
 

Spec-4 Lawrence Surrey  
“God’s Will…I’m Still Here!” 

Larry Surrey was drafted in the Army in 1967 and sent to basic training at Ft Leonard Wood in 
Southwest Missouri, also referred to as Fort Lost in the Woods.  President Lyndon B. Johnson had 
ordered an increase in U.S. military forces in Vietnam, from the 
present 75,000 to 125,000.  Larry was part of that call up. After 
completing basic training, Larry was sent for 10 weeks of radio school.  At 
the end the radio school, they announced they needed volunteers for 
transportation school.  Larry recalls, of course, no one volunteered.  “I was 
one of the ‘lucky ones’ that got picked.  So that was another five weeks of 
transportation school at Fort Dix.  I drove everything but a tank.  Then I 
drove the deuce and a half five-ton truck,” remarked Surrey.   

 “I landed in Long Binh (which is Saigon) and waited for a C-130 
transport to take me to the Central Highlands.  I got to my unit in Qui Nihon 
and the Sergeant said, ‘Okay, here are your keys, here is your M16, be here 
at 0430 in the morning.’  We had our next convoy – my first convoy - the 
very next day.  We really never had time to think about it.  We had no time 
to talk to the other drivers and we were alone in the truck.   In a convoy, there was a gun truck at the 
beginning and at the end.  The Viet Cong (VC) would simply hit the first gun truck and the last gun truck 

and subsequently we’d be trapped and ambushed almost every day.  We 
had to wait for the helicopter gunships with tracers.  They’d clear the road 
for us and we’d continue on.  That happened almost every day.”  

Driving on the roads was bad.  They were dirt roads, muddy roads 
and of course ambushes.  It took hours to drive to the other bases.  And 
during Monsoon season, it was really bad.  But the supplies had to get 
through.  We supplied the 4th Infantry Division and sometimes the 101st 
Calvary Division.  Our motto was, “Supplies had to get through.”   

I was in Vietnam during the Tet Offensive.  The Tet Offensive hit 
everybody.  They hit our radio tower.  That was the first time I was able to 
use my training and use the radio to call in strikes.  The Tet Offensive was a 
series of surprise attacks by the Vietcong (rebel forces sponsored by North 
Vietnam) and North Vietnamese forces, on scores of cities, towns, and 

hamlets throughout South Vietnam. It was a turning point in the Vietnam War. The combined forces of 
the Vietcong and the North Vietnamese Regular Army (NVA), about 85,000 strong, launched a major 
offensive throughout South Vietnam.  The attacks began on January 31, 1968, the first day of the Lunar 
New Year, Vietnam's most important holiday. It took weeks for U.S. and South Vietnamese troops to 
retake all the captured cities, including the former imperial capital of Hue. Even though the offensive was 
a military failure for the North Vietnamese Communists and Vietcong (VC), it was a political and 
psychological victory for them because it dramatically contradicted optimistic claims by the U.S. 
government that the war was all but over. 

 



 

Larry was based in Qui Nhon in Binh Dinh Province, Vietnam.  “We drove from Qui Nhon to 
different bases.  Da Nang was the furthest North.  We also went to Pleiku and Nha Trang.”  Larry recalled, 
“on a typical trip, we got to the motor pool by 0530.  By 0600 we were gone.  By the time we got back it 
was about 1730 hours.  Before we did anything, we had to pull maintenance on the truck.  Change flats 
and check the oil.  Anything else was handled by the motor pool.  We’d go back to our tent, exhausted.  
Our average workload was about 14 hours, 7 days a week.  After a month, they’d give you a day off.  It 
was the fastest year I ever had because it was this constant, constant, routine over and over.” Surrey 
remarked.    

“I tried to write a letter every day to Mom because I knew what she went through with Dad 
(Larry’s father was a gunner on a B-24 bomber in World War II.  He was shot down and reported missing.  
After 6 months they discovered he was in a hospital).  On the envelope all you had to do was write “free” 
on it.  It went to San Francisco first and from there got delivered.  I sent cassette tapes to mom.  On one 
of the tapes I guess it was on the wrong speed.  She swore the enemy got it and did something to it. “  

Sweets and Stories For the Little Ones 

Like many soldiers in a foreign land, Larry was drawn to the innocent children that came across 
his path.    The Mountain Yards and Vietnamese children would see Larry’s truck (they knew his truck 
number) and run out to greet him. He gave them candy and books that were sent to him by his parents.  
One day the Mamma San came up with a smile on her face and presented him with a kimono she made 
for him in gratitude. The kimono is on display here in the museum. 

Guard Duty Encounter 

“I was raised in New York.  I never had a gun or anything.  Some of the guys had been hunting 
and shooting all their lives, so I was behind to begin with.  I finally learned how to shoot.  I learned to 
take apart an M14 blindfolded, and on the bridge I used an M16 and a grenade launcher.” 

Larry drove convoy for 6 months.  He was in Vietnam for one year, 
minus one day. Larry was picked for the gun salute for the guys lost in the 
Tet Offensive.   Larry was also a bridge guard for 3 months.  He guarded 
the same bridge he went over when he was driving.  “When you drove a 
truck you rotated who would guard the bridge and perimeter,” Larry 
continued. “I’m up there guarding the bridge.  I’ve got the spotlight and 
I’m moving it from side to side when suddenly, I hear a hissing noise.  I 
put the M16 on automatic and pulled the trigger.  This sets the alarms 
off.  Remember, we’re a transportation unit.  And these poor guys are 
running out of the tents trying to put their pants on, trying to get to their 
specific place on the perimeter.  So finally, the Colonel says, ‘where did 
the shots come from?’  And they all point to me. The Colonel comes 
walking up and he looks at me and says, ‘well, where’d you see them, 
where did you see them?  What you shoot at?’  I pointed down into the 
bushes.  It turns out to have been a snake! He looks down at the snake, shakes his head and walked 
away.  From then on I was always kidded about that.  ‘You got scared of the snake.’  I said, ‘you’re damn 
right I did!’  Originally, I thought it was the enemy.  You can put the M16 on single shot too.  But I didn’t 
think of that.  I just put it on full automatic and fired.  So they kidded me for the rest of the tour.” (It was 
later revealed that Surrey emptied the entire magazine at the snake!)   



