I drove home and remembered I was supposed to pick up something at a drugstore to take home. I got out of the car and was walking down the sidewalk to the store when I saw a woman coming towards me, carrying packages in both hands. She turned to go into the store after me. So I stepped back, held the door open and motioned for her to go in. She walked in and I followed after her. The proprietor of the store came up to me and said, "What did you just do?"
I said, "What do you mean what did I do?"
He said, "You opened the door for that “nigger.” We don't do that around here. Get out of here. I'm not going to serve you."
The poor woman heard all this and of course she was terrified. She turned and ran out the door with her packages. So I just walked out, got in the car, drove home and told Karen what had happened.
There were local elections going on while we were there and we would hear political ads for people who were running for sheriff, mayor, and the like. Their consistent election themes were things like, “You can rest assured that Sheriff Joe Blow will protect all of our white women from the ‘niggers’.” It went on and on like this. Meridian, Mississippi was a horrible, ugly place in 1961.
There was another incident in Meridian that shook us to our cores. It had to do with my dear friend and classmate Terry Murphy and his wife, Claire. They were in Meridian the same time Karen and I were, so the four of us got together a lot. We played cards and drank Kool Aid together some evenings. Terry and Claire lived in a little house they had rented out in the countryside.
Terry and I both thought the Meridian area was kind of a wild west. So we thought it would be a good idea to we get our wives some kind of protection. We went to the local gun shop together one day and each of us bought our wives little .25 automatic pistols and some ammunition. We took Karen and Claire out and taught them how to shoot. Then we felt a bit safer, that they had some protection when we were gone and they were alone at home.
One evening Terry was flying a night flight and I was home with Karen. The phone rang and it was Claire. She sounded terrified. She was screaming and yelling, completely panicked. I said, "Okay Claire, calm down and I'll be right over there." Karen and I jumped into the car and raced out to their house. When we walked in she was standing in the living room, holding her pistol. She kept saying, "I shot somebody, I shot somebody!"
So I called the sheriff. He came quickly and looked around the property. Pretty soon one of his deputies drove up with a man in the back of a squad car. The sheriff had his deputy bring the man to the door outside, and said, "Is this the man you shot?" The man had some bleeding from his left cheek.
Claire said, "Yes."
We had gotten her calmed down by then and had learned from her what had happened. This guy had been naked and he had come to her door and was banging on the screen door, terrifying Claire. She got her gun and when it looked like he was going to come through the front screen door she shot at him. Luckily she only grazed his face and had taken a piece out of his cheek.
The man was black, as you might have inferred from the thread of this chapter, and more to the point, he was obviously mentally incompetent. The poor fellow was a nutcase. He wasn't trying to do anything at all to her, but he certainly had scared the bejesus out of poor Claire. But here’s the kicker.
The Sheriff said, "Well, you know, the only thing I could say Mrs. Murphy is it's just a darn shame that you didn't kill him. We would have liked it if you'd just killed him instead of just grazing him. But anyhow, thanks for shooting him missus."
I said, "Well, she's injured a guy. What if she had killed him?" Is there anything in the law?
The sheriff responded, "Oh hell, he's a “nigger.” It doesn't matter if you kill a “nigger” around here. This guy's crazy. We've known about him for years. He's always running around naked and doing stupid, crazy things like that. He doesn't have much of a mind, but it would have been a relief for us if she'd just killed him and we'd a been rid of that ‘nigger’." We waited with Claire until Terry came home, about an hour later. He was completely panicked when he heard the whole story, but it ended safely for them.
15. Navy Flight Training
Graduating from the Naval Academy meant a four year obligation to serve. But for Naval Aviators obligated service was calculated after completion of flight training. I felt part of the Navy and Naval Aviation sounded good...flying off carriers. I knew we had fighters and the kind of airplanes I wanted to fly, so it looked like an interesting thing to do. It turned out to be pretty interesting after all.
It’s obvious, of course, but the difference between the flying I did before the Navy and what I learned while in the Navy were as different as night and day.
Flying something like a jet fighter at 500 or 600 knots requires a very sensitive touch to maintain altitude. For Navy pilots, maintaining altitude means maintaining 10,575 feet and not 574 feet or 576 feet. Airspeed at any given moment requires the same. It's supposed to be pegged at the exact speed. That's the kind of precision naval aviation requires. Flying on and off carriers during day, night, good weather and bad requires the ultimate precision of any flying in the world.
That kind of flying also requires a certain mentality, one that is based on discipline and a sense of responsibility. It's built into the pilot as part of the 18 months of intense training. A lot of guys washed out in flight training along the way and never made it through. The training was that demanding. Naval aviation also requires a lot of self confidence. Fighter pilots are especially known for being confident and egocentric, but it’s for a reason. They have to be in order to meet the many momentary challenges and close calls with death in order to stay calm and survive.
Pensacola is a spiritual place to all Naval Aviators. It’s where naval aviation began at the turn of the 20th century. It is known to all Naval Aviators as “The Cradle of Naval Aviation.”
The first eight or ten weeks, for all of us who were already commissioned officers, was ground school. For those who hadn’t gone through the Academy or NROTC, ground school ran for sixteen weeks.
Next we received primary flight training at Saufley Field, near Pensacola NAS, in the T-34, a two place, propeller-driven aircraft. There was a lot to learn, even though I already had a commercial license. It must have been like drinking from a fire hydrant for all the guys who had never flown before. We were to get ten to twelve dual flights with our instructor before flying solo in the T-34. My instructor sent me out solo after three flights. But he agreed to let me have the same number of total flights as the other guys because I was really having fun in the T-34. We flew some dual flights together where we would fly formation with another T-34 out to one of the practice areas. The instructors did all the formation flying because we hadn’t been taught that yet. But my instructor, Lieutenant Eiebert, let me take the controls for formation and he would delight in holding his hands in the air so the other instructor could see I was doing the flying.
Upon completion of primary flight training, those of us who qualified for jet training went on to intermediate flight training at NAS, Meridian, Mississippi. You had to have top grades in primary to qualify for jets. There we received instrument, acrobatic, and formation training in the T2J-1, a dual place, single engine, jet trainer.
Then it was back to Pensacola again for air-to-air gunnery and our first carrier qualification in the T2J.
Every naval aviator who gets his wings has to make a carrier landing. Even those who are trained to fly helicopters or fixed-wing propeller driven aircraft must make a carrier landing. Carrier landings are extremely challenging, especially in jet aircraft, and that was where a lot of people didn't cut it. Our carrier training was off Pensacola, Florida and in my day we did it on the USS Antietam. Our initial carrier training was in squadron VT 4 at the same base where the Blue Angels are based and practice.
First we did a lot of field carrier landing practice with an “LSO” – landing signal officer. First we did it with an instructor in the back seat and then solo, listening to the LSO standing on the runway below. We learned to fly on a lighted glide slope that is projected up off a mirror. It’s called “the meatball” on a Fresnel lens. At the same time we must keep our aircraft on a precise speed, attitude and direction. Finally, after all this instruction and practice, the appointed day came and we launch off from Pensacola Naval Air Station to fly out, solo, for our first carrier landings. I was excited and terrified all at the same time.
The Navy has a tradition that all aviators make their first carrier landing solo. Nobody wants to be in the backseat and get splattered. So you're all by yourself. It's a very profound experience and I think a very good thing to do. The only thing I can remember about my first carrier landing was how small that carrier deck looked and that I was terrified I was going to crash.
It was just an amazing experience! That flight deck sure looked small. But my training paid off and it happened. They told us to make sure our kneeboard checklists were not loose and that we had everything clipped down. Mine weren't. So when I caught the arresting cable everything flew up from my kneeboard and all over the cockpit. There were loose papers and stuff flying all over the place. Then I came to a stop, raised my arresting hook to release the cable and began taxiing forward for my first catapult shot. While taxiing I tried to collect the papers and stuff them back under the kneeboard clip.
The next thing I knew was bam! I was being flung off the bow on my first catapult shot! The Antietam was an old carrier and so it had a hydraulic and not a more modern steam catapult. Those old hydraulic catapults gave us a huge slam right at the beginning instead of building up acceleration to throw us off the ship. It felt like somebody kicked me hard in the back and gave me a permanent headache. I made the required four landings and catapult takeoffs that day. And I did it all by myself.
After successfully completing intermediate jet training in the T2J I was sent to NAS Kingsville, Texas in June of 1962. There we received training in the F9F-8T and F9F-8B Grumman “Cougar” for the first part of advanced jet training. The “T” model was a tandem, two seat version that was used for dual instructor/student training. The “B” model was single seat. Both were late 1950s fighter jets that were now being used for advanced jet training. We learned more instrument flying, formation, low-level and high level navigation and air to ground weapons delivery tactics.
The final 13 flights in my Navy flight training were the cream on top of the entire experience. We flew the F11F-1, a fighter with afterburner that just a few years before had been the Blue Angels demonstration team aircraft. The F11 was a single-seated, supersonic, FUN airplane to fly. We flew gunnery, firing 20 mm canons at a target that was towed by an instructor in another F11. He had to be brave. We would begin our run on the “rag” at 40,000 feet, descending on the target in afterburner at a speed of 1.2 to 1.3 mach, beyond the speed of sound. We also practiced air-to-air combat with our instructors, during which they would of course always kick our butts and “shoot us down.”
But my final two flights in the F11 were the most amazing and unusual. They were both on October 29, 1962 during the “Cuban Missile Crisis.” That day we were ordered to fly combat air patrol over the ocean, east of Kingsville, Texas, in case there might be Cuban or Russian aircraft attempting to attack the U.S. We were loaded with 20 mm high-explosive ammunition and Sidewinder, air to air missiles. I flew wing on my instructor a Marine Captain. My briefing with him was hilarious. He said, “Ensign Butler, you make damn sure your master armament switch is OFF and furthermore, you keep your fucking hand away from the gun trigger. Do you understand me?” I said, “Aye, aye sir!” This guy was no fool. He didn’t want to be a victim of “friendly fire.”
16. Naval Aviator
I received my Navy wings of gold, on November 2, 1962 and got an assignment to the Naval Air Station at Lemoore, California, about 30 miles south of Fresno in the central valley.
The movers packed up our belongings and we filled our little Volvo full of stuff for the trip to California. After a few stops along the way we drove into the San Joaquin Valley. As we drove to Lemoore, Karen burst into tears. She said, “I thought California was beautiful and this is so ugly.” I agreed and almost felt like crying myself.
We arrived in Lemoore and after a few days found a nice house to rent near the air station. Karen got a nursing job at a nearby hospital and we settled down as the happy young Navy couple we were.
I began my training there with Navy survival school. All navy pilots and flight crew that might be dispatched to combat are required to go through survival school. It took a week and included training in how to survive off the land and how to evade capture. The final two days were a mock POW experience to teach us what that might be like. Honestly, it wasn’t very close to the real thing, but at least we did receive valuable information about the importance of communication and maintaining group cohesion and military structure.
