Tommy Thornton
By Jim Belshaw

“I remember being sprayed several times.
We didn’t have any idea what it was they
were spraying. When we were out on
the road between Pleiku and Dak To, we
were recovering a couple of tanks and a
bulldozer, and they sprayed us. A bunch
of planes, C-130s, I think, came over.
They were spraying along the road.”
— Tommy Thornton
Tommy Thornton had four children, all
daughters — Tracy, Hope, Angela, and
Chelsey.
Tracy was born in 1970. She had
numerous problems from birth. She
stayed sick for about the first six months
of her life. Thornton says he never really
got an answer as to why. Eventually,
Tracy also was found to suffer from
severe dyslexia. But by then, she had
been labeled.
“Retarded,” he said. “But she wasn’t.”
She died in 2002.
“She had surgery on her back,” he said.
“They say she committed suicide, but
I don’t believe it. She woke up in pain,
took some medication, went back to
sleep. Woke up in pain again, took more
medication, went back to sleep and didn’t
wake up. I think she overtook her pain
medication. It’s easy to do, especially

when they give drugs that are dangerous.
She was 33 or 34. My memory’s
crap, man. When I need to remember
something, I can’t.”
Hope was born a year after Tracy. She,
too, suffered from numerous problems.
He provided a list:
Migraines, seizures, chemical
imbalance causing syncopal episodes,
Barrett’s Esophagus in first stage, gerd
(gastroesophageal reflux disease), acid
reflux, irritable bowel syndrome, polyps,
colitis, mitral valve prolapse, asthma,
bronchial spasms, chronic bronchitis,
chronic pneumonia, interstitial cystitis,
diabetes, neuropathy in legs, cervical
cancer, cancerous tumor removed from
abdominal wall, cancerous tumor removed
from left breast, losing hair and teeth.
“This is the short list so far,” he said.
“There may be more to come.”
Angela, born two years after Hope, is
a cancer survivor and unable to have
children of her own.
“She’s doing OK, but I’ve kind of lost
contact with her,” he said.
The youngest, Chelsey, is 15 years old.
“She’s losing her hair, clumps of it come
out,” he said. “And she has bad pain in
her legs that hasn’t been diagnosed.”

TOMMY THORNTON’s Story Continued...
He served in Vietnam in 1967-68. He
said he worked on recovery teams and
spent a lot of time out on Vietnam’s
roads, bringing back helicopters, tanks,
trucks, APCs, and even men killed
in action.

bothering me, they’d say things like that
didn’t happen. They’d say I was lying.
Those people don’t understand. They
didn’t care. So I was diagnosed as being
paranoid schizophrenic and all kinds of
weird stuff. But I was just suffering.”

“I traveled on every road you can name
in Vietnam for one reason or another,”
he said.

He said he’s talked to the VA about his
children but that nothing comes of it. He
is haunted by the guilt he feels for having
“caused” the problems for his children,
and he now worries about grandchildren
and the possible health problems they
may face as they grow older.

When he returned to the states, and
after his release from the Army, he had
digestive problems for about two years.
He suffered from acne as well. He
continues to suffer from chronic fungus
infections, athlete’s foot, and other
related problems.
“I’m on the Agent Orange Registry with
the VA, but I didn’t get nothing out of it,”
he said. “I had skin problems all
the time.”
He’s 61 years old and lives alone, about
fourteen miles outside of Woodville,
Texas.
“I didn’t connect any of it to Agent
Orange until way later, because nobody
ever said anything about it,” he said.
“I didn’t know nothing about it until
somebody said I was showing signs of
stuff connected to Agent Orange.”
Those conversations were a long time
coming for him. He didn’t talk much
about Vietnam.
“You have to understand that for a lot
of years I didn’t talk to people much,”
he said. “That was a lot of my problem
getting my VA benefits. I didn’t talk a
lot about what I did, and I didn’t talk a
lot about what I went through. It was
eating me from the inside out. And when
I did try to tell someone about what was

“I stay pretty much to myself,” he said.
“I haven’t worked since 1986. I’ve had
back problems since I got back from
Vietnam, and they tell me the pain in my
legs is peripheral neuropathy, and it’s
directly related to Agent Orange, but I
don’t know and I don’t care. But when it
starts showing up in my kids … man, it
sucks. I don’t get it. But I guess it’s how
our government works — denial, denial,
denial.”
Significant numbers of Vietnam veterans
have children and grandchildren with
birth defects related to exposure to Agent
Orange. To alert legislators and the
media to this ongoing legacy of the war,
we are seeking real stories about real
people. If you wish to share your family’s
health struggles that you believe are due
to Agent Orange/dioxin, send an email to
mporter@vva.org or call 301-585-4000,
Ext. 146.
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