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Q: Okay, so we’ll just start with the simple your name and age and where you’re from and all that. 

Mr. Garcia: Ok, my name is Alberto Garcia. I am 73 years old. I was born April 9th, 1950, and I’m originally from Edinburg Texas, and that is South Texas and migrated here to California when I was 11 years old; our whole family migrated here.

Q: Cool, so were you drafted or enlisted? 

Mr. Garcia: Uh I got my draft notice in, and I went in 30 days early. So if you look at my DD214, it says that I am RA, which is regular army but I already had my draft notice and it was during the summer and I had no job, no prospects or anything so I just decided to go in a month early. 

Q: What was that experience like, how did your family feel about it? 

Mr. Garcia: I’m not saying it was difficult, but it was not something we talked about. They knew that I had been drafted and that it’s unfortunate, I probably could have stayed out of the draft had I applied myself, but I was probably too lazy and too crazy you know. So didn’t talk to my parents about it a whole lot. They just knew that uh I had been drafted and I was gonna go fulfill my military obligation. 

Q:  What was the training like? Is there anything that still stands out to you today? 

Mr. Garcia: Well, we had what we call basic training. We did four weeks of basic training and then we did four weeks of advanced infantry training. And no, it was just combat training, my MOS my military occupational during service, I think that’s what it stands for, is 11 bravo and 11 bravo is I believe rifle man or infantry. So that yeah it was just training conditioning and it was somewhat difficult training, but it wasn’t overwhelming. It’s not like we were being trained to be a navy seal or anything, you know, we weren’t getting specialized training.

Q: Where did you do your basic training at? 

Mr. Garcia: I did my basic training and my advanced infantry training at Fort Lewis, Washington.

Q: And then when you went overseas where did you go to? 

Mr. Garcia: When we got flown to Vietnam, we landed in what was called Long Bien that was the name of I think, it was like Long Bien Airport and from there we were transferred out to our units and so I ended up in the central highlands which was triple canopy jungle, a lot, you know, a lot of jungle. I wasn’t in flatlands, I wasn’t in the rice paddies, and I wasn’t doing any of that. We were high up in the hills. 

Q: Was there anything that stood out to you when you first got there? Anything about the environment or anything like that?

Mr. Garcia: No, not really. It was a long time ago. Does anything really stand out? No, just maybe weird feelings at the time you know.

Q: Yeah, of course.

Mr. Garcia: I can’t describe them. I kind of blanked a lot of that stuff out of my mind. I’ve never talked about it until just recently with the kids or Rebecca. 

Q: What was your unit of assignment? 

Mr. Garcia: I was with an infantry unit and so there was a central firebase and I believe that was called Camp Schuller, and from Camp Schuller we would go to outlined posts like outlined what we used to call them firebases. And when from the outlined firebases we would then patrol. Our patrols would last 7 days to 15 days, maybe, a week to two weeks and during that time you’re basically out in the jungle. Those environments were harsh because it was really hot sweltering heat there was days where we wouldn’t see the sunlight no because there wasn’t any sunlight but because we were under what’s called triple canopy jungle. That means there’s three layers of trees so the only light you would see would be little beams of light coming through, and a lot of times you’re traveling and you can’t be climbing mountains all the time so we would be in gorges or ravines and it was that kind of patrolling looking searching. 

Q: So, that was like the normal day-to-day life for you?

Mr. Garcia: Pretty much yeah. We would walk back into our firebase and we would go into what was called a stand-down. And a stand-down generally lasted 2 to 3 days. And then we were sent out again so you would come in shower get cleaned up and what would happens was our fatigues would be literally shredded like they would fall apart because you’re walking through what they call Elephant Grass; and Elephant Grass was like, oh I don’t know, viney, tall, skinny shoots coming out of the ground and they would shred. The ends of the vines of the grass were serrated and they would shred your clothes. 7 to 10 days later you would pretty much be in rags. So we would come in on a stand-down for 2 to 3 days and the first thing you did was you walked by these huge pallets of beer and you would grab yourself your case of beer. You’d walk somewhere and shower get cleaned up and get some clothes, cause you know, you had to take those clothes off and get some clean clothes. And then we would go down into a bunker and we would spend probably 2 days in a bunker, 3 days mostly drinking a lot of beer and maybe come out to go eat or something but that was pretty much it, and playing really loud crazy music, you know, and then during the time that we were there, we had to go out and guard the perimeters so you’re guarding the perimeter of the firebase, you’re pulling duty, but you’re not in the jungle and you got the opportunity to eat 4, 5, 6 warms meals, hot meals and then you’d have an assignment and sometimes we’d walk out and if we were on a larger base we would have to be flown out on helicopters. Helicopters would pick you up and you would fly out to your destination but from the firebases we actually would walk out of the firebases and patrol. 