Next was instrument qualification in the TF-9J. After completing that course I went to the replacement air group where I trained to fly the A-4 Skyhawk, the Navy’s single place, jet, light attack, carrier-based aircraft. After a couple of months I was assigned to VA-22, Attack Squadron 22, at NAS Lemoore. Our squadron was part of Carrier Air Group 2, based on the USS Midway for carrier deployments. The Midway was home-ported at NAS Alameda, California. Whenever the Midway would go out, we would fly our planes out of Lemoore and land aboard the ship in the Pacific Ocean.
Our operational training was intense. We flew constantly, both out of Lemoore and in operations off the coast on the Midway. We often trained at sea near the San Clemente Islands and west of there. Sometimes we went on short mid-Pacific cruises to Hawaii and back so it meant that I was away from Karen a lot. It was challenging, both mentally and physically, to be a squadron pilot. It's a tough job. And I know it was tough on her too.
I was deployed on a six-month, West Pacific cruise in November of 1963. This was a peacetime cruise so we didn’t experience any actual combat operations, though we trained constantly for that. During our deployment we visited Japan, Hong Kong and the Philippines while conducting flight operations day and night at sea. Karen and some other squadron wives were able to fly over for a couple of months and see us when we would come into port. That part was a wonderful experience for us.
But naval carrier aviation is a very dangerous occupation. We lost 11 aviators and flight deck people on that “peacetime” cruise. Those deaths put a lot of stress on us, as it certainly did on our families.
17. Bass Lake
We flew a lot of low level, practice combat missions out of NAS Lemoore. We frequently flew practice navigation and bombing missions over the deserts of California and Nevada. Typically we would fly, while simultaneously navigating, at only 50 feet above the ground and at speeds of 300 to 500 knots. The A4 pilot’s mantra for these missions was, “Don’t sneeze!” Any twitch could put you into the ground, which was very unhealthy.
We also flew lots of combat tactics, especially air to ground at various targets that were near Yuma, California or Fallon, Nevada. We practiced dropping bombs, firing rockets, 20 mm gun strafing, and nuclear weapons delivery. We had a nuclear weapon capability for which we spent hundreds of hours with target planning, loading drills and simulated weapon deliveries. We also had a secondary air-to-air mission so we practiced fighter tactics with each other all the time.
I thought of myself as a really hot pilot back then, flying A4s on carriers and around Lemoore. I was 24 to 26 years old, a qualified Naval Aviator and full of myself. So I, and we, also did some irresponsible and dopey stuff that could have gotten us canned. One of those nutty things figured with Bass Lake.
Bass Lake is in the Sierra Nevada Mountains, south of Yosemite National Park. It was a very sparsely populated area back in the early 1960s. Two of us young Lieutenant, Junior Grade pilots were pretty good flyers so our commanding officer had designated us as squadron test pilots. Squadron aircraft would need a test flight after coming back from a major overhaul. The test procedure was very complex and it took the better part of 45 minutes to accomplish. We got to take an A4 out with just internal fuel – clean, with no external stores or weapons – so it was a really nice, fast airplane when configured that way.
We took it up for a 45-minute test which amounted to departing NAS Lemoore, climbing immediately to 40,000 feet, and then taking the aircraft through the specified test procedures. We had many systems to check out so the flight kept us really busy. Then we descended back down to 20,000 feet where we had more things check out.
Then one of the things we had to do at the very end, which was kind of unique to the A-4C, was executed when we were within 25 to 35 miles of NAS Lemoore. We slowed down to 250 knots and disconnected the hydraulic control system, to fly the airplane manually. This checked that the mechanics had rigged the airplane properly. Flying manually, with no hydraulic boost, made the airplane very stiff and difficult to fly. But it was the only way we could tell whether they had rigged it properly. So if the plane suddenly went into a roll, or flipped upside down, we would probably be heading towards the ground and gaining speed, which would necessitate the need to eject! Once that last test was safely completed we landed the airplane in manual because there was no way to reengage the hydraulic system while flying.
I had flown all over Oklahoma as a kid and had a lot of time, quite frankly, “flat-hatting.” That’s an aviator’s term for when you are flying down at ground level in places where you're not supposed to be. One of the things that I did as a kid when I was in high school was fly about 50 to 100 feet above the ground over to Will Rogers and buzz my high school. A lot of my classmates and friends would come outside and wave at me. I wasn't too far from the municipal airport, but they couldn’t see me in those days if I stayed very low, so I never got caught.
One day this other Lieutenant (jg), Bill (last name withheld) and I were talking about test flights and we devised an illegal variation.
We boomed up to 40,000 feet and hurriedly completed our high altitude checks. All this time we were talking to FAA air controllers who were guiding us around the airspace at safe distances from other aircraft. After going quickly through our procedures, we called the controllers and told them – because they didn't have us on radar exactly – that we were now at low altitude, below APC (area of positive control) and that we were flying VFR (visual flight rules) in clear skies. Then the APC center controller handed us off to a lower altitude control facility. Then, and here’s the tricky part, we made a position report to Monterey radio, telling them we were overhead. But - we were actually over Bass Lake and still at 40,000 feet.
So at this point, in clear skies, and not under anybody's control, we would do a "split-s" maneuver over Bass Lake. A split-s maneuver meant that we would roll over on our back and pull straight down into a vertical dive. We then went straight toward the ground at full power, through mach 1.0 at over 600 miles per hour. Then we made a nice “6G” – that’s six times the force of gravity – pullout over Bass Lake, leveling out at about 50 feet above the water.
Now we were blasting across Bass Lake at close to mach 1.0. It was great fun because we could look in our rear-view mirrors and see the rooster tail that we were making. Water was flying up from the lake behind us. Plus there were incredible reactions from the boaters who were out on the lake.
Then after having our fun we would warp around towards NAS Lemoore, climb back to 10,000 feet, do the disconnect procedure to test the rigging, and come in to land. Back safely in our squadron spaces, we filled out our paper work and of course reported in to the “skipper,” our commanding officer, that we had a successful test flight with a good airplane. All of this could have cost our wings if we’d been caught. But we never got caught. Thinking back on it all, I just hope those boaters are OK.
18. Becoming a Father
The experience of becoming a father was profound for me as I imagine it is for most new fathers. There's nothing quite like that experience of holding a child that you helped create. In 1965, just before I was to deploy on the USS Midway, Karen was pregnant. Sadly she had two miscarriages before Diane was born. It turned out there was nothing wrong with the babies but she was diagnosed with an “incompetent cervix,” meaning the downward pressure of the fetus caused the miscarriage. This third time she had undergone a special operation which involved sewing her cervix to reinforce it so she could hold this baby and not lose it in a spontaneous abortion. They first had to be sure that the baby was okay for this procedure and she was.
Because of the procedure, Karen needed to deliver through a Caesarean. So she went into the hospital about February 28th, and Diane was born March 2nd 1965. I was there when she was born. I got to see my baby daughter and hold her for two days, until March 4th, 1965.
The experience of holding that little girl with the blue eyes was something beyond words for me. I remember saying to the nurse, "Boy, she's got blue eyes like mine." The nurse smiled and said, "Well, Mr. Butler, I hate to tell you this, but all babies are born with blue eyes and they change color later." And I said, "Oh, well yeah, but she really has blue eyes. I'm sure of that." It’s so vivid to me still, just looking at that kid, especially her tiny hands and feet. As I compared them to my own it seemed like they were exact miniature copies. It was an incredible life experience and I felt an instantaneous and powerful connection with my daughter.
Then, just two days later on March 4th, Karen’s sister, Judy Olson, drove me to the squadron so I could fly an airplane to Alameda and report aboard the Midway for our second cruise to the western Pacific. But this cruise was not peacetime. It was a deployment for combat in Vietnam. I didn't know it then but I was not to return until eight years later, when this little infant girl was eight years old.
19. Bombing Snakes and Monkeys
The first four or five of the thirteen combat missions I flew were over South Vietnam. Then the carrier moved to a station up north and we started flying missions into North Vietnam. I also flew one or two rescue missions over Hainan Island. Terry Murphy, who was a very close friend of mine through the Naval Academy and flight training, had gotten shot down over Hainan Island in an F-4, so we A-4 pilots were sent out for a low level search to see if we could find the crash site where the aircraft had gone in. He had actually had been shot down at 30,000 feet or so.
(You, the reader, will recall that Terry and his wife Claire were with Karen and me in Meridian, Mississippi when Claire shot the mentally deranged vagrant.)
The first information that came out was that he and his back-seat radar intercept officer were shot down by an enemy missile. Then the truth came out that his own wingman shot him down with a Sidewinder missile. It was a horrible mistake, brought about when the aircraft that was responsible for radar control for that flight mission got confused and told another F-4 to fire a Sidewinder missile at an “enemy” aircraft. They did this without first sighting the other aircraft. So TerryMurphy and his backseater were killed by friendly fire. Sadly it was his own wingman that mistakenly killed them.
That was pretty typical of the scatterbrained things that went on out there at that time. Everybody was really hopped up and excited about getting into a war. A lot got screwed up and it was Catch-22 all over the place. Anyway, we never saw the wreckage of Terry's airplane and nothing was ever found. They probably went down in the ocean.
But to show you just how crazy it all was, Hainan Island is part of China. And there we were in A-4s doing search and rescue over China, unauthorized in their airspace. We were flying at low speeds and altitudes, 250 knots and 500 feet, so we could see clearly what was below. It was a miracle that none of us got shot down by Chinese air defenses.
I went on two of those search missions, and then a half dozen more combat missions over North Vietnam. All but two of my missions over North Vietnam were at night. Night was a dangerous environment to fly combat formations and bombing runs. Also at night you could see flak that was coming up at you. In the daytime you couldn't see it. You were fat, dumb, and happy not seeing what was being thrown at you. But the truth is the day missions were more dangerous.
The combat missions we flew over South Vietnam were ridiculous. We would go out in flights of four and be directed to the target by a forward air controller who was an Air Force pilot, usually in an L-19 or an L-5, or sometimes a forward air controller who was on the ground. They would direct our fire. Basically all we could ever see was jungle below us. There might be smoke billowing up and some guy was saying, "You see that smoke coming up over there? Drop your bombs 500 yards west of that."
Every Air Group was assigned an Air Intelligence officer. The Air Intelligence officer in my Air Group was assigned to my squadron on the Midway. He was really a neat guy named Bill Bond. One of his jobs, besides combat intelligence briefings for Vietnam, was to work with us to develop our top secret strip charts and our attack modes for delivering nuclear weapons if the call came from the President. We had top secret targets in China and the Soviet Union in those days. It’s a miracle our world is still here after those decades of living through that global nuclear standoff.
The USS Midway Intelligence Center that all the pilots used was close to our Ready Room. We went there to get intelligence and to receive briefings on the targets we were assigned before we were sent out on a mission.
We used to say we were bombing snakes and monkeys because we almost never saw what we were after. We would always come back to the ready room and debrief our mission with Bill, the AIO. Most of us thought the whole thing was insane and stupid because we didn't know where the bombs were going. Who knows how many innocents we killed down below us?
Even in the very beginning of the air war, we thought these missions over South Vietnam were crazy. The more sensible missions were the ones I flew over North Vietnam when I was trying to interdict and bomb the trucks that were coming down Highway 1. The North Vietnamese were running trucks down Highway 1 to the DMZ where they were supplying the South Vietnamese, the so-called Viet Cong.
