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Gibbons in Vietnam in 1970.

swamp, sweat and fear.

The Heat of War

Vietnam was God Almighty hot. The
temperature was probably in the 100s;
the humidity was at 100 percent. When we
arrive, you come out of the air-conditioned
plane into the bright sun, and the first thing
that strikes you is the intense heat. Little did
I know that the heat wasn’t the worst of it.
Vietnam was known for its monsoon season.
I can still remember a day when the temp
dropped to 70 from its average of about 110
to 120. I was freezing. Now I am someone
from Wisconsin where 70 degrees, you and
I would be out sunbathing if it was 70. I
was so cold and shivering so bad I put on
every stitch of clothes I could find. I had on
my jungle fatigues, a wool shirt, and a field

Rifle in hand, gaze unwavering, Greg
Gibbons marches in formation for a Veterans
Day ceremony, held at the Winnebago County
Courthouse. As he marches, his hands, strong and
sure, grip the rifle, much as he did 40 years ago
when he was a Navy Hospital Corpsman with the
Marines. Left. Left. Left, right, left.
Gibbons knows the routine. He is among the
newest members of the United Veteran Honor
Guard, a unit made up of area veterans that is
called to perform military honors to the passing
of fellow U.S. veterans or ceremonies such as the
one at the courthouse. Since retiring in 2010 from
Mercy Medical Center in Oshkosh as a nurse,
Gibbons has performed more than a dozen such
ceremonies in Winnebago County.
Each ceremony is different, yet the same.
Each soldier that he helps honor had once been a
vital patriotic American fighting for the country’s
freedoms.

The temp dropped to 70 from its average of
about 110 to 120. Now I am someone from
Wisconsin where 70 degrees, you and I
would be out sunbathing if it was 70. I was
so cold and shivering so bad I put on every
stitch of clothes I could find.

Although it has been more than four decades
since Gibbons, now 64, had boots on the ground
in Vietnam, he can still recall the distinct odor of
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Gibbons at Barrier Island, south of De Nang, Vietnam in 1969.

Gibbons dropped out right before he would have
been kicked out.

jacket I had dragged up from somewhere. It
felt like an eternity until I was warm again.

Before going on active duty in 1968, he
was asked to select a field of study in the Navy
Reserve.

A Patriot’s Son
Gibbons was raised in Monroe, a town of
10,000 in south-central Wisconsin. The oldest
of six, Gibbons found himself always on the
edge of trouble. His father, Bernard, a Marine
sergeant, was a veteran of World War II, who
thought his first-born could use a little discipline,
a little structure. With the Vietnam War heating
up, the father encouraged the son to enlist in the
Navy Reserve. Unlike the National Guard or
Army Reserve, which had a six-month activeduty requirement, the Navy Reserve came with
a minimum two-year active duty commitment.
In 1965, 17-year-old Gibbons joined the Navy
Reserve and went to boot camp the summer
between his junior and senior year of high school.
After graduating from Monroe High School in
1966, Gibbons headed to UW-Whitewater, where
he majored in accounting, a field for which he
felt great indifference. Gibbons was able to defer
active duty only if he was in school in good
standings. After three semesters of dismal grades,

There was a form called a “dream sheet.”
You had three choices on what you want
to do as far as schooling. I put down
radar school and radio school. I talked
to the personnel man, the guy that does
the assignments, and asked him, “What
school can I go to that I’m pretty much
going to be guaranteed a job?” He said,
“Well, you can be a hospital corpsman or a
storekeeper.” As a former accounting major,
I thought a storekeeper sounded too much
like accounting, so I put down hospital
corpsman even though they were getting
shot off in Vietnam at a pretty good clip.
I don’t think they ever looked at my first
two choices for schooling! They just said,
“This guy put down corpsman... that is what
we are going to make him.” So instead of
spending my time with the Navy I spent my
time with the Marine Corps.
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Gibbons at Firebase “Six Shooter;” west of Da Nang, Vietnam in 1969.
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Gibbons (l) and Hm3. McMurren (another corpsman) in Vietnam at Firebase “Six Shooter” in 1969.

I did see enlisting as an opportunity to get
some training and an opportunity to do
something for my country. I wasn’t going
there to kill or hurt anybody. I was actually
going here to save lives. That was my role.

From the Classroom to the Jungles
Gibbons trained for six grueling months at
the Hospital Corps School in Great Lakes, Ill.,
and Field Medical School in Camp Lejuene, N.C.,
before being stationed at the Naval Hospital in
Bethesda, Md. Subsequently, he was assigned to
the 1st Battalion 26th Marines.

