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PROLOGUE:

SUBURBS RISE OUT OF FARMLAND

As WORLD WAR II ENDED, lush green farmland dominated the region northeast of Philadelphia, in a place known as Lower Bucks County. Villages that existed during the Revolutionary War near the Delaware River, sparse settlements that eventually became Yardley, Morrisville, Bristol and Fallsington, would develop their own identities and history over the ensuing 175 years. George Washington really did sleep here, along with his troops, and it was from a point just north of Yardley Village that he and his soldiers crossed the river and attacked the Hessians in the Battle of Trenton on Dec. 26, 1776.

With American soldiers coming home from World War II, the serene landscape of Lower Bucks would begin to change. In 1950, United States Steel President Ben Fairless approved construction of a 2,500-acre mill along the Delaware River that would bring an estimated 10,000 jobs to the region. Fairless needed to build a community of suburban homes to house steelworkers who flocked to his new project. He authorized a subsidiary company of USS to slap together 3,220 pre-fabricated homes along the old Route 1 highway. This modest company town named “Fairless Hills” would be completed within five years. The first transplanted steelworkers arrived in 1952 just in time for the opening of the Fairless Works steel plant.

sBy 1958, this new Levittown would consist of 17,311 homes suited for raising young families in safe neighborhoods. The population quickly reached 70,000 people over the first decade. Levitt set aside land for schools, playgrounds and one shopping center, developing a self-contained mode of living that earned him the title “creator of the modern suburb.”

Many farm owners sold most or all of their land to real-estate developers. The burgeoning suburbs imposed their new style of living on the old farmland. Two drive-in movie theaters popped up along Route 1, displacing the cows and apple orchards and corn fields with huge movie screens and vast parking lots. Strip malls and fast-food restaurants materialized along roads throughout Lower Bucks County. In 1956, a new hamburger chain called “McDonald’s” opened a store on Route 13 in Bristol Township, drawing customers from nearby towns. Other burgeoning fast food chains, with names like Gino’s and Steer Inn, would follow McDonald’s lead.

With the new homes and families came young children born after World War II, the heralded “Baby Boomer” generation that would come of age in the mid-1960s. Parents, products of the Great Depression three decades earlier, set high standards for their offspring. College became a reasonable option, even for the children of blue-collar steel workers.

New school structures sprung up out of the ground in Levittown and Fairless Hills right along with the houses. The Pennsbury school system would expand constantly over the next 20 years, transforming from a quaint high school facility located in Yardley to a huge campus on the Fairless Hills/Levittown border in 1966 as the Baby Boomer generation hit full stride. Pennsbury graduated 725 seniors in 1965. The number would rise to more than 1,200 by the early 1970s before leveling off.

Families newly settled in Lower Bucks County were stepping up into the middle class when they purchased their suburban homes. In 1953, Joseph and Helen Yatsko and their three sons left the coal mining town of Mount Carmel to take up residence in the North Park section of Levittown. All three of the sons would join the Army and two would end up fighting to suppress communism in Vietnam by 1965.

“Levittown was a great place to grow up,” youngest son Mike Yatsko remembered many years later. “We had our own bathroom inside the house, along with hot water. That was a big upgrade from our house in Mount Carmel, where we were still using an outhouse and had only cold running water.”

In retrospect, it seemed like the 1980s television series “The Wonder Years” had taken its inspiration from Levittown and Fairless Hills, these new suburban communities that squeezed homes within 15 feet of one another, creating an immediate bond among neighbors who had no choice but to get along. Arguments in one house could be heard two houses away. If a pre-fab Fairless Hills house went up in flames, the structure would burn to the foundation within 20 minutes. Fortunately, house fires were rare in those days, possibly because everyone knew the consequences.

By the late 1950s, Pennsbury High students started making their own reputations on the sports fields, competing against powerful Neshaminy High from nearby Langhorne, a school system that also exploded in size after slicing its chunk of students out of the Levittown pie. Pennsbury developed athletes like Vernon Von Sydow, a Class of 1958 football star who would enter the Naval Academy and later serve three tours of duty as a helicopter pilot, rescuing downed jet fighter pilots in the ocean waters bordering Vietnam.

The world opened up to these offspring of the “Greatest Generation.” College was now a reasonable expectation for anyone with solid grades and a decent score on the entrance exams. The Cold War cast a huge shadow over everyone’s lives as Fidel Castro won his Communist revolution in Cuba, and Soviet Union premier Nikita Khrushchev pounded a shoe on his table at the United Nations. The future appeared both troubling and full of hope, even if nuclear warfare sometimes seemed just around the corner.

Rising young politician John Fitzgerald Kennedy narrowly captured the American presidential election on Nov. 8, 1960. He spoke of a “New Frontier” at the Levittown Shopping Center during the weekend before his triumph, playing directly to union workers who formed the core of his constituency in the late 1950s. In his inaugural address two months later, Kennedy would famously assert, “Ask not what your country can do for you. Ask what you can do for your country.”
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GREETINGS – Pennsbury High graduate Vern Von Sydow, second from left, stood in line during the summer of 1962 to meet President John Kennedy in Newport, R.I., where the Naval Academy football team was holding its preseason camp. At Kennedy’s side is Navy coach Wayne Hardin.

Kennedy ushered in a new era of optimism. He got people thinking when he said, “The torch has been passed to a new generation of Americans born in this century, tempered by war, disciplined by a hard and bitter peace.”

The former Senator from Massachusetts, just 43 years old when he took office, came from the same generation as the parents who were raising families in Lower Bucks County. Kennedy had a beautiful wife, Jacqueline, and two children, Caroline and John Jr. Having a young family in the White House seemed to revitalize The Greatest Generation, which now had one of its own calling the shots. Baby Boomers were growing up with the Kennedys, too, seeing this attractive family as a form of American royalty.

As the 1960s advanced, two and three automobiles began to fill the driveways of homes all over Lower Bucks County. America’s middle class welcomed these steelworkers and their families, putting them alongside the sons and daughters of white-collar workers, planting the same dreams in each. Pennsbury High blended the sons and daughters of steel workers with the children of white-collar executives from Yardley and nearby Lower Makefield. The world seemed like a fair place, filled with opportunities for children of these nearly all-white suburban communities.

“We just want you to have a better life than we did,” parents told their children in houses all over Lower Bucks County. Most of those parents shared the common experience of living through World War II as soldiers or essential workers. Women who took jobs during the war returned to the work force a decade later after their children reached school age. Sons looked up to their fathers and other male relatives who occasionally passed on stories about World War II. There were role models everywhere whom the kids could emulate as they grew into their teenage years.

What could possibly go wrong? The answer would be a brushfire war in Southeast Asia that began with former President Dwight Eisenhower sending American military “advisers” to the Republic of Vietnam, soldiers who would train the local army to fight against communist forces from North Vietnam seeking to unite a country that had been divided in half by the Geneva Conference Accords in 1954. When Eisenhower, a World War II hero, left office in 1961, there were 900 Americans working with the local troops in South Vietnam.

By 1963, President Kennedy had raised the number of advisers to 16,300. He was also reportedly contemplating a withdrawal of American forces following his re-election in 1964. The brutal assassination of JFK on Nov. 22, 1963, put to rest any thoughts of an American withdrawal. The era of optimism Kennedy brought with him to the White House faded away as Vice President Lyndon Johnson took over the reins of government.

Whatever innocence the Baby Boomer generation possessed disappeared with the murder of JFK. That innocence would turn to frustration as President Johnson escalated the war in South Vietnam following his landslide election victory in 1964. The country split over its new role as policeman of the world. Caught in the middle were the young men who still believed in an old adage from another time: “My country … right or wrong.”

In a five-year span between late December 1965 and the summer of 1970, 15 former Pennsbury students would die in South Vietnam. Twelve of those 15 soldiers joined the military willingly. Three were drafted and went into the military because they believed in their duty as citizens. After all, JFK had implored them only a few years before to ask what they could do for their country.

“I was surprised to hear the number was that high,” Vern Von Sydow said many years later, thinking about how many Pennsburians died in Vietnam. “We walked right into it, I guess.”


CHAPTER ONE:

‘OPERATION CHRISTMAS VIETNAM’

IN OCTOBER 1965, PENNSBURY HIGH principal Don Henry received a letter in the mail that bore an “APO San Francisco” postmark. Inside, Henry found a personal request from a Class of 1959 graduate named Joseph Yatsko, who had wrestled and played football for his alma mater before heading off to college at Appalachian State University.

Much had changed in Yatsko’s life over the past six years. He was now a U.S. Army infantry officer, stationed in the Republic of Vietnam, fighting what was then a small-scale war against communist insurgents trying to take over the southern half of country from an American-backed government.

Besides the normal duties of infantry officer, Yatsko had something else on his mind. He had been appointed “Christmas Officer” for 2nd Battalion, 173rd Airborne Brigade. Since Christmas ornaments were hard to find in a war zone, Yatsko put pen to paper and wrote a letter to his old high school.

“I find myself in a difficult situation,” he wrote. “There is no way for me to obtain items like Christmas balls, lights, artificial trees, etc.” Taking his new job very seriously, the 23-year-old soldier hoped he could fulfill his duties by starting a Christmas Drive back home in Lower Bucks County. Henry forwarded the letter to Pennsbury’s student council, which began “Operation Christmas Vietnam” to fulfill Lt. Yatsko’s request.