Actually, they were supplying their own troops. So at night we would try to stop them on the way by blowing them up with bombs and rockets. In those days, we could actually see them from 20,000 feet. We could see them coming down the highway because they had their headlights on. Even though they had shielded headlights, like eyelids over the top of the headlights, we could still see the lights down below. The game was to see if we could roll in and get on them with bombs or rockets before they heard us, turned off their lights and got off the road into the jungle.
Once they turned off their lights, there was nothing to see. We didn't know where they were at that point so if we hit anything it was just luck. Sometimes we dropped 250- or 500-pound bombs and we were also using rockets. The 2.75 inch and Zuni rockets we fired had high explosive charges. We also had twin 20mm guns for strafing and I did have some missions that involved strafing. I never carried napalm but sometimes our guys were dropping that stuff, too.
One strafing mission I remember was on a large barge that was crossing a river near Vinh City. As I was making my gun run down the road toward the barge, I started to squeeze the trigger on my 20mm guns, strafing up the road into the barge. Suddenly some guy down there must have lost his nerve and he ran across the road. It was a huge mistake. The high explosive 20mm shells were exploding as they walked down the road and he just completely disappeared. I will never forget that image. It still haunts me to this day.
20. The Last Mission
I remember that I probably started my briefing for that last mission in the ready room about 1800 hours, 6 PM. This mission was to involve tanking (mid-air refueling) on the way to the target. After the normal briefing with our flight of four aircraft we preceded to the air intelligence spaces. There we met with the guys who were flying the A3B that would be our tanker. Their crew consisted of a pilot, his bombardier and a radar navigator. We coordinated our mission, planning the rendezvous with them. We were to in-flight refuel just short of our coast-in point over North Vietnam.
It was to be a night launch somewhere around 2000 hours. As I remember I don't think there was any specific information given that night on any radical changes in the enemy's defenses. It was pretty much standard, as it had been for the last few days. In other words we were not expecting to encounter much flack or trouble from enemy air defenses. In early 1965 the Vietnamese didn't have as much anti-aircraft defense as they did later in the war. And since they were driving their trucks down Highway 1 with their headlights on it was pretty easy to spot them. But usually they'd turn their lights off and get off the road by the time we rolled in for the run. So as you were coming down to shoot, you'd lose them.
They did have the trucks though. I remember several missions before where from 20,000 feet we could see literally thousands of trucks. They were backed up bumper to bumper up and down Highway 1 for just as far as you could see. It was incredible.
I went back to the Ready Room where we completed our last minute debriefs where I found out what the weapons on my aircraft were to be. I was carrying six 250 pound, VT (proximity) fused, Mark 81 bombs. This time I received second briefing from my Weapons Officer and was told that it was my option to have them set on single or ripple fire. I chose ripple fire, all at once, because our mission was to roll in, in pairs and we would not get another opportunity to attack again. It was to be a one-time run on the target.
I was also briefed that the fusing system installed in my aircraft was new. It was an electrical system, armed from the cockpit by the pilot, that would arm the bombs some distance below the aircraft after being dropped. The bombs were set the bombs to detonate six feet above the ground. The detonations were triggered by the shock waves coming back up from the ground to the nose of the bomb. Exploding the bombs above the ground made them much more devastating to personnel and light vehicles.
We had masked our wing lights so that just the small after portion was showing and this would be enough to fly formation on the lead aircraft yet keep people on the ground from seeing the aircraft. We were to fly over Highway 1 at 20,000 feet and look up ahead of us. When we saw trucks ahead we would do a two aircraft formation modified “split-s” maneuver into a 45 degree dive toward the targets. We had been practicing this night maneuver together as a squadron for sometime beforehand and all of us were pretty skilled at flying night formation and acrobatic type maneuvers at night.
We would “pickle,” press our bomb-release buttons, together at 3,000 feet. The lead aircraft would do the tracking and when he pickled, then wingman would also pickle. Lead was given rockets and the wingman was given bombs. The purpose was to lay a stream of weapons fire along the road which we were running directly down and to knock out as many trucks as possible because they were bumper to bumper behind each other.
I went up on the flight deck and everything was normal in the pre-flight. I told my plane captain to insure my bombs were set on ripple fire which they were and I moved to the catapult. Fred Spellman was my lead and I was flying number two as his wingman. Another squadron mate, Dick Cherba had the section lead. His wingman was Joe Jamison. Joe was also carrying the same bombs I was. But Joe's aircraft went down. He had a hydraulic problem and so he could not launch.
The three of us launched off the catapult. I went last. I remember flashing my lights to the catapult officer and then the tremendous acceleration of being shot down the catapult track. But then, just as I launched into the air, my main attitude-gyroscope went to the inverted position and some of my other basic flight instruments went out. I experienced a partial electrical failure. I was able to go to my standby gyro and maintain a normal climb attitude into the muck, the night fog and clouds.
The AJB3’s main attitude gyroscope was the primary instrument for maintaining correct flight attitude at night or in weather. I also lost my engine tachometer and my ASM 19 navigational computer. None of my primary engine instruments went out and they all seemed to be okay. Essentially I had a standby gyro and compass to fly by. As I started to climb out through the overcast on partial panel instruments, I went through several layers of cloud formations until I got to about 10,000 feet, which was the pre-briefed flight rendezvous altitude.
When I got to 10,000 feet I could see the blinking anti-collision lights of my lead A4 off in the distance and I kept making my way towards him. At the same time I called back to the ship and informed them of the failure of my instruments. I later received a recommendation from my commanding officer down in the Ready Room to hold overhead the ship at 20,000 feet rather than proceed to the target in company with my leader because of the loss of the instruments. That was because that night was primarily an IFR, instrument flying required, situation.
However, I decided that my aircraft was flying well, the standby gyro was working fine, and so I joined up with my lead and proceeded to the target area. The other section lead, Dick Cherba, flew in loose formation off to our right. We proceeded towards the “feet dry” coast-in point (point at which we would first fly over dry land) in conjunction with the A3B. Just before we reached the feet dry location we all plugged in to the A3 and got a drink – we topped off our internal fuel tanks.
We unplugged and by this time Dick Cherba was drifting behind and he became more or less detached from the two of us. He coasted in at a different point and my flight lead told him that since he had become disjoined and did not have a wingman that he should dispense his ordinance in a “safe” mode, not armed so they would just drop harmlessly into the ocean. He was directed to do that and then to proceed back to the ship, which I assume he did.
We two A4s then coasted in over North Vietnam, just north of Vinh City. I was flying formation on the right side of Spellman's aircraft. As soon as we coasted in I was looking left and at his aircraft and left down onto Highway 1. I had marked on my map the place we coasted in and it had been at the place we planned. At that time we were only bombing up to the 20th parallel of North Vietnam. Later in the war all of North Vietnam became a target area.
Suddenly I saw a line of trucks below, traveling south. I didn’t think Fred saw them so I called him to tell him we had a line of trucks at 9 o'clock. He looked over and said, "Roger." Then we continued on for a little bit and then I radioed, “Let’s roll in Fred.” At this point he gave me a “roger” and we started to roll in.
My switches were armed as we coasted in and as soon as I saw the trucks, I put the master arm switch to “on.” I checked the station selection switch to “all.’ Everything was set up correctly to the best of my knowledge. We rolled into a left diving bank. I don't believe we had the 45° dive angle; it might have been just a little bit shallow. However, this wasn't really too important because we were going to lay a stick of ordinance down the highway.
I could see the lights of the trucks and we had slipped up on them as we had planned. This time our tactics had worked. They did not have a chance to get their lights out. It seems to me that some of the trucks were just beginning to turn their lights off when we reached the pre-briefed pickle (weapon release) altitude. Then Fred's rocket pack went off with a blinding flash of light in front of me. As soon as that happened I pickled off my bombs, and then BOOM!
1The Second Life of a Warrior
“Now these are the laws of the Navy,
Unwritten and varied they be;
And he who is wise will observe them,
Going down in his ship to the sea.
On the strength of one link in the cable,
Dependeth the might of the chain.
Who knows when thou may’st be tested?
So live that thou bearest the strain!”
“The Laws of the Navy”
Admiral R.A. Hopwood, Royal Navy
First and fifth of 27 verses
Introduction
This time in my life is about the warrior in Vietnam. Most of it is based on the debriefing I did with my intelligence officer, Lieutenant Brian Kelly, during the three weeks after my return from Vietnam on February 12th 1973. They were conducted with all returning military POWs to get a record of what happened to each of us. The purpose was not only to gather current military intelligence, but also to chronicle lessons learned that could be applied in future training for warriors who might be in harm’s way.
But that wasn’t the entire story of what happened to me during my attempted escape and succeeding captivity. There are some pieces I didn’t describe in my debriefing. It wasn’t to intentionally leave anything out of the official report, but because I either didn’t remember or at that time I didn’t think they were relevant to what the Navy wanted to know.
I could have inserted them into the account drawn from the debriefing, but I didn’t want to interrupt either the flow or the tone. I have made some minor changes to the original transcripts in order to clarify terms that wouldn’t be understood by non-Naval aviator readers and to eliminate verbal repetitions. I have also eliminated Brian Kelly’s questions for the sake of telling the story.
I was a different person then from who I am today. I was a man just returned from hell and I had a lot of anger stuffed away in my psyche from those eight long years of torture and abuse. I think it’s important to keep the debriefing, as I delivered it more than 36 years ago, as true to the original as possible in order to show the warrior, Phil Butler, at that time. So in these following chapters, written in 2009, I attempt to maintain that snapshot of myself.
I was 34 years old, a returning prisoner of war and a man who’d missed eight very important years of my life. I was still very angry and had not yet found any acceptance in my heart for the way my comrades and I had been treated.
I say this to explain some of the language that appears in the succeeding chapters. There is plenty of swearing, appropriate to the circumstances I was relating. And my language was given for the audience of one, my fellow Navy officer and debriefer.
It might be offensive to some readers that I constantly used the word “Gooks” in my debriefing. I thought about changing this writing to another term, but then the narrative wouldn’t have given you the true me at that time. My use of that dehumanizing and racist term reflects the intense hate I was still carrying.
Even though we were prisoners in Vietnam we were still fighting the war. This was part of our training and is an essential part of what it means to be an American fighting man. We were dealing with an enemy who considered us criminals, not prisoners of war. This was a completely pragmatic action on their part which they frequently told us gave them the right to treat us any way they wanted.
My behavior towards them in response was hard-lined hostility. We had to maintain this posture in order to prevent the Vietnamese from getting any propaganda value out of us. They constantly intended to use us as a propaganda weapon to fight the war. They believed that propaganda is as important a weapon in war as a bullet, grenade or bomb. And they were absolutely correct because it was their consistent political propaganda, combined with their bravery and tenacity as a people that enabled them to win the Vietnam War.
We POWs were combatants too. If they ever sensed weakness on the part of any POW that guy’s fate would be to suffer even more intense pressure for propaganda. We also had to keep up our stiff resistance in order to keep up our morale. We were still warriors, after all, and in the most close up and personal terms. Calling them “Gooks” served to objectify them. It’s one necessary piece in the puzzle of getting normally good people to make war and kill each other, the disgusting nature of war.