We were issued a .45 pistol, but when I
first got over there some of the corpsmen
gave me some advice: “Don’t look like a
corpsman any more than you want to be the
guy carrying the radio – because you’re a
target.” They advised me to pick up an M16
as soon as I could, which I did. There were
a few other things about what we wore in
combat that were a little bit different, and
they advised me to get rid of those different
things and figure out another way to pack
all of my medical gear. It was good advice.
I give some credit as to why I’m still here
today to that advice because the enemy
was gunning down hospital corpsmen any
chance they could.

In April of 1969, he was deployed to Da Nang,
Vietnam as an E3 Hospital Corpsman, where
he was a battlefield corpsman with an infantry
platoon. He and his unit ran operations for the first
six months in Vietnam.
I think all of us going into the Navy were 18,
19, 20-year-old kids. We were invincible!
At least that’s what you think at that age. If
somebody was going to get hit, it’s going to
be the other guy.
...when I first got over there some of the
corpsman gave me some advice: “Don’t
look like a corpsman any more than you
want to be the guy carrying the radio –
because you’re a target.”

We were constantly on missions when I
was with the 1st Battalion 26th Marines.
Later I was reassigned to an artillery base
called “Six Shooter” and served with
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Left: Gibbons in Okinawa, Japan on his way to Vietnam in 1969.
Right: Gibbons (l) and Hm3. McMurren in Vietnam at Firebase “Six Shooter”
in 1969.

the 1st Battalion 13th Marines. The base
received its nickname from the six large
guns that protected the base. That was a few
miles west of the city of Da Nang. Then I
went to the Northern Artillery Cantonment
and that was northwest of Da Nang a few
miles. Finally I ended up at the 1st Medical
Battalion, which was a medical field
hospital. These three bases are almost in
a triangle that’s about 10 or 12 miles on
each side.

I served with an infantry platoon, which
meant if they went out on an ambush, I went
out on an ambush. If they went on patrol, I
went on patrol.
One time, we were on patrol. It was a squad
patrol so there were about a dozen of us out
there. I remember “Ski”and “Chief,” these
were easy nicknames to remember because
they related to their ethnicity. And then a
guy named “Srb.” S-R-B. I remember his
name because it didn’t have a vowel in it.
Srb was the point man, the first guy in.

Doc and Srb

Suddenly Srb tripped a booby trap. He and
one other guy were hit by the explosion.
I went to render aid. The one guy behind
him was superficially wounded so I did
a quick assessment and let the Marines
take care of him. Then I went to take care

The platoon, made of roughly 40 Marines,
quickly became a tight-knit family. No one used
birth names. Instead they anointed nicknames to
each other. Being the only medical staff in his
platoon, Gibbons was known simply as “Doc.”
He was the one the others sought out when sick
or wounded. Gibbons, an unflappable man, was
known for his ability to focus even under fire.
With his medical supplies always at his side,
Gibbons joined the platoon as they traveled into
the unknown jungles and rice patties south and
west of Da Nang.

And then a guy named “Srb.” S-R-B.
I remember his name because it didn’t
have a vowel in it. Srb was the point
man, the first guy in.
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Left: Gibbons with a local girl he was treating during
a Med-CAP patrol at a village just north of “Six
Shooter” in 1969.
Right: Gibbons in Vietnam at Barrier Island in 1969.

of Srb. He was unconscious throughout
the whole time. He didn’t have but one
mark on him, which was an amazing
thing. The only thing I could find was one
little entry wound in his left front chest.
Ultimately what it boiled down to is that
we medivaced him out. Unfortunately he
did end up dying.

We could be taking fire from the enemy
and call in air support. They would say,
“Denied, you are in a friendly zone!”
Well, they were shooting at us and they
were not friendly.
Not only did I treat our men, I treated the
Vietnamese too. We have pictures of a bunch
of little Vietnamese kids and us. We use to
run what we called Med-CAPs. Medical
Civil Action Patrol is where we’d go out
into the village during the day and treat
whatever aches and pains the kids and the
elders had. It was more than just treating
our guys.

That haunted me for about 40 years
because you always sit there and question
yourself, “Could I have done more?
Was there something I did? Was there
something I could have done better?”

Life at the Front Lines
Gibbons, who turned 21 in Vietnam, grew
up fast. The flights of fancy of youth had no
place in the jungles of Southeast Asia. He saw
the good, the bad and the ugly of war. He saw
heroic Marines carrying the wounded to safety,
while dodging bullets shot by an unseen enemy.
At times, Gibbons felt as if he was dropped off
on another planet on which the people back
home had little clue of what was happening on
the front lines.

The fact that the war was being run by
politicians in Washington, we ended up
fighting with one hand tied behind our back.
We could be taking fire from the enemy
and call in air support. They would say,
“Denied, you are in a friendly zone!” Well,
they were shooting at us and they were
not friendly.
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fact they were ever there. They buried any
trouble they were having and moved on.