Q: Do you remember any of your fellow soldiers? Anyone in particular?

Mr. Garcia: I do remember them, I remember some names. What happened to me is that I was in the jungle- I was in the highlands, well I was always in the highlands, I was in an infantry unit for about 9 months and the normal tour is 11 months. 11 and a half months that would be considered a normal tour, and I was in the jungle for 9 months, and then I got sick. I got malaria, so they put me in a hospital and I was in the hospital for about 2 weeks and got over the malaria and during that time the infantry unit which was the 4th infantry division, was called out of service and they went through a transition where they were going to be sent back to the states so those colors, your colors, your battalions and your battalion camp everyone would be sent back to the states. And that happened during the times I was in the hospital. So when I came out of the hospital I didn’t have anywhere to go. And I remember they sent me to the agitate and the agitate was like okay you got a choice we can send you back to another infantry unit or I can send you to an artillery unit. So I’m thinking, ‘okay I’m not gonna be in the jungle that’s cool right, or I got to go back to what I do’? So they sent me to an artillery unit and then when I get to the artillery unit, they were called 155 Howitzers they were huge tanks with big ol’ cannons on them, but they traveled. So they sent me to an artillery unit. Of course, I didn’t have any artillery training so they put me in a big truck and I could barely see over the steering wheel. I had like stacks of books and stuff that I had to sit on so I could see over the steering wheel you know. And I was driving big huge ol’ trucks and I was doing that for a little. So, as soon as I got sent, right about then you’re called in by your commanding officer and he said to me look if you go back, we can send you back, your tour ends in a month, in a few weeks you’ll be out of here and you’re going to go stateside for a couple weeks and then we’re gonna send you to Germany. And I didn’t want to go to Germany so he said well if you don’t want to, extend your tour by 3 months which would have brought it to 12 months. So 11 and a half months and then they count your two weeks at home as part of your 12 months and then you go somewhere else for 5 months or however long to finish your tour. So, I would have gone for another year technically. Technically I would have gone to Germany for another year. Or, he said, you can extend your tour here for 90 days and at the end of your tour, which would have been 15 and a half months, you will have an honorable discharge and get to go straight home. So technically I did 19 and a half months in the service, and I got full discharge everything. So not only was I driving a truck they also made me the ammo sergeant. I repaired all the weapons, I repaired all the guns, and stuff with this artillery unit I was with and grenade launchers you know you would take them in clean them up, repair them and then give them back and so I was kind of like in a base camp but I wasn’t because I was with the unit but I was still driving trucks I mean we still had to run after the ammunitions. That was kind of crazy that was really wild because there was 5 trucks and our sergeant was named, it was really weird, his name was George George. 2 first names and it was Raul Mendez, myself, Bobby Lighter, and Bobby Diaz. So, the five of us drove trucks, and that was crazy. That was absolutely crazy driving trucks because you had to drive after ammo, you’d have to leave your basecamp at break of day as soon as that sun popped up you had to be on the road, get to your destination, load all the big bullets, I mean we’re talking 110 pound bullets and we’d have to load up the five trucks with bullets and load it all up and drive back and get it all done before the sun set that was crazy, nuts, I mean you didn’t eat all day you just drove, it was nuts that was crazy, crazy, crazy.

Q: Did you have experience with repairing weapons before?

Mr. Garcia: Oh, before that, no.

Q: You just learned as you went?

Mr. Garcia: When you go through the infantry training and advancement you’re shown some very basic stuff you know disassemble a handgun disassemble a rifle. So when I was given the opportunity with this artillery unit, I go sure you know so I became the ammo sergeant so to speak.

Q: Did you like that better than the patrolling?

Mr. Garcia: Yes, considerably better. Driving trucks was actually quite a bit more dangerous than being in the jungle. That was you know you were out there and so, you weren’t under the cover of the jungle or the darkness or whatever but yes that was a lot of fun.

Q: When did you leave?

Mr. Garcia: I left, I’ll tell you exactly when I left Vietnam. I got to Vietnam, August 1st of 1970, and I left Vietnam February 23rd of ’71 so that should be 15 months.

Q: Did you get to experience any of the culture while you were there? 