Some of our early senior officers came up with a powerful motto that helped sustain us through the most difficult times. When you were in an interrogation, harassed, tortured and abused, there was no one else there to watch you perform. So we needed something compelling to keep in mind. That motto was “Return With Honor.” It meant that you would need to give it your all, no matter what they were doing to you. This was so that in those days and years that would come after all this was over, you would be able to “look into the mirror every morning while you shaved” and be proud of the guy looking back at you.
1. The Tragedy of Friendly Fire
BOOM! And then my beautiful first life was over forever. Now hell was in session.
As my luck would have it, I was the Navy's first “test pilot” for this Mark-81 “VT” electrically-fused bombing system. The Navy had come up with this new electrical fusing system that was designed to allow the bombs to detonate six feet above the ground, instead of on impact. Mine was probably the first airplane to ever take this new electrical fusing into combat. They briefed me on the carrier about the new devices, that I had a new arming-mechanism box in my cockpit.
But instead of integrating a new bomb with the fusing system that was already built into the airplane, they decided to “jerry-rig” to make use of the bombs they already had. We had literally millions of 250, 500, and 1,000-pound iron bombs that were left over from World War II and Korea. So when the Vietnam air war began they shipped these old surplus bombs out to the aircraft carriers for us to deliver.
My mission was called “road reconnaissance,” the intended targets being supply trucks, light armored vehicles and personnel traveling south on Highway 1, the main route down the coast from North to South Vietnam. I was flying wing on Lt. Fred Spellman who had Zuni rockets. My main attitude gyro had gone out on takeoff so I only had limited instruments to fly by that night.
The “test” that night resulted in disaster for me. When I “pickled” the bomb release button I just blew myself right out of the sky. It was instantaneous. My six 250 lb. bombs were set to drop off in “ripple,” together. I think what happened was the bombs went off because they ranged in on each other instead of the ground, and they must have detonated prematurely. They were set to detonate six feet above the ground and instead they detonated six feet below me. That's my best guess.
I saw an instantaneous flash of fire warning lights and then all my instrument lights went out and everything went black. I remember seeing red-hot bomb fragments coming up through the floor boards and the side instruments panels. As my brain went into slow motion, they looked like fireflies. The only bomb fragment that actually hit me, and I didn't even know it until I got on the ground, was a piece that came up through the left instrument panel and went into my left hand that had been on the throttle.
Out of my peripheral vision I saw both wings immediately separate as well as obviously the tail empennage of the aircraft. The control stick I was holding in my right hand immediately turned to lead. I was now just in a cockpit that immediately started a forward tumble, at 500 kts, more than 600 mph airspeed.
My head was immediately slammed into the canopy. I had strapped myself in quite loosely, as was my poor habit, prior to taking off on any mission. Luckily I had my gloves on that night but I'll have to say that in looking back had it been warmer weather, I probably would not have. I was pretty lax on those sorts of things. As I started this forward tumble I experienced lots of negative “G” forces, all the blood being pulled toward my head. When I say lots, I mean the most negative Gs I've ever been in. My best guess is that it was somewhere around 3½ to 4 negative Gs. So my head and neck were plastered against the canopy.
I'm six-foot-two and there was no way to get to the face curtain for ejection. I think I remember myself saying into my dead mask, "God this is it." Then another flash went through my mind, "No it’s not." My training kicked in and I remembered the auxiliary emergency ejection handle on the seat between my legs. I reached down between my legs, grabbed that beauty and pulled. Then I got a tremendous slam in the butt as the ejection seat rockets fired and punched me out of the cockpit of the aircraft.
Unfortunately my fanny was about six inches away from the seat when it went off. I guess I'm very fortunate that I experienced only compression fractures in my spine and a rupture of one muscle in my back. I was lucky that it didn’t break my back. The ejection seat in the A4 was a “Douglas Rapek seat” that gave a rocket assisted, smoother and softer ride. In other words, I only experienced 12 “Gs,” 12 times the force of gravity, instead of 18 from some of the other ejection seats of that time.
Bam! I was slammed out into the cold night air. I don't know what altitude but I must have been very low at this point. The next thing I remember was a snap as the ejection seat bladder automatically inflated and threw me away from it. Then there was a snap and jerk as my parachute automatically opened. I remember a sound of rushing air from the chute, meaning it might have been partially shredded from the force of 600 mph wind.
Either it partially shredded or my chute didn’t have time to fully deploy, but what chute there was snagged on a canopy of trees and slowed my final descent. They also helped break my fall as I went ripping through a high canopy of trees that that must have been about 100 feet tall. My parachute shroud lines tangled in the trees as I came streaming down, saving my life. When I hit the ground, I hardly had any time to get into a good parachute landing position. I had just barely gotten my legs into position together and knees slightly bent when I hit the ground. I had my seat pack on and it crashed down onto the back of my legs and onto my ankle. I sustained a sprained ankle from this.
Later in the POW camps I found out that several other Navy pilots had been killed because of this same electrical fusing problem before they finally figured it out. At least one other crew I knew of, Commander Jerry Denton and his side seat guy in a Navy 86 light attack aircraft had the same thing happen to them. Their airplane was blown apart, but they survived too. So at least three of us became prisoners of war and several others were probably killed because of this malfunctioning system.
In any event, I was surely a victim of friendly fire. The ugly truth is that in war sometimes as many casualties and deaths come from friendly fire as from enemy fire. It’s inevitable, when you get all those people out there in situations of complex coordination with all the dangerous equipment that’s required. Then add in the chaos of warfare. No wonder there are so many deaths, casualties and damage from friendly fire.
2. Beefeater Four
I hit the ground and got snapped back up towards my entangled parachute by the nylon shroud lines. There I was, dangling about six feet above the ground. I knew I had to get out of that situation quickly so I unsheathed my survival knife and cut some of the tangled lines. That enabled me to drop to the ground.
My actual arrival in North Vietnam was probably about nine o'clock that night of April 20th. I had landed about 100 yards east of Highway 1. After I hit the ground I could hear horns beeping out on the road. I could look through the brush and actually see trucks. It was a fairly moonlit night and I could see them moving up and down the road. I could also see a lot of excitement amongst the Gooks. No doubt they were looking for me.
The first thing that came to my mind was to just get up and run like hell. However, I quickly found that I was so wound up in parachute lines and briar bushes that I couldn't go anywhere. This helped to settle me down a bit. I figured out that I had to get out of some of this paraphernalia before I could start running. I took out my survival knife and started cutting away the parachute riser cords that had me all tangled up. I got myself free and then got out of the brush. I cut a few risers off, rolled them up and stuck them into my survival kit.
I was wearing a survival vest we had previously prepared in the squadron. I will have to say that I had just about everything in that vest that I had a need for and of course some more too. I stood there in the dark and resisted my first inclination to start running. I knew that wasn't going to do any good. I had to get my bearings. I pulled out my compass and stood still for just a few seconds while I figured out which direction was what. Then I pulled my survival radio out of my seat pack and turned the beeper off. It was making a lot of noise, enough so if there had been someone near they would have heard it and come to investigate. I understood that later on in the war the beepers disconnected upon ejection so they didn't make any noise.
Then I started off in an easterly direction through the brush, thinking about going towards the ocean. Then I remembered a briefing we had received a couple of days before where some Air Force guys came out to the ship and briefed us on rescue and pickup in North Vietnam. They said it was impossible to pick someone up in the Vinh area at this time. They told us we would have to try to make it to Laos and get picked up there. The Navy rescue helicopters couldn't pick us up in the ocean either because the ship didn't have the capability, or was not using their helicopter facilities for pickup of downed pilots at this time.
There was another thing that I had received in a briefing and I can't remember exactly when. But I remember it stuck in my mind that someone had mentioned, probably my intelligence officer, that the North Vietnamese did use German shepherd dogs. They had dog units for tracking down people who went down in North Vietnam. This popped into my mind as I started to head out with all my survival equipment.
I continued trekking on to the east for about 200 yards and stopped. Everything seemed very quiet and it was obvious that no one was coming after me. I walked on and again I stopped and thought for a while about just how I was going to successfully evade capture.
After thinking it over I decided that going toward the water was not going to do me any good. Because when I got to the water, finding a boat would be a tough problem and getting a rescue would be very unlikely. So then I decided to reverse direction and travel west to get into the foothills near the Laotian boarder. From there I could follow them south until I reached a point where I could cross into Laos.
I was thinking of one of the passes through the mountains that led from North Vietnam into Laos. Particularly one pass which was west-southwest of Vinh. So I stopped about 200 yards east of where I’d landed and began to make a plan. I figured that they would probably have dogs after me so I decided as a diversionary maneuver to leave my flight helmet, seat pack and torso harness there. I took the survival items out of the seat pack that I thought I would need and tied them onto me securely. I left my G suit on, which would turn out to be invaluable to have in my trek. I also left my gloves on. Then I started back towards the west, retracing the steps that I first taken, in hopes that if they brought dogs into the area, they would go in my original direction. I was pretty familiar with how dogs operate from hunting with them as a kid in Oklahoma.
I had no thought that anyone except maybe my lead, Fred Spellman, was looking for me. My plane had virtually disintegrated. If he saw it he probably wouldn’t have thought I could have survived. Also it was at night so seeing my parachute, which would have been visible only for a few seconds even during the day, was not likely. In fact I later learned that Lieutenant Spellman had returned to the ship and reported that there was not a chance that I could have gotten out of the aircraft. He reported that my aircraft had exploded in the air.
Heading back to the west I got back to my original downed position where the chute was all tangled up in the briar brush. By this time things had settled down on the highway and all I noticed was an occasional truck driving by. I think anyone who was investigating the explosion of my plane had probably gone off looking for the wreckage of the aircraft, wherever that might have been. There were fires in the area that I could see and a number of them were on the highway. I'm pretty sure those fires were from parts of my wrecked aircraft and also from Lieutenant Spellman's rockets.
I started to the west through very heavy brush towards the highway. As I got to the edge of Highway 1 I discovered that it was actually just a dirt road. This was the main supply route from the north to the fighting in the south. The good news was that there were long intervals when no one came by so I was able to just skip across the highway and head west toward safety in Laos.
I walked for two or three hours, until about midnight, without stopping so I could put some distance between me and the crash area. With the initial adrenaline rush finally tapering off, I stopped in heavy brush jungle. Secondary growth I guess you'd call it. I was also beginning to feel some pain in various parts of my body. One of the more painful was my hand. I got my flashlight out, took off my gloves, and that’s when I found that I'd taken a piece of flack. I took out my survival pocket knife and dug a piece of metal out of the palm of my hand. It was an inch-long sliver about a quarter of an inch wide and maybe a 32nd of an inch thick. I rubbed some sulfa powder into the wound.
I got out a bandage and had this moment of humor when I started unrolling it and discovered that it was long enough to reach from there to New York City. I wrapped my hand up in it and then put my glove back on. After digging around in my survival kit a little bit more, I came up with some tetracycline pills and gobbled a couple of those down to prevent any infection. While digging I saw some little pills that said "malaria." I thought that was probably a good thing to avoid getting so I took one of those too.
I started out again and I hadn't gone for another thirty minutes or so when I had to stop. I don’t know if it was the malaria medicine I had taken for the first time or just the excitement and fear that I was experiencing, but I found a likely spot and released a wild case of diarrhea. Anyway I think that would be a normal thing for a guy to expect almost right off the bat after he's gone down into hostile territory.
