A Year Unlike Any Other
By Dan Yates


I remember it like it was yesterday, but it wasn’t.  In fact, it occurred more than 50 years ago, in Granville, Illinois, a small town about 100 miles south of Chicago.  In June of 1969, Mom, dad and I were getting into the family station wagon at 3:30 a.m., to take dad to O’Hare for an early morning flight to Seattle.  But he was not carrying a suitcase like most of the people who would be on that flight.  No, he carrying a duffel bag. Seattle was not his final destination, that would be Vietnam, following a two-week orientation at Fort Lewis, Washington.

I was 16 years old and the oldest child at home. The next thirteen months would prove to be a life lesson that most boys my age would never experience.  I sat quietly in the back seat as dad drove.  Periodically he and mom would exchange conversation that was too softly spoken for me to understand.

As we waited for him to board the plane, I remember dad telling me to be strong and help mom in every way possible.  He hugged me, and then mom, kissed her, said he loved us and walked down the jetway.  We stood there until the plane rolled out of sight, then slowly walked back to the car.

As we headed home, it began to rain.  We were nearly halfway home when mom drove through some heavy ponding on the road.  Water was kicked up into the engine, killing the motor.  Mom was able to safely steer the car onto the shoulder where we sat for a few minutes.  She was unable to restart the car.  Was this a sign of what the next twelve months had to offer?  We saw lights from a service station about a mile down the interstate, so we set off on foot, in the median until we reached it.  They had a tow truck and went and got our car, dried out the spark plugs and we were on our way.

When dad received orders for Vietnam, he was given a choice on where the government would send his family while he was deployed.  They would pay to send us to our small hometown in Illinois, or allow us to live at Schilling Manor, Kansas.  Schilling Manor was a closed down Air Force base that the government reopened as a “Waiting Wives” base, allowing families to live there while their sponsors/husbands were in Vietnam.  Mom and dad talked about the pros and cons of each, staying with family or other military families who were in the same situation as we were.  She and dad believed that it would be easier on the family emotionally to live with other military families who all had something in common and could support each other.  One week later we drove to Schilling Manor, just outside of Salina, Kansas.

Within a couple of weeks, we knew that we had made the right decision.  There were about 500 mothers, 2500 children and no dads.  We represented all branches of service, could relate to everyone on the base, and in a matter of weeks, had settled into a routine.  The most important time of every day was when the mailman drove down our street.  Would there be a letter with the words, “Free mail” written in the top right corner of the envelope?  For some wives, their day ended once the mailman came by. 

It also didn’t take long to know what kind of car the Chaplain drove.  No one wanted to see his car during the week, and if we did, we carefully watched to see what street it would turn on to, praying that it would not be ours.  Invariably, a few days later a moving van would show up and that family would leave.

I didn’t do many of the things that high school seniors did, but I wasn’t discouraged by that.  I did what I could to support my mom and three younger siblings.  I remember how strong my mother was.  She was focused on being a mother to the four of us, and acted as a big sister or confidant to the younger wives in our part of the housing area.  One of the things that I did during my dad’s absence was to take my mother out for dinner and a show on her birthday.  I wanted her to know that she was special.  I had saved enough money to pay for the entire evening, but she had to drive since I did not have a license at that time.

One day in March 1970, I came home from school and there was a picture on a kitchen cabinet of Snoopy sitting on his doghouse, scarf flying in the wind.  The entire picture, Snoopy, doghouse, cap and scarf were sectioned into blocks with the numbers 1-100 filling each block.  I asked mom what it was and she smiled and said that it was a Short-timers calendar.  Dad only had 100 more days before he could come home.  I remember the big hug we shared.  After telling the other children, mom let each one of us take turns and color in a square each day, igniting a small spark of joy that had eluded us for many months.

As the number of days until dad’s return got smaller, I thought about what had happened to our family in the past year, and how mom endured through it all.  From the car dying on the day we took dad to the airport, to handling finances, supporting all four of us children in our activities, maintaining a positive attitude, making decisions on repairs/replacement of items and faithfully writing dad more than 250 letters during his time in Vietnam.  

Fortunately, dad came home.  It was a year of his life that he would never talk about and it was a year that I hoped I’d never have to go through again.  What I learned was that when the soldier goes to war, his/her entire family goes with him/her.