Mr. Garcia: None.

Q: Did you interact with any of the people or anything?

Mr. Garcia: We never made contact we weren’t in the villages. We drove through villages when I was driving trucks but of course we’re going through villages 80 miles plus per hour just getting through them as fast as we can. I mean it’s not like we stopped and said hello. And then when I was with the infantry unit we did go on what we called search and destroy missions, I don’t know if that’s really quite right but we did go into villages and if there was hostiles there or if there was people deemed to be Viet Cong because there weren’t North Vietnamese regulars there was distinction between what was a North Vietnamese regular and a Viet Cong. North Vietnamese regulars were trained just like we were, they had equipment just like we did, they had you know and they were fierce fighters. The Viet Cong were the guerillas.

Q: Were you able to keep contact with your family at home? Send letters? 

Mr. Garcia: Occasionally mail was really poor. you know. So, I probably sent home half a dozen letters while I was there, and it was hard I mean even to sit down and try to write something when you’re in the jungle you know you’re not just going to sit down and write a letter. You need a pencil you need paper you need something that isn’t wet, or soiled, or dirty, and then just getting it to, I can’t even remember if they would pick up our mail and send it home. You’d try to do that when you were at not even the firebases did that if you were at a larger base you would try to get some mail sent out. But yeah that was difficult maybe in the 15 months I was there I probably, my mother and my sisters would write to me and the whole time I was there I might have gotten six or seven letters home. 

Q: What was it like when you came back home?

Mr. Garcia: It was weird you know we had all Vietnam haters, I dealt with some of that, not much but I did deal with some of it. When I came back, I started going to city college probably within just a few months and of course the dress you know you wore the combat boots and you wore your fatigue or top or something and yeah you got dirty looks and comments and stuff during that particular time that I went to city college, yeah but not much you know. It hasn’t been, even for Vietnam vets today, we’re like the ones that lost the war so to speak but we never got the opportunity to really fight the war to really just go in there and you know it was weird. But yeah, I never really faced any hatred stuff but, apparently, it was there and happened. 

Q: Did you know about it while you were in Vietnam? About all the protests? 

Mr. Garcia: Oh yeah absolutely. We would get on base camp the Stars and Stripes, which I think was a weekly issue and you know it was a newspaper put out by the military and you would read about stuff going on, and then when you’re there you got people coming and going and maybe it’s my time to go home but at the same time someone else is coming in and they’re telling you about what’s going on and what’s happening.

Q: So there’s always someone coming in?

Mr. Garcia: Mhm, always somebody coming in and somebody leaving it’s not like everybody came at the same time and everybody left at the same time there are always people coming and going you know once you complete your tour you might go home and then, we called them newbies. Newbies would come in and it’s really funny in the jungle you would be sitting there and if there was a newbie you could smell him.

Q: Because he smelled good?

Mr. Garcia: Well to some degree I guess. They smelled like soap like detergent or that or perfume or after shave. You could literally smell them in the jungle.

Q: Did you have any experiences with Agent Orange in the jungle?

Mr. Garcia: Well I’ve been through that whole thing. Yes, I have had… I’m actually trying to get compensation for having exposure to Agent Orange cause I got a little bit of things wrong with me… I don’t have anything majorly wrong with me, but yes Agent Orange is white it’s a white mist it’s not orange and I’ve had people, guys in Vietnam, tell me it was orange, it was not orange or guys that said they were Vietnam tell me it was orange, it’s a white mist and especially when we’re in the jungle we’d always come across a ravine or a big stream or a small river and to traverse it you had to get from one side to the other and you really can’t because there’s jungle on this side jungle on that side so you step out in the middle of that stream and the Viet Cong are on the other side. They know you’re there, they just know you’re there. So we would have the, big ole planes would come in and spray and we’re here so we were getting the fallout it’s like the rivers not that big you know it’s from here to those hedges out there and so then the next day all this foliage would be laid over dead literally laid over dead some of it was brown some of it was just dried up it was just dead and then you can see you can see oh they’re not there and if they are then they got all burnt up by the agent orange and then we could cross. So, then we would walk through the agent orange but I had a medical doctor tell me oh no it’s already left your body it did it’s damage you don’t have any more of it in your body so I was like okay I’ll take your work for it

Q: Do you get any of the flare-ups or anything that some of the veterans get?  

Mr. Garcia: I don’t know, I really don’t.

Q: So when you came back you went to college, was there anything else you struggled with reacclimating with?