Then at this place I took my large survival knife and dug a hole in the ground, probably about 8 to 10 inches deep, and I buried all the kneeboard cards I was carrying in my G-suit. These were Marshall (aircraft recovery) flight patterns, radio frequencies and other pilot information that we carried with us on missions. There was also a set of classified-secret authenticator cards and some other stuff that I realized I didn’t need.
I buried them in the ground, pushed brush back over them again and went on my way. I wasn’t using my flashlight because there was bright moonlight that night. Using my compass, I knew I was heading northwest. My ankle was sore. I had bound it and though it was painful it wasn't hampering me. This first night I did quite a bit of zigzagging around, fighting the brush, and running into a blind alley or two where I discovered that it was better to retrace my steps and go around. I covered probably ten miles, traveling on until about 3:30 or 4 o'clock in the morning when I found a good spot atop a little knoll where I could stop.
I settled down on this wooded knoll which afforded good protection because not only was I covered but I could see in all different directions. As daybreak began, I would say about 5:15, I was hidden in the brush. Then suddenly I heard something. It was very strange sounding music; like a woman chanting. Later I was to learn this music was from a North Vietnamese radio station, being broadcast over loudspeakers. These speakers exist throughout the country at an interval of I'd say no more than a half-mile.
I later learned this was part of the incredible control system the government had over the people. They’d start off their mornings with an exercise recording. First there was this kind of Vietnamese sing-song music and then this woman came on and kept up a count for people to exercise by. And everyone in North Vietnam got up at 5:15 in the morning and was supposed to do their three or four minutes of exercises. Following the exercises, Vietnamese music came back on.
It sounded really weird to me, especially that first morning since I had no idea what it was. At first I didn't know whether I was hearing things, maybe hallucinating because of the drugs I’d taken. It would have been useful to know about that in advance from an intelligence briefing. I'm sure that somebody, somewhere in our intelligence network must have known that this kind of a thing existed in North Vietnam. This was just the sort of thing about the daily life of people that would have been nice to know. It would have removed a little of the unknown, making less to be fearful of as I went through my effort to escape.
As the music played I peered out from my hidden position in the brush. Much to my surprise, and chagrin, I could see that my little knoll was located right smack dab in the middle of two enormous communes. These are big farms that are communally farmed by many families. There were rice paddies some fifty feet below me, and lots of other crops being grown, too.
Right off the bat, about six in the morning, people began to come out and go about their work in the fields. I was pretty scared thinking that they'd be coming after me but much to my surprise, and delight, it seemed everyone was more or less going about their daily work without regard for any unusual incident in the area. I was about ten miles from the crash site and I figured they were not on my trail right at this moment. These people were just peaceful and matter-of-fact as they went about their work.
I watched them there for awhile, and then I slept. It was the sort of in and out sleeping, not the deep kind, but the superficial kind when you are excited or alert. About three in the afternoon I woke up from a doze and was incredibly thirsty. I realized that the only thing I was missing in my survival gear was water. Given my circumstances, I would say that there were a lot of things in my seat pack that could have been eliminated in favor of putting some water in. A couple of the right things in the pack were a headdress-type of mosquito net which I had put on, and a little ground poncho which I had laid out and was sleeping on. I took off my survival vest and used that for a pillow. I kept my gloves on tight and tucked into my sleeves.
I was wearing dungarees instead of a flight suit which turned out to be very handy. Another thought for my debriefing was that a flight suit is not the best clothing to try to run around the woods in. It's baggy and when you have to relieve yourself it requires some gymnastics. If you are in a hurry to do these things, it's really much easier to have on a pair of conventional pants and a shirt, both of tough material so they and you don’t get all cut up climbing through brambles.
I also had some mosquito repellant in my kit. This was the government issue stuff; a dark brown liquid that actually seemed to attract more bugs, as far as I could tell. It was worthless. That said I don't know that you're going to find an anti-bug preparation that's going to do the job in the jungle. The only thing that's going to keep the bugs and mosquitoes off is protective clothing and the mosquito net.
Whether I woke up because I was so thirsty, or because I heard the roar of propeller driven aircraft overhead, I’m not sure, but airplanes overhead certainly got my attention. I looked up and my heart leapt into my throat as I saw two “Spads,” propeller driven A1s, grinding along at about 6,000 feet. As soon as they came into view and hearing, the people in the fields made it into the brush at the edge of the fields. It looked like the planes were zigzagging, doing reconnaissance in the area. They would bend one way then turn back toward us. Then they'd bend the other way and again turn back straight for us.
They flew right overhead of me. Of course as soon as I heard the engines I had torn into my survival pack for my radio, pulled the antennae out, turned it on, and started talking my head off. I couldn’t be sure, but it seemed from the way the radio was operating that my voice was transmitting okay. I kept calling to these aircraft as they flew right overhead, repeating my call sign, “Mayday, mayday, this is Beefeater Four, downed Navy pilot Phillip Butler." But I received nothing back in return.
Finally, as they were overhead and continuing on with no sign of recognition, I asked them to make turns if they heard me. But they made no turns. Maybe they didn’t hear me because of my radio. And there's also the possibility that since the A1 has a very loud engine and as my radio call was probably weak they just couldn't hear me over the engine noise.
There is also the possibility that they weren’t listening for me, given what happened to my plane. At any rate, I didn't get anything out of them. It was to be one of the first of many great disappointments in my life in North Vietnam. I sat there on the ground and watched them tool off into the blue. I pushed my things around there and made my bed a little more comfortable, lay back down again and tried to get some sleep.
As the day wore on, it got extremely hot. I unbuttoned my shirt, lay back in the shade and fanned myself. I was getting extremely thirsty. I learned that after a really scary or dangerous experience you are always very thirsty. I don't know exactly what the reason for this is, but it is a fact. Also during my trek the night before, I had used up a hell of a lot of my body water and I was perspiring a great deal because it was hot.
The day wore on until the late afternoon when the people began to leave the fields. I was alone again on my little knoll. Of course the only thing I had in my mind at that point was to find some water. It got dark around 7:00 and I noticed there were still people moving around. It wasn’t until after nine that I saw there was no one around. The radio I’d heard going all day, the people talking in Vietnamese and the music, shut off about 9:30. When the radio shut off so did the people. It was real quiet.
I had my map out and I'd been making my plans for where to go that night. I decided that now I had to move west and south. I was going to try to follow the foothills until I got south of Vinh. As I started moving out that night I went down that hill and stepped out onto the commune. I was careful to stay up on the banks of dikes and not get into the paddies or into the fields. There was soft dirt in the paddies and fields, and I thought if I stepped into a wrong spot I might sink right out of sight. Then there was the issue of leaving footprints. My size eleven boot prints just wouldn't match up to a size five, barefoot print that someone there made. So I tried to stay on hard ground and move on the dikes.
I traveled along for about an hour or so before I finally stumbled into a ditch. This ditch had some murky looking water in it. I looked at that water. I remembered all the lectures I'd had about amoebic dysentery, cholera, all that other bad stuff, and I then thought about how thirsty I was. I also recalled learning that a person could die from heat exhaustion if he doesn’t get enough water to drink. So I figured I'd better get a drink.
At the edge of the stream, about half submerged in the water, I found a long piece of bamboo that someone had fashioned into something useful. It was about three feet tall and five inches in diameter with a handle carved on it. It was obviously designed to carry water and I had no idea why but it looked like somebody hadn’t wanted it and had just pitched it into the water.
It looked like a pretty useful little apparatus. It certainly held a lot more water than the in-flight pee bags we were supposed to use for water in an emergency. I had a half-dozen of these bags. I took the big bamboo water carrying tube, filled it up with water, and dropped three or four of my water purification tablets in it. Then I capped it off with my hand and gave it a good shaking. According to the instructions on the bottle of pills, I was supposed to wait thirty minutes. I waited about fifteen; I was too thirsty. My thirst conquered my worry that I needed to wait the full half-hour.
I downed the whole tube right then and there. Then I filled up some of my little “relief” bags with more water, tied them up with the parachute cord, and then tied them to my survival vest. Then I refilled the tube, added some purification tablets, and strapped it to my back with more of the parachute cord.
With a full load of water, I was ready to move on again. I headed off toward the south-southwest. I traveled for about an hour or so and then came out of the brush into a clearing. In the moonlight, I saw what appeared to be a low shed, an unusual structure. It was maybe six feet wide and five feet high and it had no walls, just a roof. What was most unusual about it was that it stretched for what looked like a half a mile. There was a little barbed wire fence that surrounded this hut. I looked to my right and could see one end of the shed fifty feet away. When I looked down to my left, even with the moonlight, I couldn’t see the other end.
Curiosity got the better of me and I stepped over the low barbed wire fence to check it out further. Of course I was looking around to make sure nobody was in the area watching, keeping myself low on my hands and knees. The place was deserted. When I got closer to the shed I could see that it was divided into stalls, probably three feet wide. Every single stall had a little wagon in it.
However long this shed was, divided by three feet, it had a huge number of wagons and that meant this was an enormous commune. I realized, too, that I was standing in the middle of it. The sheer size of the place was intimidating. There obviously were a lot of people living on that commune and I suddenly wanted to get as far away from there as I could in a hurry. I retraced my steps, got over the barbed wire, and hustled my ass away from there.
I traveled on for probably 30 minutes and stumbled onto a little road; actually, it was smaller, more the size of a footpath. I'd remembered from my survival training and from briefings on the ship that you want to stay away from roads and paths when you were trying to evade capture.
That was what they told us. But from my experience the opposite was true. The fact was I had to move on a path because the brush was too thick to penetrate. It would take an hour just to go 75 yards through the thick brush. The undergrowth was unbelievable and in this part of North Vietnam they had these thick vines running all around and up to about waist high. Worse, they had sharp inch-long thorns – more like spikes – that could puncture light clothing. Plus, these vines were so strong I couldn’t pull away from them. The only thing I could do was try to cut myself loose. I was very glad that I had my survival knife, but I wish I had known not to waste my energy trying to cut my way through the jungle.
There was also the matter of cutting a path so if someone was trying to find me I was making it very easy for them. Even if they didn’t find me, it would take me decades to get to Laos. So when I found this little road-type path, I was relieved. The fact that there was nobody around firmed up my conviction. I found that my perception was right, that between 10:30 at night and 4:30 in the morning I could just about go anywhere and do anything that I wanted to unnoticed.
I was so pleased to find this path. And I was so anxious to get to a safe haven that I started to dog trot. The path was going in the right direction for a while and then when it stopped heading where I wanted I would get off. Then I’d go a short distance through the brush until I came across another path. It made sense that people who had been living in the area for centuries couldn’t have gotten through the brush either, so they made this network of paths and small roads.
That night, because I was able to dog trot along pathways, I made close to 20 miles. Though I had my compass, I was mainly navigating by the stars and moon. About 4:30 the sky was starting to lighten and it looked like daybreak was not far away.
I came upon a small footbridge over a stream, crossed over it and on the other side descended the bank to the stream and stepped in. It was shallow and I walked along in the stream bed. There was a solid sheet of jungle on either side of the stream. I walked about a hundred yards when I came to a place where I thought I might hide during the day.