This community outreach effort was not without precedent at the school. Pennsbury had conducted a similar project in 1957, during Yatsko’s sophomore year. The school initiated “Operation Ghana,” which collected 26,000 books for donation to the new African nation. Two students, Stephen Rioche of Yardley, and Bob Trautman of Fallingston, accompanied the books to Ghana, according to an article published in the Levittown Times newspaper.

Word of Lt. Yatsko’s request soon spread outside the walls of Pennsbury High School.

“Christmas was Joe’s favorite holiday,” Mary Yatsko Sanders said many years later, speaking of her late husband’s final connection to his old high school. “And here was Joe in Vietnam, stationed just north of Saigon. Nobody really knew much about the war in Vietnam in 1965. If my memory serves me correctly, it was the Pennsbury student council that picked up on Joe’s letter and then the administration helped get an article published in the local newspaper about this Christmas Drive for troops in Vietnam.”

Susan French, head of the student council’s international committee during the 1965-66 school year, took charge of the project. French and her fellow student volunteers spread the word throughout the community that they needed wrapping paper, packing foam, sequins and glue. Volunteers worked on putting the gifts together after school.
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CHRISTMAS AT HOME – Lt. Joseph Yatsko and his wife Mary celebrated their lone Christmas together as a married couple in 1964.



“It seemed like everyone pitched in,” Mary Yatsko Sanders added. “Pennsbury got it started. All of the proprietors at the old Levittown Shopping Center put bins outside their stores with a sign on them: ‘Christmas ornaments for Lt. Yatsko’s troops in Vietnam.’ Then they collected all those bins. There were a ton of ornaments. Now the question became … how do we get all this Christmas stuff over to Vietnam? I believe it was one of the local congressmen who contacted the National Guard. They requisitioned a plane at McGuire Air Force Base to fly those gifts from the people of Lower Bucks County, and from Pennsbury High, to Joe’s troops. Joe became known as the ‘Christmas Officer’ for getting the drive started.”

French, who went on to become a civil rights lawyer, came from a Quaker family committed to doing social work within the community. “Operation Christmas Vietnam” fit right into her crowded list of extracurricular activities.

“It was a very positive experience,” she said in January 2015. “I remember the enthusiasm we all felt. Wasn’t it nice that the school and the community were doing something positive to bridge a lonely holiday season for those soldiers who were away from home, fighting a war in Vietnam? We physically transported many of the holiday gifts and ornaments to Fort Dix. I don’t remember all of the details because it was so long ago. I do recall feeling an overwhelming sadness when Lt. Yatsko died, because I never got to meet this young man who was so full of energy and life.”

In a footnote to this story of students helping soldiers, Sue French spoke about her Quaker upbringing.

“My father, who died when I was 11 years old, had been director of the national service board for conscientious objectors,” she said. “I only mention that because the feelings people had for the war became very volatile as the war progressed. There was a sense among some people that those who opposed the war did not like the men and women who were for the war, and that of course was not the case. I certainly think some of the rhetoric got interpreted that way. We just wanted to help Lt. Yatsko’s soldiers have a better Christmas.”

Lt. Yatsko mentioned the Christmas campaign in one of his final letters home, dated Dec. 4, 1965. At the time, his wife was teaching physical education at William Penn Junior High in Fairless Hills.

“The Christmas cards are really pouring in from kids who went to school with me,” he wrote. “We are also getting letters from Korean War veterans back home, from kids in grade school, from churches and from people in Lower Bucks County who just care enough to drop a card in the mail. They just want to say thank you to the troops. Some didn’t even sign their name. They just put ‘your friend from Lower Bucks’ or something like that on their card.

“Some of the letters are really cute,” Yatsko added. “There was one from a little girl in Newtown. At the bottom of the card, she wrote: ‘Please write me back. Are you married? I am not. I am 12 years old.’ … I hope you’re not jealous, Mary! … The Army is holding all of our packages at Bien Hoa (173rd headquarters at the time). When we get back from the field, it sounds like we’ll have a lot of packages to open. I hope our company commander has someone take pictures of all the Christmas decorations.”

Yatsko, an overachiever on the athletic fields on Pennsbury just a few years earlier, showed the same kind of determination as his unit’s “Christmas Officer.”

“I wrote a short note to the Levittown Times newspaper editor,” he told Mary. “I hope he will place it in the paper before Christmas. I just wanted to thank everyone for their cards and their support.”

Lt. Joseph Yatsko Jr. had arrived in Vietnam on July 12, 1965. He was assigned to A Company, 2nd Battalion, 503rd Infantry, 173rd Airborne Brigade. His brother Mike, an Army communications specialist, had arrived in Vietnam five months earlier. The two would meet three or four times in Vietnam, Mike said many years later, as they were stationed only a few miles apart.

On December 2, Lt. Yatsko was reassigned to recon patrol duty for C Company, 503rd Infantry.

“My father, a World War II veteran, knew this was bad because recon platoons go out ahead of everyone and try to make contact with the enemy,” Mary Yatsko Sanders said. “When Joe died, my mom told me that my dad came to her two weeks earlier. He had just received a letter where Joe mentioned his change in assignments. Dad was crying and told my mother that he was worried Joe wouldn’t make it home.”

Lt. Yatsko led a patrol into the jungle on Dec. 18, 1965. Enemy soldiers were lying in wait. The Viet Cong soldiers opened fire on cautious Americans still learning how to fight a guerrilla war on the enemy’s home turf. Yatsko took a 50-caliber machine gun bullet in the chest, dying instantly. Four other soldiers also died in the initial burst of gunfire. Yatsko’s platoon had walked right into a deadly ambush.

“Back in those days, the Army sent out death notices through taxi drivers. If you have ever seen the movie ‘We Were Soldiers Once … And Young,' well, it was just like they depicted it,” Mary Sanders recalled. “I don’t know if they sent out two taxis for Joe -- one to his mom and one to me. I was living with my parents while Joe was in Vietnam. I do know that my father got a phone call from Helen Yatsko. He put down the phone and called for my mom: ‘Rose, you better come here. It is bad news.’ My mom got on the phone and asked Helen which one because the Yatskos had two boys in Vietnam. Helen told her it was Joe. My mom looked at me and said, ‘Mary, Joe is gone.’ And I don’t remember much after that.”

Te Levittown Times blasted the story over the top of here in the largest headline font possible: ‘LT. YATSKO DIES IN VIETNAM’

“I remember going to his funeral with a few of my friends,” Sue French said. “It was very sad. There was a long line to get into the funeral home. I can’t even remember if I met his widow at the funeral. That was so long ago.”

Lt. Yatsko was the first soldier from Lower Bucks County to die in this new war. He was the “Christmas Officer” who never got to celebrate the holiday with his men, the ones with whom he had bonded in battle.

Corporal Mike Yatsko escorted his brother home from Vietnam. They arrived at Philadelphia’s airport on Dec. 24. The funeral was held on Dec. 26.

“It seemed like everyone in Levittown came to the funeral,” Mary Yatsko Sanders said. “An interesting thing happened even before the funeral. A young soldier, just a kid, really, maybe 20 or 21 years old, knocked on our front door. My dad answered and let him in the house. This soldier said he had served under Lt. Yatsko in Vietnam and wanted to speak with his widow. My dad made him feel comfortable and asked what he wanted to tell me. And when my dad heard his story, he led the young man to my room. This nice young person quietly told me he had accompanied Joe into a base camp near Saigon on a mission to find a Santa Claus outfit for Joe’s unit. The supply sergeant said they weren’t giving them out yet. He wouldn’t give Joe what he wanted for his troops out in the field. Joe and this young soldier went out behind the building. Joe thought for a while and then he told the soldier to watch the back door. Joe went inside and was able to procure one Santa Claus suit from another supply sergeant. He returned to his unit with that Santa Claus outfit. That young man was crying as he told me this story. And so was I. It was a beautiful Christmas story.

“When we left the church after the funeral, the hearse took us around a corner and there was this young man, who had served with Joe, standing at attention on the medial strip of Route 13, saluting the hearse as we drove by. I’ll never forget that sight.”

Pennsbury would honor Lt. Yatsko by naming a library in its new high school campus after the fallen soldier. The student council made the request not long after his death and it was quickly approved by the Joint School Board. The new high school, located on Hood Boulevard in Fairless Hills, had opened in September 1965. It was located just two miles from the Yatsko home in Levittown.

Lt. Joseph Paul Yatsko Jr. was the first of 15 former Pennsbury students to die in the Republic of Vietnam during a war that would not end until 1975. The school’s Christmas drive to support Joe Yatsko’s troops provided some satisfaction in the final months of his life.

“In my family, helping out in the community was just something you were expected to do,” Sue French said. “It was part of what defined us while we were growing up.”

And, of course, Lt. Yatsko was just doing what he thought was right, too. His death in Vietnam one week before Christmas in 1965 served notice that this war could haunt families in towns all across the United States. It was a very sad Christmas story and an ominous portent of what was yet to come in a war halfway around the world.