Mr. Garcia: Not really no I was only there 15 and a half months nothing really changed that much. I didn’t have any issues reacclimating. I always had to support my family, I had friends, no, I didn’t have any issues at all. 

Q: How did you feel about the way the war ended? 

Mr. Garcia: Yeah that was, oh I don’t want to say that the South Vietnamese army gave up, like they were overrun by the North Vietnamese army and it was pretty tragic the way it ended. Yeah again, I don’t have an opinion about how it ended or how it didn’t end, or you know how it should have ended, but I think that yes the Vietnamese Army even though they were trained, and they were not only trained by the United States. But by also the Australians and the British I mean they all had a hand in training and supporting the South Vietnamese Army. So yeah. 

Q: What did you study in college? 

Mr. Garcia: I went 18 months and I got a real estate degree. 18 months and a real estate degree. 

Q: And then did you pursue that career? 

Mr. Garcia: I did for a short while and I was selling real estate downtown and the real estate I was selling for was Garcia Reality and they’re still around. And then, so I sold real estate for them for about 2 and a half 3 years, and then my father and I started a door company you know they wanted me to start a door company. They wanted to expand and start a door company and then that’s about the time I met Rebecca and so we just continued with the door company and did the door business for 40 years. 

Q: When did you guys move out here? 

Mr. Garcia: 1991, before you were born. 

Q: Do you still have any of the friends you made while you were there?

Mr. Garcia: I do have two. One is Alonzo Escobar and he is in Phoenix, Arizona, and I do talk to him and then I have a really good friend who I stay in contact almost weekly now, and he is in New York; North Tonawanda, New York. And so we stay in contact and we text every now and then wish each other Happy Birthday, Happy Thanksgiving, and Happy New Year. Yeah, absolutely I stay in touch with both of them and I’m hoping to be able to see maybe Alonzo here in 3 to 4 months and maybe Joe in 5 to 6 months.

Q: Were they part of your unit while you were there? 

Mr. Garcia: Actually, they were part of my artillery unit, they weren’t part of my infantry but when our unit disbanded no I can’t even really remember them, which is weird. I can remember them, I just don’t remember their names. I guess, I would have to sit down and really remember, but Joe and Alonzo were with my artillery unit. 

Q: Are there any organizations that you are a part of?

Mr. Garcia: Yes, I am a member of American Legion Post 604 and that legion is considered an ethnic legion and it’s primarily 90% of them are Filipinos. Magellan Hall is the home of American Legion Post 604. The result of the Filipino hall is because returning Vietnam Veterans were not allowed in the American Legion or the VFW and somewhere along the line, let’s say a couple 5 – 10 years after returning what was formed was Vietnam Veterans of America, which I am a member of too but I’m not an active member. So, number 1 if you were a Vietnam Vet you were not getting into the VFW or American Legion. If you were ethnic you weren’t getting into anyone of them either, as well so these groups, they were coming back and they wouldn’t be permitted in the American Legion. Number one, you’re a minority, and number 2, you lost the war. So they formed their own groups. So our post is considered an ethnic group. And is Sacramento there is a Hispanic one, a Mexican American one, and a Chinese one. They formed their own legions. That was in the ‘70s wasn’t that amazing. 

Q: Do you think anything about your time in Vietnam has shaped how you are today?

Mr. Garcia: That’s hard to tell. You know I didn’t spend years in the military so I can’t relate to the time I spent in the military, maybe I didn’t spend enough time. My time in Vietnam was a large part of my military experience. I have some regrets because I know that with a little effort I would have been able to stay out of going into the service you know, but I was dumb. So, the time that I spent there, yeah, I don’t think I’m damaged by it. I’m not going to say I had a wonderful time while I was there, but it wasn’t enough to be traumatized; and maybe somebody else would be traumatized. I mean, if I tell people, ‘Hey you know what, I used to go on night ambushes, you know, I used to set up camp 3-4 of us sometimes on a really narrow trail in the middle of the jungle, in the dark of the night and set up ambushes waiting for the Viet Cong or the NVA to come across’, people would be like, ‘Oh my god, you did that’. When I came back from Vietnam, I attended a little forum you know we were all suffering emotionally and we were all just stressed and I’m sitting at a round table there trying to share and these guys are whimpering and crying and I’m just like this is not for me. I know where I was at, I’m not quite sure by what you’re explaining to me that you were in the same spot I was. So, they may have been hurt or something and then maybe it became reality for them. Neither here nor there I didn’t feel anything about it. In the last few years, I’ve been more exposed to it, where I think, yeah, I used to do that, I used to go on night bushes and jump out of helicopters and everything down there is on fire and I’m jumping into the fire. But I feel nothing one way or the other.