I climbed through about 25 feet of brush there and found a spot to sleep. I made myself a bed on the ground with my poncho and got out my mosquito net headdress. I lay down and was really pooped. I immediately went to sleep.
This was something that should have been emphasized in the survival training, that you never travel during the day when you are going through enemy territory. Especially in such a high-density population area, you do not move anywhere during the day. Any movement will be detected by someone in North Vietnam during the day. My only chance of escape was to travel during the night.
Sometime that morning I woke up to a loud screeching, wailing, crying sound that just seemed to penetrate my eardrums. It was a startling way to wake up. I almost jumped up from where I was, thinking I must be surrounded. When my eyes focused I saw a wild, jungle parrot about 15 feet above me. This bird was a foot or so tall. He had a really bright plumage – reds, greens and iridescent colors.
I guess he was just giving me hell for breakfast. I had invaded his territory and he was standing up there calling me everything he knew how to call me. I was amazed as I watched and listened to his vocabulary and repertoire of noises. He obviously had picked up every sound he had ever heard in the jungle and every sound he had ever heard from a human being.
I continued to sit there and watch him with amazement for about five or ten minutes until I started getting sick of him. He was driving me out of my gourd. So I picked up a few pebbles and tossed them up at him. That didn't seem to do any good at all. He'd either ignore them or when they'd come close enough to him, he would just jump to another branch and continue his rebuke of me. This went on for about thirty minutes before he finally got tired of it all and whistled off into the day. As I lay there it began to get hot and I drank some water from the bags that I carried. I lay back down again and went to sleep.
This time I really went to sleep, not waking up until maybe noontime. I had been sleeping soundly and I woke up to sounds coming from upstream. I was able see through the brush to the stream about 30 or 40 feet away where there was some motion. From the sounds I thought it was children coming downstream, but as they came closer these “children” came into view through the foliage. They were two men.
They had on short pants, no shirts, were barefoot and they each had a bamboo pole about ten feet long. Slung over their backs they had what appeared to be potato sacks. And as they were walking along in this little shallow stream, they would occasionally beat the stream with their bamboo poles. I watched this in amazement. For a minute I couldn't figure out what they were doing until finally one of the guys yelled, jumped over to where he had just beat his pole down and picked up a little fish that he had hit.
I knew then that fish had to be very plentiful in that stream if they could just walk along with a bamboo pole and knock them in the head. I had fishing gear in my survival pack and if the fish were that plentiful, I was going to be able to feed myself. Fishing would wait a couple of days though. I was going to try to make as much time and distance as I could from my original down point. But it was nonetheless an encouraging sight.
I was lying on my side, my head propped up on my right hand, peering down towards my feet as these two men made their way some 20 or 25 feet away from me. I was well camouflaged and they couldn't see me. But as I lay there and watched these guys, I suddenly had that feeling somebody or something was watching me. If you’ve never had the experience, it’s unique. It’s something you often learn when hunting. You never forget it. You also learn that it’s probably more than just a feeling.
At that moment, my focus was down the length of my body toward the stream and the men I could see fishing. For some reason I didn’t move my body. I just shifted my eyes so that I was looking straight ahead of me. That’s when I saw a huge king cobra. Its face was about eight inches away from my face. He was coiled right there in front of me and he had his hood spread. His tongue was darting in and out. He was smelling me and trying to figure out what I was.
I was scared stiff but that was probably a good thing. There was no way I could have moved and he wouldn’t have struck me. At that distance he couldn’t have missed. The chance of surviving a cobra bite was less than if I had stayed in my plane. Even if there had been room to move, the ruckus I would have made would have alerted the men in the stream and for sure I would have been captured. I didn’t really have an option. I had been still and I remained that way, frozen right there in my position. I maintained an eye-to-eye stare with the king cobra until finally, after what seemed like an eternity and probably was no more than ten seconds, he folded his hood in, dropped his head to the ground and started to move away from me.
He rolled away down the length of my body and as his head got down to about where my feet were he made a turn away from the stream. When he made his turn, with his head down around my feet his tail was passing by my head. I would estimate that he was probably a typical cobra you'd find in Vietnam, some seven or eight feet in length and his body was probably an inch and a half in diameter.
The cobra and the two Gooks who were beating the stream left, and suddenly all the gas went out of me. The first thing I had to do again was take another big shit. I guess that’s where the expression comes from. I literally had it scared out of me. When I was done I bedded back down again but it took another 30 minutes before I got my heart back to a normal beat and managed to go to sleep. I slept without further incident until about dark.
That day I was looking around for my big sheath survival knife when I discovered that I had lost it somewhere along the trail the night before. And that was truly a foolish thing to do. It stuck in my mind that it is very important for someone who falls into these circumstances to not make such a mistake. One thing you must remember to do in an evasion situation is to inventory all your equipment and make sure you don’t lose what you may need. It can mean your life. For goodness sake, tie everything to you and be attentive. Don't lose it on the way.
As luck would have it, I had a survival pocket knife so I had some back-up. However it was not nearly as good as the big sheath knife for cutting vines and otherwise making a path when I needed to.
I slept there until nightfall and then worked my way down to the stream. I refilled my relief bags and my bamboo water tube. I returned to my “campground” where my poncho and my other gear was, sat down, got my map out and did my navigation work with my penlight flashlight based on where I'd been the night before. Then I found a tree branch with a fork and cut it down. Now by damn I had a snake stick like the ones we used to make in Oklahoma, only this one had a fork big enough to stop an elephant if need be.
About eleven o'clock or so I was really feeling grubby. Not only grubby, but low. My morale was low because I hadn't seen an airplane and it was beginning to look like there wasn’t any chance of being picked up. I decided I had to do something to improve my morale just a little bit. So I got into my survival kit and took out my shaving gear, my toothpaste and toothbrush, my soap, and my little washcloth. I rolled up my sleeves, took out my little mirror, penlight and made myself comfortable on the bank of the stream. I brushed my teeth, washed my face and hands with soap, and shaved.
When I finished doing that I felt like a million dollars. It was a tremendous morale boost and very refreshing. I think this is basic psychology, just feeling good about yourself. Sometimes if you can‘t feel good about your circumstances, you can raise your spirits by fixing another part of you like your appearance, or how you feel. It’s very important for people who are in stressful situation like I was, alone in enemy territory, hundreds of miles from any possibility of rescue. Pay attention to your physical well being and to your morale. It will help your performance.
After I'd shaved and shined I put my gear back together, found myself a pathway and got into the dog trot again. I started heading to the south-southwest and then to the south through most of that night. My progress was almost completely uninterrupted except when I would come to streams. When I'd come to a stream I'd make a diversion for dogs by going down or up the stream, then out for a few steps, then retracing my steps back into the stream and going the opposite direction down or upstream before coming out again. I did this in streams probably a half dozen times during my trek to throw off dogs.
On the third day I found a place to hide near the pathway I had been traveling on. I was really exhausted but was careful to cover myself with brush after putting my poncho down to sleep on. I hadn’t slept more than an hour when I heard a noise coming towards me. I froze there in the brush and almost got stepped on by a water buffalo. A small kid was herding his family water buffalo along the path and in my exhausted state I hadn’t realized that I was only a few feet from the path. Neither of them saw me so I got away with it.
The next night I made really good time and passed Vinh City. At times I could look from ridge lines to see the lights of the city as I passed by a couple of miles to the west. The moon had been a good friend of mine during all of these nights of travel. It had come up on the first night, damn near full, and lasted the whole night. But with each new night it became less full and shone less of the night. I lost about an hour of moonlight each night at the beginning of my travel time.
Moonlight was really valuable because the batteries in my flashlight began to poop out in no time at all. I had a normal sized flashlight plus I had one little pen light. The pen light was great because it enabled me to use a minimal amount of light to check my compass, watch, or my map. The big light wasn’t much good except to size up a bad obstacle of some kind that I had to get around. It might have been a big rock or bunch of brush that I couldn't make out in the darkness.
I moved on past Vinh City and came to a big river. It flows in from the hills northwest of Vinh, runs across to the south of Vinh and then out to the ocean. I knew I would come to that river and I had planned that I would come to it towards the end of this night.
But I didn't know how in the hell I was going get across it because I had always been told there are lots of people around rivers. You don't want to try to swim, because you might get in trouble and drown doing that. It is also a likely place to find guards looking for people to cross the river.
I came to a place on the pathway that led to a house located next to the river. I moved away from the house. I could see the river in the moonlight. It was probably 150 yards wide. I walked down and suddenly I saw a levee that went across the river. I climbed up on the levee and simply walked right across the river, like anybody else would, although they wouldn’t be doing it as I was in the middle of the night.
Once across the river I walked no more than a couple of hundred yards where I found a stand of trees. This stand of trees was located between two large communes. It was approximately 150 yards in diameter and looked like it would be a good place to hide. I walked to it and checked it out briefly, then went back to the river and started to fill my, my relief bags and bamboo water tube which were now empty after a night of walking. Also I had not had a drink in quite a while.
When I looked up the river I noticed some activity was beginning probably half a mile away. I could see people moving around. I wasn’t seen because the distance was too great but I didn’t want to press my luck. I decided I didn't have time to stick around so I went on back to the stand of trees. I cut my way through the secondary brush and when I got inside I discovered a 50-foot clearing in the center.
A small overgrown path led out of the clearing. I followed the pathway to the outside edge. This stand of trees was shaped like a doughnut with the clearing being the doughnut hole. It looked like a pretty good place to hide out the coming day. So I went back inside where it appeared to be safe because it was completely hidden from view from the outside.
I built myself a bed there with the ground cloth. Then I lay down to take a nap. About three hours later I woke up. It was very, very hot. I was on my back and when I opened my eyes, and looked above me, the seemed to start spinning around. I was very dizzy, like being reeling drunk. I knew immediately that I was dangerously dehydrated. I felt sick to my stomach. I could feel the heat and the air was very still in there because there was no breeze. I got up and crawled towards the clearing area and lay down in the grass in the center.
It was a little cooler there and I immediately felt a little bit better. But I also noticed that I was very weak. I had made a big mistake. I had not procured enough water that night. I had pushed myself on until almost daybreak without any more water, thinking I would get some before I found a place to sleep. And that was a mistake. I should have maintained full water containers as I traveled rather than let them run out.
So now I was faced with going through this entire day without any water. That wouldn't normally have been too bad, just uncomfortable, except that it was the very beginning of the day with the heat yet to come. And I was already dehydrated, weak and dizzy. I managed to get back to sleep and it was probably early afternoon when I awoke again.
What woke me was the sound of screaming jet engines. As I looked up I was looking right down the snout of an F105 that had rolled in on me. Actually, it had not rolled in on me but on a target near the river, on my side of the river. It was a flight of four and what they were after was probably no more than 100-150 yards away from me. As I opened my eyes and saw this guy coming down the chute, I saw bright flashes start from the nose area and the next sound that greeted me was the ferocious "whoom" sound of Gatling guns going off. It was very scary until I realized they weren’t shooting at me. But that realization didn’t hit me until the shells began to explode some distance away. It was close enough that I could feel the ground shaking and rocking with the impact of all those 20mm, high-explosive bullets. By the time the next guy started to roll in I had my radio in my hand and, calmly and coolly, I started screaming my head off at these guys to stop shooting. I didn't think the radio would work because it hadn't before. Sometimes you do things you know won’t have any effect just because you have to do something.