“Joe and I had spent Christmas together in 1964, our first as a married couple,” Mary Yatsko Sanders said. “It was a beautiful Christmas. We had an early supper and went to church. Never did we think it would be our last Christmas together. Joe wrote me a letter early in his Vietnam tour, talking about not being home for Christmas and how he wanted to do something for his soldiers. I thought it was great to see what Pennsbury did. No other high school was doing anything like that. Pennsbury’s Christmas Drive sort of energized the idea that we had soldiers serving overseas, in a war zone. There were no politics involved in the drive. It made you feel good that people were thinking about our soldiers. Looking back, things got pretty rough later on in the war, but in 1965, Pennsbury’s students really did a nice job remembering the soldiers.”

Mary Yatsko Sanders planned to reconnect by email with Susan French in January 2015.

“I always felt bad that I never personally thanked Susan and the student council for the work they did on the Christmas Drive. I don’t what I was thinking. I was still working at William Penn Junior High. It wouldn’t have been hard for me to visit the high school and tell everyone how much I appreciated what they did for Joe and his troops. Now I am going to thank Susan, 50 years later. I am looking forward to communicating with her.”


CHAPTER TWO:

ANOTHER UNDECLARED WAR

IN THE EARLY 1960s, NEWSPAPER reports rightly called the growing skirmishes in South Vietnam a “conflict” rather than a war. In order to reach the more definitive status, one nation must declare war upon another through its elected government. The United States last declared war against Japan and Germany in December 1941. It never declared war on North Korea, nor did it do so against North Vietnam, even after sending hundreds of thousands of troops to Southeast Asia by 1968.

It sure looked like a war to the young men fighting in South Vietnam. By 1966, soldiers were dying over there in increasing numbers. Whatever our government wanted to call it, the events in South Vietnam cast a net of fear over several million American families during the 1960s, in particular those with draft-eligible teenagers coming of age as the “conflict” escalated into what everyone soon considered a bloody, nasty war.

The North Vietnamese had it right. President Ho Chi Minh and his generals knew they were fighting a real war against a powerful country. They invested all of their country’s resources in fighting the enemy. The same could not be said for the United States. American infantry soldiers would fight under numerous political restrictions throughout the war, some of them as basic as not being able to chase the enemy into the neighboring countries of Laos and Cambodia.

Restrictions aside, the conflict in Vietnam soon became commonly referred to as a war in news reports, reaffirming what American soldiers knew all along.
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American families that lost sons in Vietnam were forever diminished. Their anguish covered the whole gamut of emotions … anger, sadness, despair, along with a growing sense of frustration with a government that wavered when it came to prosecuting the war in decisive fashion. Many families cloaked their feelings in the flag of patriotism, believing their sons died in a just fight against the spread of communism halfway around the world.

Among families of the 15 former Pennsbury students who died in the war, emotions ran deep. One bitter father would tell his two surviving sons that “the wrong one died.” Another father, a World War II combat veteran, would identify the remains of his son at the local funeral home and then never speak his name again. A grief-stricken mother declined to ever visit her son’s grave after the funeral that laid him in the ground.

One unfortunate son, just four years old when his father died in Vietnam, went on a journey two decades later to find out what his dad did in the war, gaining this knowledge by seeking out the soldiers who saw their infantry captain die. The son’s journey of discovery would continue for 25 years.

Of the 15 KIAs among former Pennsbury High students, five were killed during their first two months in Vietnam. One, a 20-year-old helicopter pilot, was rushed into combat, his training curtailed, which contributed to his death just two weeks after he arrived in South Vietnam. Two others died in vehicle accidents early in their combat tours.

Many other Pennsbury alums fought in the war and came home to live full lives. Based on interviews for this book, at least half of those who survived the war brought home mental and physical issues that they dealt with for the rest of their lives. Some battled cancer brought on by their exposure to Agent Orange. Others lived with the “survivor’s guilt” that comes from having friends die in battle.

America rushed into the Vietnam War, expanding its armed forces with a conscription draft, raising its desired quota every month through the mid-1960s, plucking teenagers out of their homes and into uniform with barely a month or two of advance warning. The Baby Boomer generation, marked forever by the Vietnam War, would still be debating this defining event five decades later.
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Former Pennsbury students who fought in Vietnam during the 1960s and early 1970s entered the war from a variety of directions. The initial arrivals, young men who graduated in the late 1950s, either enlisted or became officers on their way to Southeast Asia. For instance, Vern Von Sydow enrolled at the United States Naval Academy and graduated in 1963, reaching Vietnam three years later.

One of Von Sydow’s classmates, Jim Ward, went into the Air Force after college, became a pilot, and flew C-141 transport missions from 1969-75, bringing soldiers to and from Vietnam, eventually rising to the rank of Brigadier General during his military career.

Joseph (Butch) Yatsko, Class of 1959, dropped out of Appalachian State University in 1962 and joined the Army, becoming an infantry officer, arriving in Vietnam in July 1965 and dying along with four of his men in a recon patrol ambush one week before Christmas.

Jack Thomas, Class of 1960, spent three years in the Navy, then signed up for the Army and went to Vietnam in 1965. He was killed there in early 1966, three weeks after Joe Yatsko died.

Lee Miles, a good-natured kid from Toms River, N.J. whose family moved to Fairless Hills in 1961, graduated from Pennsbury in 1963. The draft found him two years later and Vietnam became part of his life in 1966. Lee was one of the lucky ones who came home, unscathed for the most part, and ready to begin the next chapter in his life.

Once the war heated up in the mid-1960s, the draft found a lot of Pennsbury alums. Rick Guest, Class of 1964, dropped out of Temple University in 1966, got married, and took a laboratory technician job, putting him in the crosshairs of the draft. He was grabbed by Uncle Sam in 1967.

“My husband was apprehensive about going over,” said his widow, Penny Armagost. “But he knew what his responsibility was.”

Warren Breece, Class of 1966, the eldest son of a flower shop proprietor in Yardley, enlisted in the Army in November 1967 after dropping out of college. He signed up for flight training, became a Warrant Officer, and learned to fly helicopters. Breece was killed on Dec. 5, 1968, while making a firing run against enemy troops. He had only been in Vietnam for two weeks.

Paul Fretts, Class of 1965, who always dreamed of flying planes, joined the Army six months after graduating from Pennsbury and served two tours in Vietnam as a helicopter pilot.

“I wanted to join the military ever since I was a kid,” Fretts admitted. “My dad was a fighter pilot in World War II and I kind of gravitated to flying. I really had no other ambition in high school than joining the Army and becoming a pilot.”

Richard Williams, Class of 1963, graduated from Cornell University in 1969 with a master’s degree in finance. Before he could begin work with the Sylvania Corporation in Syracuse, his draft letter arrived in the mail. The Army placed this Ivy League graduate in the infantry.

“I’m against killing anyone,” he wrote to his parents a few weeks before he was killed by a booby trap on January 4, 1970.

Mike McGinnis, Class of 1968, enlisted in the Marines. This broad-shouldered football player wanted to join the Marines since he was six years old, according to an obituary that ran in the local newspaper after his death in 1969.
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Overall, a surprising number of Pennsbury alumni signed up to fight. There was an excitement about military service that lured the more adventuresome souls, often within a year of graduation from high school. The children of the “Greatest Generation” had all heard stories of their fathers and uncles serving during World War II, which had ended only two decades earlier.

“I wanted to go into the Navy since I was in ninth grade,” Vern Von Sydow admitted in 2014 from his home in Chula Vista, just outside of San Diego. “My dad had been in the Navy during World War II. He was a gunner’s mate on ships that went searching for German U-boats in the Atlantic Ocean. His name was Hans and you figure with a name that German, his shipmates must have been a little skeptical.

“It’s funny,” Von Sydow added, thinking back to when his father first tried to enlist in 1940. “The recruiters wouldn’t take my dad because of his name. It was very unpopular to be German in those days. They said they would take him if he dropped the ‘Von’ from his name. He didn’t go for that. Eventually, they took him because they needed good men in the service.

“I was about five years old when my mom took a picture of me and my dad in his Navy uniform. And that just stuck with me,” Von Sydow said.

The Von Sydows moved to Levittown from Philadelphia in 1952, attracted by the lure of a $100 monthly mortgage arrangement on their new suburban home.

“My dad used his G.I. Bill to buy our home with zero money down,” Von Sydow recalled.

Von Sydow developed into a top-notch football player at Pennsbury, earning notice from college scouts. In Vern’s senior year, the Falcons compiled an 8-1 record and captured the Lower Bucks County League championship. Von Sydow’s distinctive name resonated through the school. Everyone knew him.

One of the unheralded juniors on the squad was a short, stocky youngster named Joseph (Butch) Yatsko.

“I remember Joe as an overachiever in football,” Von Sydow said. “He was on the small side but his work ethic and desire to play was 12 on a scale of 1-10. Joe was one year behind me in school. He lived in the same North Park section of Levittown as I did and we rode the same bus to school. Joe was a model student, quiet and a little shy with a great sense of humor. I was shocked to hear of his death in Vietnam.”

Vietnam was still a long way off back in 1958. Von Sydow had the same goal as many of his fellow students. He wanted to go to college.