Q: Is there anything you want people to know about the war and America’s involvement? 

Mr. Garcia: Yeah, I think in general most of the guys that I was with I mean they had a call to duty and I think we kind of had a sense of loyalty to our country whether the war was immoral, good, bad, or indifferent I think in general all of us were there because of a sense of duty and you know our country has asked us to go fight in a war overseas and so we went. And I think that was the general consensus. It wasn’t about hating life or I mean there’s always going to be 1 or 2 people that hate everything but as a general rule I think everyone that I was there with and hung around with had the general sense of yeah we’re here let’s get through it the best we can. 

Q: Had you not been drafted, do you think you would have enlisted?

Mr. Garcia: No. If I’d of had a job I would have figured out a way not to go. 

Q: You mentioned night ambushes, did you do a lot of combat in the infantry?

Mr. Garcia: Well, for us the kind of combat that we were involved with it was really short so for us a firefight only lasted 2 or 3 minutes maybe not even that long and a lot of what we encountered were Viet Cong so it wasn’t a matter of where it was drawn out. And we were out there, and it could of happened but it seemed that on the patrols we were on the encounters only one and a half to two minutes and then the enemy was gone. He was there and then he was gone. We would suffer casualties and people would get wounded, we’d have to get them out of there and stuff like that but it wasn’t where we were under siege and one particular instance when we were on the corner of Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam and it was a firebase called Camp Hard Times and where one night we had Viet Cong zappers penetrate our lines and they were inside the perimeter and there were people running around crazy screaming, shooting, blowing things up, but it lasted 2 or 3 minutes. They were in and out. I mean we were asleep. So, it was short-lived even on the ambush patrols I experienced it was 2 to 3 minutes not even that a minute and a half and they were gone. 

Q: They fled usually?

Mr. Garcia: Mhm, they would turn and run, or we would turn and run. And that is quite honest. If we thought we were going to engage the North Vietnamese regulars we would turn and run. We did not want to engage and we weren’t there to do that. We were doing search and destroy. We were looking, finding, and destroying and you called in the F1 11 bombers and they came in and blew everything up.

Q: So, if you found anything in the village they would come?

Mr. Garcia: Mhm, you called in the artillery, you know, depending on the size and what it would require, and we would get out of there. 

Q: Did you face anything while you were driving your truck in the artillery unit after? 

Mr. Garcia: We would get sniped at occasionally, not often, but you could hear the zings of the bullets. We were always moving so fast though I mean literally when you’re going down not even a freeway, but a road going 80 miles an hour in a big truck carrying 20,000 pounds of ammo, there’s nothing much that’s going to be in your way. 

Q: Did you know anybody else that got drafted from where you were from? 

Mr. Garcia: Oh yeah from here. A friend of mine named, Max Bernardo, got drafted. These guys all volunteered and went Navy. I can’t remember right now but a bunch of people from Florin. For some reason geographically they picked a bunch of us from there. 

Q: Do you go to meetings regularly with the American Legion?

Mr. Garcia: I’m actually the past commander of American Legion Post 604. So right now I am the First Vice Commander and I’ve been with them for about four years and I’m an officer so I attend the executive meetings and then once a month we have a general meeting. 

Q: How did you find out about it? 

Mr. Garcia: Since I teach tai chi, and I was teaching it there at the post, and of course the commander at the time approached me. He goes, ‘Are you a Vietnam Veteran?’, and I go, ‘Yes’, he goes , ‘Can you join our post?’, and I go, ‘I guess’. He’s the one I pay the rent to what was I going to say no? So that’s how I got involved. 

Q: Were there a lot of things offered to you when you got back as a veteran?

Mr. Garcia: I didn’t search them out, so if they were there, I didn’t know about them. I only really realized the benefits from my time in the service. I do get medical treatment right now and they call it service-connected and recently I just started receiving service-connected benefits. 

Q: Do you have any advice for future generations? 

Mr. Garcia: You know I stopped giving advice. I just feel like live and let live I mean I’m not trying not to judge anybody. Live every day, be happy for every day, and practice gratitude. I’m not angry, I try not to be cynical right it’s very easy for us to be cynical but just try to live every day as honestly and with as much integrity as you possibly can. 

Q: Thank you very much for letting me do this! 
