But it seems I was heard, because the number two man was coming down the chute just as I started screaming into the radio. He immediately went into the weirdest dive that one could imagine. I must have yelled so loud I could have broken his eardrums on guard (emergency) channel. His airplane practically went out of control. He pulled out of his attack dive and then the four planes went into a circular orbit above me.
I got hold of myself a little bit better and started telling them who I was, “This is Beefeater 4, downed Navy pilot off the USS Midway, name Phillip Butler.” I asked them to roger my messages if they could hear me but I couldn't hear any response on my radio. Then I stumbled on the bright idea of asking them to light their afterburners if they read me. The first time I asked them was for one afterburner if they read me. But they probably gave me fifty burner lights. These guys were just banging afterburners on and off as fast as they could.
It was exhilarating. I finally had contacted friendly forces. I told these guys I had gone down four days previous and they "rogered" after every message with an afterburner. I told them my intention was to head for Laos from my present position. I gave them the track that I was going to take and the position where I planned to hole up the next night.
I told them my condition was still good and that I thought I would be able to make it in about three days. They kept rogering by giving me lots of burner lights but finally they had to go home. I made a final call to them, saying “Thanks a lot guys. I'll see you around.” Then the flight leader got his wingmen joined up and they gave me the saddest, slowest wing wobble you can imagine as they tooled off into the distance. Boy I sure wished for some kind of magic skyhook that day, to pick me up and take me with them. But as fate would have it, I was never going to “see them around.”
After that excitement, I guess adrenaline had caused me to perspire a lot more. Now I began to really get dehydrated. I felt sick, probably suffering from heat exhaustion. I even started to feel a little delirious. I noticed that my thoughts were disjointed. I would go from one subject to another, skipping around and things were starting to not make much sense. The trees seemed to sort of swim in front of my eyes. I knew I was in pretty bad trouble. So I went back to sleep, thinking I was better off that way until night when I could get some water.
I was in and out of sleep there for probably a couple of hours when I heard noises outside the stand of trees. It sounded like a whole lot of people running in a large group. Then I figured the Gooks had finally caught up with me and they were on my trail. I crawled up to the little pathway that led to the outside of the stand of trees. I crouched down behind this bush from where I could look up the pathway. My thinking wasn’t very clear. I pulled out my personal sidearm 9mm German Luger pistol, cocked the first shell home, pointed it down the pathway and waited for them to come.
I knew for sure that it was a bunch of people after me. I could hear them coming around the bend and then I could hear them thundering down the pathway. I was determined in my muddled mind that I wasn't going to be captured, that I was going to shoot it out with them. As I sat there with my pistol pointed down the pathway, a black shape suddenly came over the top of the bush. I hadn't seen it coming down the path. I didn’t know where it came from, maybe off from the side somehow. In any event, it was in mid-air before I saw it.
It was a German shepherd. It was small for the breed, probably a 50 pound bitch. She came over the top of the bush and in a flash she had my gun hand. The gun went flying out of my hand, off to one side, and she pulled me around and pinned me to the ground. She pinned my gun hand to the ground. I scrambled around with my left hand and just about had her by the scruff of her neck when another German shepherd came running down the pathway and grabbed that hand. Together they pinned me to the ground.
Now both these dogs, each one holding me by a wrist, had me literally spread-eagled to the ground. They were really well-trained. They didn't tear meat off my arms. All I got were some scratches and bruises where they held me. But they held me like a vise and I was pinned to the ground. Within a second or two, the lead guy in the group of my human captors came roaring down the pathway. From his uniform insignia I could see he was a North Vietnamese regular army lieutenant.
He had a Browning automatic rifle in his hand. He came running up the pathway and stopped about ten feet in front of me as I was spread eagled on the ground by those dogs. His eyes were as big as saucers. He stopped, looked at me with those saucer-like eyes, and I guess before he even knew what he was doing he pointed that automatic gun at me and started firing.
He sent a spray of bullets at me with an automatic weapon from a distance of ten feet away, and he missed. It was incredible, impossible to believe, but somehow he missed me. The bullets started hitting the ground just below my feet. They traveled up my right side, the bullets skipping over my arm as they passed up the side of my body. I don’t know how he managed to miss me but he did. Evidently he was so panicked he lost it.
After he fired off that last bullet, I guess he got a little better control of himself. And the other people were now ganging up behind him. He tossed the weapon aside and with the other people there, they just leaped on me like a big “tackle the man with the ball” contest. They all jumped on me and pretty soon another guy showed up who was the dog handler and he got the dogs to let loose of my arms.
My captors immediately stripped everything off me. I felt like a walking dime store during a sale. They took my watch, survival equipment and all my clothes down to my shorts. They left my boots on me. I don't know why but that was a lucky thing. Normally, I learned later, they take your boots and socks as well and leave you barefoot.
And there I was. Surrounded by the one regular officer, several militia guys and about 40 peasants, I was a “had Dad.” I was a captured American officer in enemy North Vietnam.
3. Beginning the Long Nightmare
The only regular army officer or army person in the bunch was the second lieutenant and he was leading the search. There were anywhere from four to six militia men and probably 40 or 50 peasant villagers. Most of them were without shoes, dressed in rags and had weapons that amounted to farm implements, machetes and things like that.
They stripped me down and had me sit right there while a couple of them held guns on me and so forth and they jabbered amongst themselves. I could see they were pretty proud of what they'd caught. I knew at that minute from the way they were acting they weren't going to bump me off. It was quite apparent to me that they had themselves a prize and they were going to keep me in good condition.
The officer tried to talk to me in French. Now at that time I didn't speak any French. Even if I had, I wouldn't have talked with him anyway. But he did say something in French that I recognized. And that was something I was interested in – water. And I told him yes, I damn sure did want some water to drink. So he nodded his head and said okay. And we just sat there and waited for awhile, with all the people sitting around watching and I guess they'd sent runners off to the local village to report they had caught me.
While we were waiting, the guy that had the dogs had them sitting off to one side and he had a big grin on his face; He came to me and handed me my hard hat. I had taken off my hard hat back where I was shot down. Then I went 100 yards east of where I shot down and then retraced my steps. That hat is what they'd used to track me down. The dogs had used it for my scent. They had been after me for four days and nights.
So I knew from that they had actually been tracking me and were probably having a little trouble tracking me because I was making pretty good time and also because I had created a few diversions on the way by walking in the streams.
At any rate, they had caught me. A little while later as we were sitting there in the center of this stand of trees, a guy came in with a camera and had me stand up. They put a couple of villagers beside me and then snapped some pictures. Then they had me sit back down again and they brought a few people in to look at me.
This was my first close up look at what Vietnamese people looked like. I had never been in South Vietnam or anywhere in Southeast Asia except the Philippines. I guess it was interesting to see what they looked like, but not really at the moment. They were certainly very poor. They were in rags and didn't have anything. It was pretty understandable to me at that moment why they were so anxious to get my survival pack and all the goodies that were in it. They were carefully dividing up all my fishhooks, knives and other stuff that they could find in my gear.
Pretty soon a gal came in and she had a big water bottle with her. The officer told her to go over and hand it to me which she did. I guess this water bottle probably held a couple of quarts of water. I started drinking this stuff and the first thing that surprised me was that it was warm. But I didn't let that bother me too much. The other thing was that it was real sweet. They had not only given me water but this stuff had sugar in it. It damn near made me sick because at this point I was so thirsty and dehydrated. But I drank it anyway.
When I finished I nodded my head to the guy and he nodded his head back while we continued to sit there. He asked me again if I was thirsty and I said, “Yes, I was.” And pretty soon he ran and brought another water bottle back in for me. I guess I had a couple of these.
It started to get dark and that is obviously what they were waiting for. Then they began to move me out. They let me put my pants, shirt and boots back on and they tied my hands behind me. A bunch of guys walked beside me carrying guns and whatnot. We went out of the stand of trees and started across the rice paddies to a little village.
As we were making our way along there were people all over the place. It looked like they had come from miles around to see what I looked like. These people just looked curious more than anything else. They didn't really seem to display a lot of hatred. As we came to the little village, I noticed a sort of meeting hall there and they took me into this room. It was a dirt floor place and there was a desk in the center of the room, a light bulb hanging down from the ceiling and a big picture of a guy I'll probably never forget for the rest of my life, old “Uncle Ho” (Ho Chi Minh.)
They had me sit down on a little stool while they ran around and gobbled and cackled and I guess made arrangements to do all sorts of things. I just sat there. Pretty soon they came in and got me again and took me out of the meeting hall, down through this little village and into somebody's home. It was a dirt floor home and had little wooden beds. They had me sit on one of these beds and the guy wanted me to take my shoes off so I took my boots off.
There were a bunch of people in the room watching me. They brought a meal in to me. I couldn't believe it when I saw this meal. It must have been enough for about sixteen men. Boy they were really putting on the dog. There were all different foods: rice fixed different ways and pieces of meat cooked up in little baked dishes. It was all weird looking to me.
I got quite a surprise because with the first bite of the stuff I tasted I noticed it was extremely highly seasoned. It was hot enough to knock your head off. And I really couldn't eat it. They gave me some tea and I drank the tea down. That tasted pretty good. But I was not hungry and ate little of the food.
Pretty soon they took away the food and I just sat for a little while. Then they all got up and told me to put my shoes back on and we moved outside into the village. For the record, it seems like I must have been captured about 5 o'clock in the afternoon. As for location, it was just south of the river that I had just crossed. This little village was probably six hundred yards east of the clearing where I’d hidden that day. I would place the village about ten miles southwest of Vinh.
I left the house and was taken out into the dirt road that led through the center of this village. And here my memory doesn't serve me too well because I was still in the state of extreme heat exhaustion and probably quite a bit of shock too from being captured. As best I can remember I probably went through four different villages or it might have been five. We went out into the street of the first village, where I was taken when I was captured, and walked some fifty yards or so to an outdoor meeting place. There was a table set up with an electric light bulb hung up on a wire above it out on a sort of green, lawn area.
As we approached this area I could see several hundred people in a ring, a very close ring around this table and light. I was led up to this area by the guards with guns. As I began to walk towards the crowd the people were standing there with a lifeless Asian Communist look. There was no emotion whatsoever. They were just watching me. Perhaps some of them were a little curious.
Then several men and several women in the crowd, with red arm bands around their arms, started shaking their fists in the air and yelling out a chant. Immediately the people picked it up and as soon as they did they became enraged. These leaders with the red arm bands are known in North Vietnam as cadres, from the French word, meaning the framework of the Communist party. They are the framework of the social life and existence of the people.
They are the members of the Vietnam Workers Party and they are spread throughout North Vietnam into all the little villages to try to bring the people around to Communist ideology. When they started their chant they got the people all whipped up into hate and anger. As I walked into the crowd a number of people tried to run up and hit me or throw rocks at me, etc. However the guards were ganged close around me and they mostly prevented the people from attacking me. I was hit a few times by people in the crowd but not anything serious, not anything that really caused much pain nor left any marks on my body.