“I was about six feet tall and 205 pounds in high school,” he said. “I played tackle and linebacker in those days. Our athletic director, Ben Kennedy, asked if I would be interested in attending the Naval Academy. He said he had a friend down there who could help me get in. I had to go to prep school for a year but I got into the Academy in 1959 and graduated in 1963.”

Navy fielded a powerful football team in those pre-Vietnam years, turning out two Heisman Trophy winners – halfback Joe Bellino (1960) and quarterback Roger Staubach (1963).

“I was teammates with both of those guys,” Von Sydow proudly admitted. In addition, Von Sydow stood in formation to hear a few words of encouragement from President Kennedy, a World War II Naval officer, when the Naval Academy held its preseason football camp in Newport, R.I. during the summer of 1962.

After graduating in 1963, Von Sydow accepted his officer’s commission and went to Pensacola, Fla., for flight training.

“I got my wings at Pensacola in February 1965,” he said. “From there, I went to San Diego to my first duty station as a helicopter pilot. Our mission at that time was mainly anti-submarine warfare because we were so concerned with the Russians. I really didn’t know much about Vietnam. I did do a term paper in college about the Vietnamese running the French out of their country but on the whole, I don’t think the Naval Academy did a very good job preparing us for Vietnam. It wasn’t on the radar when I was in college. I think we were all a little bit naïve about things back then.”

In 1966, Von Sydow’s innocence began to wear off one day in the Pacific Ocean.

“We were on a ship heading to Vietnam and the maintenance crews started to install armor-plated seats and machine guns in our helicopters. We soon learned that our mission had changed. We were going to Vietnam to rescue pilots who had been shot down. On the way over, we learned how to shoot the machine guns. I tried to read and talk to as many people as I could about this new mission because I didn’t want to do anything really stupid.

“In retrospect,” Von Sydow admitted in January 2015, “it was a truism that we walked right into it. None of us had any prior experience shooting M-60s. We got on-the-job experience. To say we were prepared would be a big exaggeration! Amazingly, we were successful, although we did suffer losses.”
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Joe Yatsko, a strong high school wrestler, accepted an athletic scholarship offer from Appalachian State University in 1959.

“Our family came from a small coal town called Mount Carmel,” Joe’s younger brother Mike recalled during an interview at his mother’s house in 2014. “We moved to Levittown in the early 1950s because our dad got a job at the General Motors plant in Trenton. Levittown was a great place to grow up. We had three boys in the family. Joe was the oldest. We always called him Butch back in those days. Then there was John and I was the youngest. Me and John idolized Butch. Absolutely. He was quite a guy. He looked after his brothers and protected us.
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BAND OF BROTHERS – In 1963, the Yatsko boys (Mike, John and Joe) stood together in the front yard of their family home in the North Park section of Levittown. All three sons served in the Army.

“When he got the wrestling scholarship to Appalachian, everything was going good for Butch,” Mike added. “But then after three years, the school dropped wrestling and Butch had a decision to make. He didn’t have the money to finish college and decided to enlist in the Army. He spent one year as an enlisted man before signing up for Officers Candidate School. This was in 1963. Within a year, he was a company commander at Fort Dix before he got his orders to Vietnam in 1965. Butch’s job, his MOS, was the infantry and he was an Airborne Ranger. That was Butch. When he signed up for something, he went all the way with it. Nothing but the best.”

Mike’s mother, Helen, still sharp at age 89 in 2014, disagreed with her youngest son’s version of events surrounding Butch’s withdrawal from Appalachian State.

“Oh, I thought he dropped out because he got sick from losing all the weight for wrestling,” she said.

“No, I think they dropped wrestling at the school,” Mike gently told his mom.

“You might be right,” Helen said, not totally conceding the point. A search of Appalachian State’s wrestling guide proved Helen right. The school never dropped wrestling in the early 1960s. Joe Yatsko, who often dropped weight when he wrestled in high school, apparently just grew weary of the process in college. At 20 years of age, he left school and joined the Army.

Mike and John Yatsko both graduated from Pennsbury in 1963.

“In our family, once you got out of high school, there was no choice,” Mike said. “You were out of the house. That was one of my dad’s rules. John and I and two friends decided to go into the Army on the ‘buddy’ system. We went to Fort Jackson for our basic training. That was my first time in the South. When we got our first weekend pass, we went into Columbia, the state capital of South Carolina. The bars had signs posted outside: ‘No soldiers, niggers or dogs allowed.’ That was my first experience with racism. We were kids from the North, from Pennsylvania, and we look up on top of the statehouse and the Rebel flag is flying!”

While his brother Butch, now a 2nd Lieutenant, trained infantry companies at Fort Dix, Mike Yatsko found himself on a fast track to Vietnam. He would beat Butch to the war, arriving in February 1965.

“After basic training, I was offered the opportunity to go airborne,” Mike said. “Most of the guys in my unit accepted. It was extra money and very prestigious to earn those airborne wings. My recruiting officer had advised me not to do it. He said I should go to an Army school and get some training, learn a skill that might help me outside the Army. I signed up for Communications School. I learned how to fix radios and do other stuff.

“On November 22, 1963, we were taking classes and there was a television monitor in the room. We heard the news that President Kennedy had been assassinated. The ranking sergeant marched us to the armory where we drew weapons and went on guard at our barracks for the next 48 hours because nobody knew what was going to happen next. U.S. military all over the world was on alert that weekend.

“At the end of training, most of the guys were shipped to Korea. A few of us didn’t receive any orders. I was stuck there at Fort Gordon until I received a Top Secret Clearance. Once I got that, I was assigned to Fort Huachuca in Arizona, right in the middle of the desert. I wasn’t hearing much from Butch. We were both pretty busy. I spent a year in the desert, working as a lifeguard and swimming instructor … because so many guys didn’t even know how to swim! I stayed there until early in 1965 when I got my orders to Vietnam.”

By now, everyone knew about the expanding war in Southeast Asia. President Lyndon Johnson used an alleged shooting incident between an American ship and a North Vietnamese vessel in the Gulf of Tonkin during the summer of 1964 to leverage Congress for a free rein in his military policy. And it didn’t take long for U.S. troop levels to rise dramatically.

“I flew to Vietnam in a commercial jet airline … I think it was Continental,” Mike Yatsko continued. “I got there in February. You have to understand, we were called ‘expeditionary troops’ because there were still less than 50,000 Americans in country at the time. Our job was to set up communications for the big units that were coming over by ship. I spent a lot of time in the air, flying around mostly in Hueys (helicopters) and Piper Cub airplanes. Sometimes we went in a big C130 cargo plane when we had to carry some heavy equipment.

“Once Butch arrived in country in July, I got to see him three or four times. I was so proud of him, being an officer and all. I guess I was always a little bit in awe of my oldest brother. I would get in a jeep and go see Joe because we weren’t very far apart. He was at Bien Hoa when he wasn’t out in the jungle. I was stationed at Tan Son Nhut. Those were two airbases not far from Saigon. You had to ride down a dusty old road to get from one place to another and there was a sniper on that road that we called ‘One-Shot Charlie.’ He rarely hit anyone but you had to be alert. Vietnam was like the Wild West in those days. We would be walking over rice paddies, not knowing if they were mined. You’re waiting to hear that clicking sound. Seems like the closer you are to danger, the more you appreciate being alive. That’s how it was for us soldiers in Vietnam. We really appreciated the little things in life, the things we were missing back home.”

Mike and Joe Yatsko discussed the war in 1965, back in the days when the mission to keep South Vietnam free of communist aggression seemed like a noble cause.

“Yes, we talked about the war,” Mike said. “Joe said that he volunteered and I had signed up, too. He thought we were the country’s paid warriors. That was his thinking and I agreed with him.”

One of Butch’s fellow training officers at Fort Dix, Sam Brasili, worried about his good friend.

“It was hard to stay in touch,” Brasili recalled nearly 50 years later. “Joe and I had been in OCS together. We were assigned to the 3rd Training Regiment at Fort Dix in 1963 after we graduated from OCS. As brand new 2nd Lieutenants, we became company commanders immediately. That’s because of Vietnam and the extreme shortage of officers we had in the Army at that time. The day Joe left for Vietnam in 1965, I was on a training mission and missed his visit. He left me a very nice note.

“Joe was an outstanding officer,” Brasili added. “He led by example. There was no gray area with Joe. You were either right or you were wrong. He was a very husky guy built like a pro football fullback, around 5-foot-7 and 180 pounds of muscle.

“I was on general staff at Fort Dix when Joe got killed. One of my jobs at G3 was to assign officers for survival assistance. When someone gets killed in combat, the Army will assign an officer or two to take care of the widow and help do the things they need done during that hard time. Joe and his wife Mary were godparents to my second son, David. We were all great friends. So this is how I found out Joe had died on Dec. 18, 1965. Mary later met up with several of the soldiers who were in Joe’s platoon. They told her there had been heavy contact and Joe took a 50-caliber machine gun round in the chest. When that round hit, it picked him up off the ground. Joe never knew what hit him.”

Mike Yatsko was out in the field and didn’t learn about his brother’s death for four days.