 

Homecoming 
“When my time was up I was instructed to obtain the 

proper signatures, and get myself to Cam Ranh Bay to leave 
country.    Cam Ranh Bay was like a park.  It was beautiful.  I had 
a nice PX (Post Exchange).  I finally got all my signatures.  Then I 
had to find out when the plane left.  I got to Cam Ranh Bay and 
they gave me a plane number.  They had warehouses where they 
housed the soldiers until they were ready to go.   We were told, 
“when you hear this number, you better be on that plane.  If 
you’re not, I can’t tell you when you’ll be able to go next.”  So 
everybody is listening for the plane number.  And when they 
called our plane number everybody would run and yell WE’RE 
LEAVING!  On our way home, we went through the airport yelling 
and hollering, laughing, WE WERE COMING HOME.  Then we saw 
another group.  They were leaving for Vietnam.  You could hear a pin drop.  They were very quiet, 
subdued.  I said to the guys, you know how it was when we went, let’s give these guys a break. “ 

I finally got on the plane, which was a charter flight. The minute we left Vietnam air space, the 
pilot got on and said, “we have now left Vietnam air space.”  Everybody picked up a pillow and started 
throwing them…they were all over the plane.   

At Fort Lewis Washington we had a steak dinner, and we were measured for new uniforms.  I had 
about 6 months to go.  I waited and waited and finally got a dress green uniform.  Everybody told me, 
“no, don’t wear your uniform home. You’ll get a whole lot of hell about it.” I said, “I’m not going to hide 
it, I’m going to wear my damn uniform.”   I arrived a day earlier than planned. I had to get change to 
make a phone call.  I asked at the Hertz Rent A Car counter “can I please have some change, so I can all 
home?”  He saw me with my duffle bag and said, “no we only give change to customers.”  I’ll never forgot 
it.  So obviously, I will never rent a car from Hertz.   

I called Mom and Dad.  My sister was on the phone just sobbing tears of joy.  I waited for them 
and they came and picked me up.  That was it.  The year went by really quick.  After I got home, my sister 
told me mom stared at me the whole night while I was sleeping.  When she first saw me, she counted all 
my fingers.  She stayed up all night to see me.  I felt bad that Mom and Dad had to go through that.  I 
didn’t know a whole lot about Dad’s time in service. I just knew he was shot down one time (actually 
twice) and was missing in action 6 months.  (In reality, he wasn’t missing in action for 6 months, he was 
in the hospital.  We didn’t know that until after my parents were dead!)  

After his returned to the states Larry went to Fort Sill, Oklahoma.  “I brought them my orders.  
They said, my company was being disbanded.  I asked, well can I go home? They said, no, no.  He said, 
just report to me every day and we’ll see if we can find a spot for you to do something.  Finally one 
morning I was asked if I would like to be mail clerk at the NCO academy?  I went and took a test.  I was 
real popular at the NCO Club.  These were guys that wanted to be Sergeant Major’s and whatever.  At 
0500 I went and picked up all the mail.  I had my own little ¾ ton truck.  I’d sort the letters for mail call.  
I’d have mail call about 1200 hours and wait for everybody to put their outgoing letters in.  At 1700 hours 
I’d take them back to the post office and the rest of the time and in between was mine.  It was fine.  I 
had a good time there.  They treated me very well.  They gave me a plaque when I was mustered out.  I 
still have it.    After his service, Larry spent some time in the hotel and restaurant business before going 



 

into the banking business. Later, Larry went to work in Civil Service working for the Federal Government 
for 18 years.  It was a good job.  He oversaw seven states.  He was basically a paralegal for bankruptcy 
cases.   

All the guys in Vietnam - I blocked their names 
out.  The pictures were familiar, but I couldn’t tell you 
the names of any of them.  I just blocked it out.  After 
the first couple of convoys, I just didn’t want to get close 
to anybody.  When I came home, it was hard.  I said, 
why me?  Why did I survive, and all the other guys get 
killed or wounded for that matter?  I have a form of 
PTSD and I go to Jefferson Barracks every Tuesday and 
meet with a group.  It’s good to can see you’re not the 
only one with problems. When we got out, we thought 
we were normal. There was no debriefing, no 
counseling.  Marriages are often casualties of war.  
Many of my fellow soldiers are on second, third or more 
marriages.  Larry accepts part of the blame for his first 
failed marriage.   

 “In 2000, I started to go downhill.  The Agent Orange started to do its thing.  I’d be in a nursing 
home if it weren’t for my wife Rose.  She takes good care of me.  After what I’ve been through, I shouldn’t 
be here.”  Larry suffers from the effects of Agent Orange, and today  has stage four cancer.  He has 
always been a fighter.  He says, the man upstairs has a plan.  And with Rose’s help, he continues the 
fight.  Rose tells Larry, “we’re going to fight this thing, or I’m going to kill you. And he’s afraid of me!”  
Rose calls herself his trophy wife.  Larry says, everything is attitude.  It’s been over three years.  God’s 
will. I’m still here!   
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