It wasn’t all doom and gloom combat. I
remember New Year’s Eve of 1969. We were
protecting an artillery battery on a firebase
and then midnight rolled around. We shot
off every round of illumination we had.
Flares, pop-up flares, anything that would
light up the sky. You could watch it all
around you because all of the other bases
were doing exactly the same thing. It was
the biggest display of fireworks I had ever
seen. Thank God we didn’t get hit that night.
We couldn’t have lit a cigarette to find the
enemy because we had fired it all off.

I now had a goal in mind, a career that I
really wanted to pursue. Probably what
also helped me is I had one heck of a lot of
practical experience. But for somebody just
freshly going into nursing back at that time,
there was an argument about going to a
three-year school where you worked directly
in a hospital and received your education in
the hospital.
The practical experience wasn’t what I
needed. What I needed was the background
science behind it. UWO was a great place
to get that kind of additional information. I
never regret my decision either.

Returning a Man
After partaking in countless missions, after
enduring the humid, air-sucking relentless heat,
Gibbons was ready to come home. He, along
with everyone else in his platoon, counted the
days. Letters and care packages from home were
signs of hope and love from his family, wishing
him safe passage. He knew about the anti-war
sentiment, he was there. Gibbons joined the Navy
Reserve well after the Vietnam War started. He
knew about how some veterans were greeted
with jeers instead of cheers. He didn’t care. He
saw a cause, made a commitment and fulfilled it.
Ultimately, Gibbons was just happy to be coming
home. He was happy to be alive, and he was
happy to have a purpose. Having helped save lives
in Vietnam, Gibbons wanted to continue that line
of work. He chose to get his bachelor’s degree in
nursing at the University of Wisconsin Oshkosh.
No longer was he the disinterested student of the
past. He was a man on a different mission.

After the War
Gibbons graduated from UW Oshkosh in
May of 1974 with a degree in nursing. He took a
full-time position at the Mercy Medical Center,
where he met his wife, Mary, also a nurse.
During his time at the Medical Center, Gibbons
continued his education, earning a master’s
degree in Health Service Administration at the
College of St. Frances in Joliet, Ill. The nursing
couple both retired from Mercy Medical Center,
I wouldn’t change that experience now
for anything in the world. Having lived
through the war taught me how much I
can tolerate. It taught me how resourceful
I can be.

I’ve got all four of my extremities. I was not
seriously wounded during my tour, even
though it was with an infantry platoon. I
wouldn’t change that experience now for
anything in the world. Having lived through
the war taught me how much I can tolerate.
It taught me how resourceful I can be.

Gibbons in July 2010, and Mary, a couple years
earlier. They now spend time traveling, often to
see their daughter Meghan, a physical therapist,
in Minneapolis. Their other daughter, Colleen,
who graduated with a nursing degree from UW
Oshkosh in 2005, passed away in 2007 from a
long series of illnesses. The Gibbons’ have three
grandchildren that they dote on and see regularly.

It was still hard to talk about. Vets came
home and because of the kind of reception
they got, they pretty much shut up about the

On one trip in 2010, the couple found
themselves in St. Petersburg, Fla., where 25
17

Gibbons (center front) marching with the Marine Corps League on
Memorial Day 2012.

members of the same platoon gathered for a 40year reunion at a Holiday Inn. There, Gibbons got
an answer to a question that had been plaguing
him for decades.

In the end I did what I had to do. I had
done my job successfully, and the rest was
in God’s hands.

I told my wife, “This is either going to be
really exciting or really, really weird.”
Fortunately it turned out to be the really
exciting. Forty years just kind of melted
away in 10 minutes when we got together.
Talking to old friends about distant
memories was unforgettable especially
when they mentioned Srb.

Still Serving
Even in retirement, Gibbons still feels a need
to help people. In addition to his service to the
United Veteran Honor Guard and other veterans
organizations including the Marine Corps League,
he volunteers at a local food pantry. He is also
involved with the Disabled American Veterans
program that transports disabled veterans to
medical facilities. He gladly drives the veterans,
some who are missing arms and legs, to their
appointments for he knows what they had seen,
what they had done, what they had sacrificed
while in the service of the country.

I found out that Srb made it back to the 1st
Medical Field Hospital where physicians,
nurses, and surgeons could give the best
care. Even after being admitted to the
hospital, they couldn’t save him despite the
fact he only had one little mark on him.
He must have had some terrible internal
injuries. I worried about whether I did
enough for 40 years for nothing. In the
end I did what I had to do. I had done
my job successfully, and the rest was in
God’s hands.

Greg Gibbons lives in Oshkosh, Wis., with his
wife, Mary.
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