“We were … out … on a job,” he recalled, his words halting as dormant emotions returned, all these years later. “Joe was killed on the 18th and we didn’t get back to our base until the 22nd. When we returned, a guy comes into my bunker and says the commanding officer wants to see me. I thought ‘Oh, shit’ because either something was wrong with my unit or with the job we had just completed. I walked into the C.O.’s tent. All he had to say was, ‘Do you have a brother in Vietnam?’ Right then, I knew what was coming.”

Mike Yatsko, 69 years old in 2014, took a few moments to collect his emotions. He has never gotten over losing his oldest brother.

“Here’s the thing,” he said. “I had to escort Joe’s body home. The next day, I am on a plane out of Bien Hoa. I was told by a few officers to be careful with what I say when I get back home. They knew there would be some publicity involved. They also told me I would pick up my brother in San Francisco. Once I got there, they took me to a Boeing 707 that was being used as a freight plane. I go up the stairs in the front of the plane. There were two seats right behind the cockpit for passengers. The rest of the plane, from front to back, is stacked three high with silver coffins.

“I knew my brother was in one of those coffins. The door to the plane closed. I decided I was going to get up and find Joe in all this. There were name tags taped to each coffin. The captain saw me walking around before we took off and he came back and said, ‘Son, why don’t you sit with us in the cockpit?’ We flew from San Francisco to Chicago. Near the end of the flight, these bells and whistles start going off. They were having problems with the hydraulics. They weren’t sure if the wheels would come down when we landed. Imagine what that would have been like if a plane full of coffins from Vietnam had crashed in Chicago?”

The wheels did finally come down for a safe landing. After refueling, the plane headed to Philadelphia, where Joe’s coffin would be met by the director of the Beck-Dougherty Funeral Home in Levittown. It was Christmas Eve.

A Philadelphia Bulletin newspaper photo published on Christmas Day showed Mike and John Yatsko, home on leave from the Army, standing at attention as their brother’s coffin was loaded into the hearse.

“They took Joe’s coffin off the plane,” Mike Yatsko recalled. “It had a sign on it saying ‘Do Not Open.’ I was told if the coffin said that, by all means make sure you do not open it. The funeral home people took care of the coffin and we followed them back home to Levittown in another car.

“We come into the house and my father, well, he was kind of a mean person when he was drinking. And he says to me and John … 'The wrong one died.' I guess that was because Joe was the oldest boy and very often the oldest son is the most special. It just tells you that sometimes for a soldier the battle isn’t over when you come home. John disappeared and the next thing I know, he is coming into the room with a shotgun in his hands. I got the gun away from him before anything worse happened.”

When the family went to the funeral home to work out burial details, Mike experienced another emotional jolt.

“One of the funeral director’s employees comes out of the back room and says he opened the coffin and it is viewable. I didn’t know what to think. We went in to take a look. How did it affect me? Not in a good way, I can tell you that. Seeing Joe in the coffin, that’s the picture that has stayed in my mind forever. That’s how I remember Joe. And when my first wife died of cancer, and then when my daughter died in a car accident, I couldn’t look at them in their coffins because that is not how I wanted to remember them.”

The Levittown Times ran stories about Joe Yatsko and his funeral for several days. He was the first Pennsbury High alum and the first Lower Bucks County resident to die in Vietnam. His death was a wakeup call for the entire community. The war had come home to the suburbs.

“The funeral?” Mike asked, repeating a question. “Oh, my God. The people. They just kept on coming. We stood in line forever. It was the day after Christmas. After a while, you get so numb. I can’t even remember what I said to everyone. There must have 500 or more people who came through the line. The funeral home kept pictures on the wall of Joe’s funeral for many years.”

Vern Von Sydow was one of the friends who paid his respects.

“It was during the holidays and I was on leave,” he said. “I went to see his family. We were pretty close, living in the same neighborhood, playing football together. It was a shock to see someone you knew die in the war.”

Mike Yatsko still had over two months left on his year-long stint in Vietnam.

“On the same day I left Vietnam to escort Joe’s coffin home,” Mike said, “my unit had been disbanded. We had completed our mission, setting up communications towers and securing antennas for all the big units that arrived in 1965. After the funeral, Joe’s buried and I had 10 weeks left on my tour. My family doesn’t want me to go back. They’re saying, ‘Don’t do this to your mother.’ I knew about the Sullivan Rule from World War II. So I gave in and went down to the Pentagon, asked if I could stay stateside to complete my tour. And the officer I talked to says, ‘You know we can’t really do that. It sets a bad precedent. A lot of people get killed in wars. What happens if we start sending home all the brothers of soldiers who die?’

“I’m sitting there thinking, ‘Don’t you think I know people get killed in wars? My brother just died over there.’ I never forgot what that officer said, not for the rest of my life.”

In the end, the Army did not send Mike Yatsko back to Vietnam. The Sullivan Rule did exist and would be implemented in similar circumstances for the remainder of the war.

“One of the things that caused me emotional pain over the years was the fact that I didn’t go back to Vietnam,” Mike admitted. “I had such a guilty feeling. I spent years talking to a psychologist. Years. About PTSD or whatever the hell it is. I had the guilt and I will take that guilt to the grave with me. The guilt over losing Joe, and then not going back. Survivor’s guilt. I went to the VA and I am now considered 90 percent disabled due to PTSD.”

A more recent nightmare that visited Mike Yatsko dealt with details of his brother’s death in Vietnam.

“A few years ago, Joe’s wife, Mary, ran into a soldier who was with Joe’s unit,” Mike recalled. “This soldier told her that when Joe’s patrol got hit, all hell broke loose, and they had to retreat and get evacuated out by choppers. Five soldiers were killed in the ambush. When the platoon regrouped, they realized they had left all the dead soldiers behind. It was getting dark and they left those bodies lay in the jungle overnight. The next day, this soldier who spoke with Mary was assigned to get on a chopper and help bring back the bodies of Joe and his four soldiers who also died in the ambush. That became my nightmare -- Joe laying in that field overnight. I understand his unit had to get out of there. They were scrambling for choppers. But it’s something I will never forget.”

The death of Joe Yatsko in Vietnam resonated all over Lower Bucks County, in the minds of parents and young people alike. Joe’s death would severely impact his family, leaving a hole in the lives of Helen and Mike and John Yatsko that would never be filled.

Joseph Yatsko Sr. died of a heart attack at work in 1974. He was 53 years old.

If First Lt. Joe Yatsko’s death the week before Christmas in 1965 reminded Lower Bucks County residents of war’s price, that fear would be reinforced just three weeks later when Army infantryman Jack Thomas, Class of 1960, was killed in Binh Duong Province, South Vietnam, from small arms fire.

Vern Von Sydow left for Vietnam in 1966, assigned to fly search-and-rescue helicopter missions on his first tour of the war zone. Paul Fretts would learn to fly choppers in 1966 and arrive in Vietnam one year later. Many other Pennsbury alumni would follow them into the war zone during the next seven years.

U.S. military troop levels in South Vietnam would rise from 23,300 in 1964 to 184,300 by the end of 1965. The number peaked at 536,100 in 1968. The age at which young men were drafted fell from 21 to 19 in 1966 as demands for soldiers multiplied. College dropouts like Rick Guest became immediate targets of the draft board. Recent high school grads who went to work for a living soon found themselves choosing between the draft and enlistment into one of the four service branches.

Vietnam would be the war that shaped the “Baby Boomer” generation for years to come. Soldiers came home from Vietnam, sometimes soured by the experience, often buoyed by the daily adrenalin that accompanied life in a war zone. Most of them learned to take pride in their performance in a war that America officially gave up on in 1975. And a few of them came home in coffins, wreaking emotional havoc on parents, siblings and friends that would never go away.


CHAPTER THREE:

YOUNG MEN GROW UP IN A HURRY

GENE DARRAH SET HIS PLAN for the future in motion before he finished his senior year at Pennsbury in 1965.

“I signed up for the Army three months before I graduated,” Darrah recalled. “I was looking to go in under the buddy system but none of my friends wanted to join with me.”

According to terms of his agreement, Darrah would not report for active duty until September. That gave him three months to hang out with his buddies after high school. It also removed any military draft tension from his mind. His friends, on the other hand, would face their own decision a year later when they reached 19 years of age, prime territory for the Selective Service System that drafted young males into the Army.

“We had a group of guys who hung out together,” Darrah remembered, preparing to describe a scene straight out of the 1973 movie, American Graffiti. “It was me and Pat Roy, Joe Hendrix, Jim Simpkins, Jim Taylor, Moe Walko and a few others. We would drive by Levittown Lanes to hang out and do some bowling. Pat was a pretty good bowler who threw a big hook. We were all trying to impress the girls who hung out at the lanes. After bowling, we would go to eat at Gino’s, or the Steer Inn.”

These were the guys who didn’t go to college after high school. They were sitting ducks, biding their time, driving around in cars that they paid for with jobs in the steel mill or some other local business. They chased girls, listened to rock-and-roll music blaring out of their car radios, and waited for draft notices to show up in the mail, just the way budding filmmaker George Lucas and his pals in Modesto, California, did back in 1962.

According to a 1997 study published in VFW Magazine, the odds were one in 10 that a teenage American male coming of age in the mid-1960s would land in Vietnam. Most of Darrah’s friends did end up in the military, including Roy, a dark-haired teenager who wore his hair in the wavy fashion made popular by singer Elvis Presley.