One young guy, probably about 25 years old, somehow or other got by the guards. He ran up to me. He had a flashlight in his hand. He rapped me on the noggin with his flashlight. When this happened the guards stopped and while several of them kept control over me three others ran into the crowd after him. They caught him, threw him down on the ground, and beat the hell out of him right there on the spot.
The rest of the people just stood around and watched this action. And when it was over those guards came back with me and we proceeded on up to the little table. They stood me out in front of this table and led more chanting and yelling at me for about five minutes or so. Then one of the political cadres got up and made a speech. Then all the people started chanting and yelling again.
Then just as suddenly as it started, the cadres held their hands up and it was turned off; like you turn off a water faucet. Then we left that area and we walked down to the road again. But this time a truck was there. They put me in the back of this truck, all the time my hands were tied behind me. Several of the guards got into the truck with me and we traveled down the road for probably a thousand yards or so to the next little village.
Then this same thing happened in each village. I would be brought to the town meeting hall or to the town green area where they give their propaganda speeches. It’s where they also probably showed their movies. They have little movie trucks that go about the country. I learned that later.
The show was the same in each village. I was a one-man side show. I call it my one-man circus act. I learned that almost every guy who was shot down experienced something similar. We were props in a nationwide propaganda campaign. As the war lengthened American captives were displayed on tours that might literally take weeks and months before they finally arrived in Hanoi. Of course they couldn’t do it without cadres to whip up the hatred.
The people who had captured me didn’t seem interested in finding out anything from me. I was never interrogated. There was also the issue of none of them speaking English. The program simply called for me to be brought into each village, be fed, given tea, maybe a cigarette, and then brought out for the citizenry to be exhorted to hate me and express their support for the government.
I was bound loosely with my arms behind my back at this time. I was not blindfolded nor were my feet tied. It was not unduly uncomfortable. However let me state again that later in the war, as the suffering increased for the people in Vietnam, the Americans who were captured were treated much more harshly. Some guys were bound up very tightly and blindfolded. And in a truck this can be torture in itself, having the circulation cut off while bouncing around in the back of a truck. There was no padding in their trucks and the roads are very rough. Guys were badly beaten up just from riding in the back of a truck while being tied up.
This all took place, traveling through the four or five villages, over just a matter of hours. And this was in the middle of the night, probably 10 o'clock at night until 3 o'clock in the morning is my guess. At this point they really weren't taking me anywhere. They were just showing me off in the local area. I'd been captured in that local area and they were just driving me around to all the little villages, showing me off to the people. It seems that they were trying to whip up the spirits amongst the people, resistance for fighting the war, by showing everybody what a bad guy I was.
To these Asians, you look like a bad guy. You're a hell of a lot bigger than they are. And I had a real short butch haircut that all the guys on the ship were wearing at that time because of perspiring in the heat while flying with a helmet. I looked pretty much like a mean old ogre, and they were showing me off to be that. It reminded me of the World War II posters and how they depicted Hitler, Mussolini and Tojo. I was the ugly enemy.
Finally, after going through this they put me on another truck and we headed toward Vinh. When they put me in this truck, I discovered I was sitting on a bunch of machinery of some kind. In the dark I felt around and discovered this machinery was two twenty millimeter cannons. One of the guards riding in the back with me smiled and pointed to me and then to the two 20 mm cannons. Evidently they were the two guns they had recovered from what was left of my airplane.
It was very common for them to do this. They used the 20 mm guns for their own antiaircraft weapons. They set them up on tripods and used them against our aircraft. They used every kind of gun that they could get their hands on, and effectively too I might say. The most effective defense against aircraft is to just put up a barrage of lead in the air. That's the way those people fought their air war. They would just fill the sky full of lead and you'd have to fly through it.
While we proceeded on to Vinh, my guess was that I was eventually going to be transported to Hanoi. I had not been told what I might expect since it was so early in the war. I was only the seventh American pilot to fall into enemy hands and none of my predecessors had gotten their stories out yet. So I had no idea what was to happen to me. The whole thing was just a complete mystery to me. I guess in my own daydreaming there I just figured they were taking me to Hanoi. I don't know why, but as it turned out that was what eventually happened. So we went traveling on up the road to Vinh.
4. Vinh Prison
We went on up the road for fifteen miles or so. That took us an hour and a half because of the way their roads were set up and because American planes were overhead attacking whatever targets they could find; what I was doing four days earlier. As the planes flew in, the trucks would have to pull off the road and let our boys roll in and drop their bombs or rockets.
Although that might sound a little nerve wracking, at that point I was so numb that the bombs going off around me didn't mean anything at all. I was not contemplating the irony of possibly being blown up by American bombs dropped by American pilots – my friends and colleagues. We went on up the road and drove into Vinh City. I could see the fluorescent street lights as we came up Highway One towards the city.
We drove through the outskirts for ten or fifteen minutes and finally pulled off just before reaching the main downtown area. This was what we later referred to as the Vinh way station or Vinh prison. A number of guys who were shot down later in the same area spent some time in this way station prison. We pulled into a military compound through a gate with a guard, and drove up to a long, low dark building. I was taken out of the truck and walked into this building.
This building was a temporary Vietnamese-type structure, made out of bamboo and not stone. We walked inside into the large room and I was met there by a half dozen or so North Vietnamese officers, the most senior of which was the camp commander of this particular complex. His insignia, a bar and four stars, showed that he was a senior captain, which is a damn high rank in North Vietnam.
I'd say he was close to fifty years old; an old, gray-headed guy. They dumped all the equipment I had with me on the table, among which were my knives, pistol, radio and other military gear that the peasants had not been allowed to take. The guards came over to me, led by a bar and three star sergeant who looked like he had been through all the wars that Vietnam had ever fought. He was an older, 40 something looking sergeant.
They stripped me down and gave a search of my clothes and my body. This was the one and only good body search that I ever had. I had many body searches later on as a prisoner but never anything like this. These guards checked my underarms, crotch, and inside my mouth and ears. I finally figured out the primary thing they were looking for was a cyanide pill or something I could bite down on and kill myself. They were convinced that I had one of these and at all costs they were going to keep me from bumping myself off.
As it became obvious to me that this was what they were looking for, I began to take a little heart. It actually boosted my morale because I figured if they were interested in me not killing myself then they were probably interested in keeping me alive. They conducted this search and then they had me put my clothes back on, but just my shirt, trousers, socks and underwear. Then they took me outside and walked me down a pathway. As I walked down this pathway, on my right I could see a radar antenna. I only recall that it was anti-aircraft type radar and there were six or seven gun mounts nearby.
We walked up to a long building, probably sixty feet long or so, that was a permanent stone structure with a tile roof. They walked me into the building and opened an iron door in one end of it. I walked through this iron door into a narrow walkway area that led around two corners. I had to make a sharp left and then a sharp right. This was the outer area of the cell block where I was to be held. It was a double-walled cell area. Then I walked through another door into my cell.
It was an incredibly depressing experience, not only to be in this first cell, but in particular because of what this cell was like. It was especially drab, approximately four feet wide and about six feet long. Three feet by six feet of it was taken up with a wooden bed. When I say bed, it really was nothing more than a board. It was as if you took a door off its hinges and dropped it on the ground. That’s what you sleep on. I should note that a hard wooden bed of this sort is better any day than many concrete beds I later experienced.
They brought in a blanket, thank goodness, because though most people have the impression that Vietnam is just jungle and it’s not. There are places where it gets very cold, and it was cold in this cell. The rest of the “furnishings” consisted of an old wooden bucket on the floor, and that was what I was to defecate and urinate in. They clanged the iron door shut and went away.
The cell had a very high ceiling, probably twelve feet, and up on the very top of the wall was a little window, maybe two feet tall by a foot wide with bars in it. Exhausted, I lay down on the wooden bed. I threw the blanket over me and with no pillow or anything, just my head on the wooden board, I fell asleep. But in just a few minutes I woke up. I was having wild, fantastic dreams about things grabbing hold of me and crawling on me. As I woke up I discovered that in fact I was covered with rats.
These North Vietnamese rats are pretty aggressive. Varying in size from about six inches to a foot and a half in length, they were literally swarming all over me. That's when I really woke up. I jumped off the bed and the rats all scurried away. I began to feel around and discovered the bed was covered with bugs and cockroaches, gigantic sized cockroaches. And I was covered with them.
I was in a pretty bad way and I needed to sleep so I figured I might as well try to forget about the rats and bugs and try to go to sleep. I was so tired that I fell back asleep. Later that night all hell broke loose when there was an air raid and all the guns around the camp opened up. My building shook from the shock waves of the muzzle blasts.
When morning came around and I looked around I noticed the roof of the cell had partially caved in. Probably the anti aircraft guns caused it to fall apart. But being that it was twelve feet up, there was no way I could get to it. It had all partially caved in and pieces kept falling down on me. I was to discover the next night why it had caved in. This is where the rats were coming in. I would watch them crawl through the hole in the ceiling and then actually crawl vertically down the wall. They are the most amazing creatures, so coordinated and agile they can literally run right straight up a wall with any surface whatsoever to it.
Shortly after daybreak the cell door opened and an old guard was standing out there with a Tommy gun. There was another younger guard who also had a gun and he was stationed outside the double wall complex room. The old guy beckoned to me to come out, though I didn’t realize it at the time. He held his hand out, palm down, and wiggled his fingers.
In our society, if someone holds out their hand, palm up, and then gestures by curling the fingers toward themselves several times, we’d know immediately that we were being summoned. But with the palm down, I had no idea.
Not to put too significant a point on this, but the variations in cultures are enormous. For instance, in our society if somebody laughs that means they are happy or something funny has happened. In another social culture, it might mean that guy is embarrassed, angry, or insane. In some cultures, people stand right in your face when they talk, but we would find that uncomfortable. Touching people in certain ways is all right in our culture but taboo in others, and vice versa.
When the guard gestured at me in the way he did I thought he meant for me to stay in the cell. That got him pissed off at me, enough so that he came in and rapped me across the face once. That gave me the idea that I'd better follow him, and I did. We went outside and he led me around the corner of the building. Now we started walking outside, down the length of the building with my cell. As we were walking along I looked up ahead and could see another low building some 100 feet away.
As we walked along I could see through barred windows in the other building. Inside, behind the bars, was a huge open bay room that I would guess was 50 feet long by about 25 feet wide. And it looked like there were 80 or 90 people jammed into that one room cell.
They seemed to be living there and from what I could tell it was very crowded. I thought of how frat boys would try to cram ten guys in a telephone booth. But these weren’t frat boys. These were all Vietnamese people. Some of them were old, some young and even some children. They were men and women of all ages and descriptions. What they had in common were blank, forlorn looks on their faces. Typical of their culture, they showed no emotion as I walked by less than 10 feet from them.
But then suddenly their faces lit up into great big grins, seemingly uncontrollable. I only saw this in my peripheral vision because the grins came once my guard had passed and wouldn’t notice them. Some of them, sure they weren’t seen by him, actually waved to me. I knew one word in Vietnamese and that was “chow,” which in their language meant “howdy.” So I looked around at them and smiled big and waved my hand and just said “chow.”
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