Some of the older Pennsbury graduates had already found their way into the service. Lt. Joseph Yatsko’s death on Dec. 18, 1965, served notice that Vietnam could be a life-and-death tour of duty.

Yatsko’s old unit, the 173rd Airborne Brigade, launched a mission called “Operation Marauder” in the Mekong Delta during January 1966, searching for Viet Cong. Fellow Pennsbury alum Jack Thomas, another 173rd Airborne Brigade trooper, went into the field with C Company, 1st Battalion, 503rd Infantry, as part of a search-and-destroy mission called Operation Quick Kick. Thomas was killed on Jan. 10 in Binh Duong Province during an exchange of small-arms fire with the enemy. He, too, would come home to Levittown for an emotional farewell from family and friends.

Thomas originally enlisted in the Navy after graduating from Pennsbury in 1960, joining with his buddy, Norman (Pete) Forney. When their time on active duty ended three years later, Forney suggested they join the Army, an inspiration he would come to regret in 1966.

Here is what Forney wrote in 2001 on Thomas’s memorial page in Faces on the Wall, an Internet site dedicated to fallen soldiers from the Vietnam War.

“Jack, it feels like it was yesterday when I heard you were killed and to this day it’s hard for me to think about it. I didn’t know that I was not getting in or I would have never said for the two of us to join the Army after we got out of the Navy. Jack … this has hurt me for 40 years now. I miss you very much.”

Forney passed away in 2007, never forgiving himself for suggesting he and his buddy Jack Thomas join the Army.
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Lee Miles, Pennsbury High Class of 1963, had to make his military decision in 1965.

“I graduated from high school and got a job,” he remembered in June 2014. “I was working when the draft came around and got me in 1965. I was 20 years old. I was inducted into the Army on Sept. 3 and did my basic training down in Fort Jackson. That was a really amazing experience because you got thrown in with kids from all backgrounds … city kids, southern kids, black kids, white kids and hispanics.

“There was a soldier from Indiana in my unit,” Miles recalled with a smile. “We busted each other’s chops. He kept telling me southern girls were better than northern girls ... stuff like that. I would ask him how he could even listen to country western music, let alone like it. But we eventually learned to get along because in the Army, everyone depended on each other. I made a lot of friends during my two years in the Army.”
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CITIZEN SOLDIER – Lee Miles cut a dashing figure in his Army fatigues. Drafted in 1965, Miles spent one year in Vietnam.



Miles had a unique viewpoint on basic training, eight grueling weeks of transition from civilian life to the more disciplined military existence with a foul-mouthed, caustic drill sergeant in your ear from morning to evening.

“It was tough,” he said, “but I told my dad when I got home on leave that basic wasn’t as tough as growing up in his house. Basic training was easy compared to what we went through with him. He was very strict and sometimes a little aggressive with the older kids.”

Within five months of induction into the Army, Miles found himself in Vietnam. Lee worked in supply, learning the organizational skills that would help him run his own business later on in life.

“We dispensed helicopter parts and supplies,” he said. “Most of my tour, I worked on the main base in Qui Nhon. It wasn’t too dangerous. Oh, we got mortared from time to time. I always felt like I was lucky compared to the infantry guys. You would see them marching out of the base into the bush and appreciate the difference between your job and theirs.”

Miles got through his one-year tour of Vietnam safely. He was the one of the lucky ones who made a relatively smooth transition back to civilian life.

“When I returned home, I went back to work,” he said. “Looking back, I think I felt like Vietnam was a positive experience for me. I learned a lot of things that I could put to use in my job. My wife and I started our own wholesale bicycle accessories shop. I have so many memories of Vietnam that stayed with me over the years. The job I had was very interesting.”

Miles met his future wife, Lynda Cleveland, when she was visiting with relatives not long after he got home from the war.

“Lee lived across the street from Pat Kerstetter, a cousin of my brother Bud’s wife,” Lynda recalled. “They arranged for us to go horseback riding together. We got married in 1969 and have two children. Our oldest son Scott has six children and our daughter Becky has three. We operated our own business together. Life has been good to us.”

Sadly, Lee Miles passed away after a long bout with cancer on Nov. 28, 2014. He was 70 years old. And when his photo was posted on the Pennsbury High Veterans Page on Facebook, over 1,100 “hits” were recorded within 48 hours, a strong indication of how many friends he had made over the years, and how large his extended family had become. If any of us ever wondered about the potential for life among soldiers who did not survive Vietnam, Lee Miles’ story served as an example of what they missed. He met a wonderful woman and shared 45 years of marriage. They raised two happy children who grew up and became parents themselves, making their own parents grandparents nine times over.

Lee continued to enjoy his family throughout the illness that took his life. He harbored no grudges over getting sick. He just smiled through it all, telling his funny stories and jokes to the people he loved, right up until the day he died. The photo accompanying his obituary in the local newspaper showed Lee with a wry smile on his face, his eyes dancing in the spirit of the moment.
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Once a young man went into the military, he lost track of friends back home. Everyone seemed to be facing his own draft crisis, even the guys in college who had to keep their grades up, otherwise the draft board would find out about them in a hurry.

The Class of 1965 stepped into the real world just as the Vietnam War began to heat up. Within a year of graduation, the local draft board in Bristol had hundreds of 19-year-olds from all over Lower Bucks County in its sights. Eddie Beers and Pat Roy, both Class of 1965 grads, began to consider their options. Roy joined the Army in October 1966 while Beers entered the Marines early in 1967.

By then, Gene Darrah had already been in the Army for 16 months. He was stationed in Germany, where he would spend 2 ½ years of his time on active duty.

“I came home on leave in October 1967, right before Pat went to Vietnam,” Darrah said. “Pat and I got together a few times. We hooked up on the last night he was home and stayed up until daylight. You know, Pat had a mischievous smile and a good laugh. We talked about a year from now, when we would both be home again. He had been trained as an Armored Personnel Carrier (APC) driver. Pat said he had a feeling we wouldn’t see each other again. I told him not to think that way. We were supposed to keep in touch through letters … but he died five weeks after we last saw each other.”

Roy joined C Company, First Engineering Battalion, in Vietnam on Oct. 30, 1967. He died in a vehicle accident on Dec. 16, at the age of 20.

Pat’s cousin, Mike Peltier, was in the war zone at the same time.

“I had known Pat since we were young kids,” Peltier recalled in 2014. “We were related through his grandmother. My family lived in New Hampshire and we would go down to Levittown to visit when we were young. We both ended up in the Army. In the fall of 1967, we were on leave before heading to Vietnam. We got together and talked a bit. We were both kind of nervous about where we were going.

“I got a letter from my mother informing me that Pat had died,” Peltier continued. “I was just shocked, devastated … numb. It was such a tragedy for all the young soldiers who died over there and never got a chance to fulfill their dreams. Instead, many of them died before they were even 21 years old. They had hardly experienced life at all.”

Peltier served with the Army medical corps in Vietnam.

“We used to do a lot of ‘med caps’ in villages near the DMZ,” he said. “We did a lot of good things for the civilians over there. People forget that. I lost a good friend of mine, Thomas Alderson, who was a captain. He died in a plane crash in October of 1968.”

Pat Roy’s cousin came home safely from the war zone late in 1968.

“I don’t really like to think about what kind of life Pat might have lived,” he said. “It’s too difficult for me. Very few of us knew what we wanted to do with our lives when we were 20. I finally went and visited The Vietnam Memorial Wall in D.C. in the mid-1990s. There were so many emotions for me that day. I found the place really haunting at night after the sun went down. With lights shining on The Wall, you could see reflections bouncing off the surface. I felt like I was back in Vietnam, especially when I stood near the statues of the soldiers and the three nurses. That took me back, for sure.

“I found Patrick’s name on The Wall. That was very emotional. I touched his name, ran my fingers over the letters. It was … difficult.”

Peltier has spent a lot of time reflecting on the war.

“Vietnam really made us soldiers feel older at a young age,” he admitted. “We probably looked older, too, when we came home. I learned that you have to value each day, each week in your life. You take a 20-year-old kid and put him in an abnormally violent situation … you can’t expect him to come home as the same person. The war changes you.

“I find I like to shake hands with Vietnam Vets and welcome them home, even now, nearly 50 years later, because we didn’t get that kind of greeting when we first came home. My wife runs a resort up here in New Hampshire and I get to see some Vietnam Vets there. It’s not hard to pick them out.”

Peltier is now a retired law enforcement officer, working with his wife, helping out at their mountain resort.

“It was just a difficult thing, losing Pat at such a young age,” he said. “I kind of lost contact with his family over the years.”

Gene Darrah, who spent most of his Army tour in Germany, tried to keep in touch with Pat Roy’s parents and family after he got off active duty.

“I stopped by to see his mom and dad but I felt like every time I went to visit them, I was just bringing back memories of Pat. His mother would sit there weeping. I would cry, too, and then I would get up and leave. Pat had a sister, Celia, and I saw her a few times. It seemed like she didn’t want to be bothered with me, perhaps for the same reasons. I was bringing up sad memories for her, too.

“I have gone out to visit Pat’s grave at the Beverly Cemetery over in New Jersey, right off Route 130. I have introduced him to my wife, son and granddaughter over the years. Pat was a great friend and I guess I will never forget him.”

Darrah worked for the U.S. Postal Service for nearly 20 years before buying a boarding farm for horses in Newtown in 1984. He has lived there ever since, raising his family and running the farm.

“My granddaughter graduates from Pennsbury next year,” Gene said with a note of pride in his voice. “And I have my 50th high school reunion to attend!”
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Young men of draft age looked for advice from their parents. World War II veterans counseled their children. They had seen war at its worst and were not inclined to send their sons to a place called Vietnam that few could locate without consulting a map.

“I came from a military family,” said Jim Spahn, Class of 1964, a full 50 years after he graduated. “My father spent 26 years in the Army. My sister was born in Bordeaux, France, where my father was stationed. Our entire family was there in 1953. My dad was one of those guys who never talked about what he did in World War II. My parents both wanted me to go to college after I finished high school.”

Spahn gave it a try in the autumn of 1964, heading off to nearby Trenton Junior College, now known as Mercer County Community College.

“I spent one year in college,” Spahn said. “It just didn’t work out for me. I talked to my dad. We knew Vietnam was turning into a real war. I got a deferment from our local congressman – Willard S. Curtin – and that gave me time to look around and make a choice. I went down to the Army recruiter’s office in Bristol. He recommended I enlist and sign up for aviation electronics because that was a field I could work in after I got out of the Army. It all sounded good to me … I just wanted to avoid the infantry!

“What I didn’t realize was that my job would have me working with fixed wing and rotary wing aircraft. Rotary wing meant helicopters, and helicopters were going to play a big role in Vietnam,” Spahn added. “I joined the Army on Feb. 14, 1966. After completing Basic Training, Aviation Electronics School, Jump School and then going home for a 30-day leave, I arrived in Vietnam on November 1. The Vietnam War was becoming helicopter-driven by then. And my job eventually led me to the 173rd Airborne Brigade.”
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READY TO JUMP – Jim Spahn joined the Army in 1966 and graduated from Jump School. In Vietnam, he became a door gunner on helicopters for the 173rd Airborne Brigade.



At first, Spahn was stationed just outside of Saigon.

“We were at Bien Hoa Airport just north of Saigon,” he said. “We had a helicopter base right next to the airport and whenever Bien Hoa got shelled, we got shelled. My job basically involved keeping the helicopters equipped with working radios. We also made sure the pilots’ microphones and intercoms were working. We worked day and night.

“When the 173rd closed camp and went north, we went with them. We had to find supplies and parts wherever we moved and that meant we had to hook up with other units, like the Big Red One and the 1st Cavalry units.”`

Having settled into a routine, Spahn’s Army job changed dramatically in early 1967.

“We had experienced some fighting around the Tet holiday,” he recalled. “One day, they took three of us aviation guys and made us door gunners on choppers. I did that for two or three months. You get right down to the nitty-gritty as a door gunner, I’ll tell you that.”

Spahn remembers the war without much hesitation, describing in detail the daily chaos and squalor of life in a combat zone.

“When you get shot at,” he said, “you hear the sound as the bullet whizzes past you. Maybe you see the dent in the aircraft and you thank God the bullet missed you. You’re sitting there with an M-60 machine gun, spraying the jungle for coverage, if needed, as you approach a landing zone. Unlike today’s wars, we didn’t need permission to fire back. If they shot at us, we usually returned fire.

“I just kept my head down, my ass covered and hoped the gun didn’t jam,” Spahn said with a laugh, joking about something that wasn’t very funny when he was 20 years old.

Spahn will never forget the living conditions he and his buddies put up with for their one year in a war zone.

“At Bien Hoa base camp, we lived in barracks for three months,” he said. “That wasn’t too bad. After that, it was air mattresses here and there out in the field. You could go two weeks without showering. Rats ran all over the place. It was either dusty or muddy, depending on the weather. Even today, I can never go to sleep sweaty. I have to take a shower first. That’s probably because we went to bed sweaty in Nam and you just laid in your sweat all night.”

Spahn was one of the early arrivals back home, returning to Lower Bucks County safely in the fall of 1967. American troop levels in Vietnam were approaching 500,000 by then.

“It wasn’t very smooth for me, coming home from Vietnam,” Spahn said. “I still had a year to serve in the Army and they sent me to the 82nd Airborne. In 1968, there were riots in cities like Newark, N.J., Detroit and Chicago. We were given anti-riot training. They taught us how to make a wedge formation that we could use against large crowds. We worked with live ammo. It pissed me off that we had to get trained to go into our own cities. I was pretty upset by what was going on in our country. It just seemed like we were in pretty bad shape if we were sending soldiers in to police the cities. Fortunately, my unit did not get called in to break up the riots.”

When the National Guard fired on and killed four college students at Kent State in May 1970, Spahn wasn’t surprised.

“The National Guard had no idea what they were doing,” he said. “They were not regular soldiers. They should never have been given live ammo in that situation.”

Spahn mustered out of the Army in January 1969 and enrolled at Bucks County Community College.

“I went back to college and hung out with some Vietnam veterans,” he said. “We had a good support system. There were a lot of guys who had just done the same thing as I did. What bothered me was people looking at us like we had done something wrong. In college, I took pride in sitting next to a Vietnam veteran who had lost a leg in the war. Those were the people who mattered to me.

“Our veteran’s group always had ceremonies on the big holidays, like Veteran’s Day and Armistice Day. Our club adviser was an older veteran named Howard Troxell, who had been a high school soccer coach at Neshaminy. Howard stayed active with the National Guard. He was always calming us down and warning us not to respond when anti-war protestors began agitating us.”

Within two years, Spahn transferred from Bucks County Community College to Lock Haven State College.

“I used the G.I. Bill for my education and to buy my first home,” Spahn pointed out. “I used it for my Master’s Degree, too. I wanted to make the best out of my military experience. I turned Vietnam into a positive. It took time. I taught school and coached varsity swimming for a while but then I left teaching because there was no money in it. I became a consultant and recruiter in the hospitality industry. My wife and I have been married for 42 years and we have one daughter who is Director of Advanced Placement at Purdue University. I retired in 2012 after owning my own firm in Carmel, Indiana.

“What did I learn from Vietnam?” he said, repeating a question and then pausing to think it over for a minute. “I learned that nobody was going to help me get anything in life. You had to be self-reliant. I had to grow up fast in Vietnam. Once I got out, I didn’t look back. Until I got my education, I couldn’t afford to do anything, but the G.I. Bill helped pay for my education and I did the rest.

“I didn’t worry about dying over there,” he said. “I felt if it was meant to be, it was meant to be. I guess I was meant to go over there and come home alive. I never regretted a day.”

[image: ]

Jake Rees, who graduated from Pennsbury in the same class as Jim Spahn, took a more circuitous path to Vietnam.

“I enrolled at Belknap College in New Hampshire,” Rees said, “but my father died in December of 1965 and I had to come home. We had moved by then back to Rhode Island, where my mother had grown up. I had to work to pay off my dad’s car payments and some other bills. We were living in Foster, R.I., when I got a draft notice in August of 1967 from the draft board back in Bristol, Pa. I wrote them and said I moved to Rhode Island. They transferred my case to Providence and I got a second draft notice a few months later.”

Things moved quickly for Rees, who entered the Army in January 1968. He took basic training and advanced individual training (AIT) at Fort Jackson, S.C. Jake finished first in his physical training class during AIT, earning an accelerated promotion to Private First Class.

“I got married after AIT,” Rees said. “Then I went home for leave in May and got to Vietnam on June 10, 1968.”

Rees earned a promotion to Specialist Fourth Class when he reached the war zone and made Sergeant after a few months in country.

“The extra rank meant more money that I could send home to my wife,” Rees said. “My daughter Kimberly was born while I was in Vietnam.”

Rees joined A Company, 1st Battalion, 14th Infantry, which was stationed in the Central Highlands, a mountainous region of South Vietnam that saw vicious fighting throughout the war.

“We did a lot of humping here and there,” Rees admitted. “The mountains were so treacherous, the Army started moving us around in helicopters. I flew 63 combat assault missions during my first eight months in Vietnam. We went to Dak To, Kontum, just about everywhere in the highlands, and over to the Cambodian border, too. My squad leader took me under his wing when I first arrived in country. He taught me the ropes. After I made sergeant, I got assigned to the short-range recon patrols. That was more money, too. Four men to a patrol. You went out for three days and two nights. I got to pick who I wanted and chose two new guys in country and a Mexican kid from Texas. I figured the new guys would be so scared they wouldn’t sleep all night and that would allow me to get some sleep.”

Rees had adapted rather quickly to the war zone.

“Every soldier has some doubts about how he will respond to combat,” he admitted. “Some guys are pretty natural when it comes to their first firefight. Others are just a little scared all the time. I don’t blame them for that. It was just their nature. For me, combat was all about relying on your training and instincts when you made contact with the enemy.”

Rees, like many soldiers who saw a lot of action, doesn’t go into details about what he saw in Vietnam.

“It’s too hard to talk about. I lost my platoon leader. He was a great guy, an NCO who went to OCS and became a First Lieutenant. He was going to make Captain and become a company commander but he got shot. Ron Kielpikowski. He came from Green Bay, Wisconsin.”

Rees had a few years on his fellow soldiers. And he had become a father, setting him apart from most of the guys he served with.

“I turned 22 right after I got to Nam,” he said. “The younger guys called me an ‘old man.’ Most of them were 19 or 20 years old. After 8 ½ months in the field, my Executive Officer arranged for me to get sent back to the rear for 30 days. He said it was up to me whether I came back or found a way to stay there until my tour ended. I got a job teaching new guys coming into country. You showed them how to zero in their weapons and other important staff about combat. I had like 15 guys under me, even though some outranked me. Our First Sergeant took a liking to me and got my orders changed so I could stay there. Then I extended 64 days so that when I left Vietnam, my time on active duty would be over. My wife never understood that, how I would stay in a war zone for two months rather than go home and finish my active duty back in the states. Guys had warned me that Vietnam veterans don’t want to listen to anyone back in the states.

“I flew into Seattle and then Chicago on my way home,” Rees said. “We got spit on and cursed in both places. The protestors were calling us names and all that other crap. This was the summer of 1969. Over the years, as you mature, I learned to forgive those people. They were just doing what they thought was right at the time. The media was a big part of it with all their negative stories and headlines. I never felt like we lost that war. The politicians just gave up on it.”

Rees’s wife and mother noticed changes in Jake after he returned to civilian life.

“Well, I didn’t get a haircut until 1975,” he said, laughing at the memory. “My hair went down to my waist. I guess I had a bad attitude when I came home. Rebellious. I had a job waiting for me, or so I thought. Before I got drafted, I worked for a company in Connecticut called Kaman Aerospace. I started out in the stock room and then I moved up to expeditor before I left for the Army. I had a pretty good memory for the job and they liked my work. But when I got home and returned to get my job back, there was a little trouble. My friends told me to go to the Veterans Administration and they would help me. But I just went to the company’s personnel director and threatened to go to the VA and he caved in, gave me my job back. They re-hired me on Labor Day weekend in 1969.

“I did have some trouble getting to work on Monday mornings,” said Rees, who admitted to battling alcohol and drug problems during the 1970s. “Fortunately, I had a great boss who looked out for me and would drive by my house to make sure I went to work. After I got my first haircut, in 1975, things changed for me. My wife really helped straighten me out. I worked for Kaman until 2007 when I retired.”

The war never really left Rees.

“It hurt me both mentally and physically,” he said. “I got diagnosed with thyroid cancer in 1993 and then diabetes. Finally, in 2006, I was diagnosed with CLL – chronic lymphocytic leukemia. It is a slow-moving cancer that probably won’t kill me. But it’s definitely connected to Agent Orange and so is my thyroid cancer.”

Before he retired, Kaman Aerospace asked Rees to set up a new facility in north Florida. Jake and his wife moved to Jacksonville, where they chose to remain after retiring in 2007.

“I had joined the Vietnam Veterans of America in Rhode Island,” he said. “All they did back then was drink beer and smoke pot. Now I am with a veteran’s organization down in Florida where we get a lot of good things accomplished. We bring books to children’s hospitals and read to the kids. We offer ROTC scholarships to deserving students. I help interview the kids who apply for those scholarships. It’s a really great organization that keeps me busy.”

Looking back on his life, Jake Rees can see how Vietnam changed him.

“It took me about 20 years to figure things out,” he said. “I learned not to sweat the small stuff in Nam. Don’t worry about things you can’t control. When you are in combat, you can’t worry about things that don’t matter. You just focus on what matters. And that’s what I have done in my life. I think I have become a very trusting person. I give everyone a second chance. I try to be forthright and honest. This is who I am.”


CHAPTER FOUR:

A FASCINATION WITH FLIGHT

PENNSBURY WOULD PRODUCE AT LEAST four alumni who served as pilots during the Vietnam War. Vern Von Sydow and Jim Ward, two Class of 1958 graduates, got their wings before the next two – Paul Fretts and Warren Breece – graduated from high school in the mid-1960s. Yardley’s Tom Schmitt, who grew up with Breece, also became a military pilot, though he did not serve in Vietnam.

Von Sydow and Ward were both excellent athletes who starred in football for Head Coach Al Matuza’s Falcons. Their choice of college dictated future military commitments. Von Sydow went to the Naval Academy and Ward graduated from The Citadel, which still bills itself as “The Military College of South Carolina.”

Fretts’s father served as a pilot in World War II. His son grew up dreaming of becoming a pilot, too. Schmitt’s father, an airline pilot, would take his son and best friend Warren Breece for short hops in a Cessna airplane. Breece and Schmitt both joined the military and became pilots. Schmitt would serve 36 years in the Army before retiring.

These are their stories.
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Warren Breece, whose family operated the Yardley Florist Shop, wanted to join the Army and learn how to fly when he graduated from Pennsbury in 1966. His friend and classmate, Tom Schmitt, had similar aspirations.

“We were 14 when we met,” Schmitt recalled in 2014. “Warren was my best buddy. He was an All-American kid, tall with blond hair. We used to call him “The Ogre” when we were young because he was so much bigger than everyone. He grew to be over six feet tall. Warren was a little overweight but he lost that extra weight when he went into the Army.

“My father was an airline pilot,” Schmitt added. “I think his job had a lot of influence on me and Warren. We both wanted to be pilots. Warren’s family had a few veterans who fought in World War I and World War II. I remember his grandfather was a World War I veteran.”

Breece made two stabs at college before joining the Army. He studied at the University of Copenhagen in Denmark and also attended William Penn College in Oskaloosa, Iowa.

The big kid from just over the Yardley border in Lower Makefield enlisted in the Army during November 1967, intending to graduate from Flight School and become a pilot. Most of the Army pilot needs were in the area of helicopters, which had already become an important component of warfare in Vietnam. Choppers were the new cavalry, the airborne cavalry, transport vehicles that would insert troops into battle zones, resupply units in the field, or pursue aerial assaults against enemy troops on the ground. The powerful Cobra helicopter could unleash serious firepower from just above the tree tops and at the same time provided a spectacular light show for troops on the ground to watch.

“Warren came home for Christmas in 1967 and then he started Flight School in January,” said Schmitt, who had signed up for the Air Force after high school. “By the end of the next October, he had graduated from Flight School and was ready for Vietnam. He came home on a leave for two or three weeks. He left for Vietnam in the last week of November and he was dead in two weeks.”
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ROLE MODEL – Warren Breece, Class of 1966, died in Vietnam and is forever missed by his younger brother, James Breece.



James Breece was 13 years old when his big brother Warren died in Vietnam.

“I read somewhere that most veterans are eventually able to put the war behind them,” Jim Breece said in June 2014. “The families who lost a son were not as fortunate. I know I am bitter against President Johnson for the loss of my brother. I never got the chance to grow old with Warren. I definitely hold that against Johnson.”

Childhood memories remain fresh in Jim Breece’s mind, almost frozen in time.

“Warren was seven years older than me,” he said, “He was a loving and caring big brother. He really tried to include me in many events with his friends. Things like sledding and sliding down the roads in the winter after a snowstorm. Tom Schmitt’s father was an airline pilot and they would sometimes bring me along when they went flying in a small Cessna. We would also play football in the yard, throwing the ball back and forth.

“I have so many fond memories of Warren that stay with me to this day,” Breece added. “One time after Warren got his driver’s license, we went to see a movie called ‘The Great Escape’ at the local drive-in theatre. It was an exciting movie with James Garner in one of the leading roles. I sort of associate that movie with Warren. Whenever it comes on television, I have to sit down and watch part of it because it reminds me of that night in the drive-in.”

The two Breece brothers often helped out at the family business.

“Warren did every kind of job there, including running the store when my parents and I went on a short vacation,” the younger Breece admitted. “I would help out Warren sometimes. Yardley Florist was located on Main Street. It wasn’t a big business. We had several greenhouses. My father would rent a railroad car full of peat moss and it was our job to fill the company truck with peat moss for the customers. I remember climbing on top of that mountain of peat moss with Warren and shoveling it into the truck. That is a great memory for me, working with Warren. We had a lot of fun and it was hard work, too.”

Warren’s desire to be a pilot probably distracted him from his college studies. He finally enlisted in 1967.

“Warren finished at the top of his Flight School class,” Jim Breece remembered. “My parents and his girlfriend Pam went down to Texas to see Warren get his wings.”

With the Army in dire need of helicopter pilots in Vietnam, Warren Breece soon found himself in the war zone, lasting only two weeks before he was killed on one of his first combat missions.

“My parents got a couple of letters from Warren before he died,” Jim Breece recalled. “They got one right after he arrived. He was trying to put them at ease. I have a vague recollection of him saying that the most dangerous thing so far was tripping over a beer can. That was Warren. My parents were permanently affected by his death. You never get over losing a family member in war. I know for me, I think about Warren daily. I am very proud of him. I have such great memories. But you never fill the void in your life that comes from losing a brother.”

A military funeral is a momentous event, especially in an area like Lower Bucks County that seemed to be losing a soldier in Vietnam every month between 1966 and 1971.

“Warren’s funeral was very powerful,” Jim Breece recalled. “It was a full military funeral with an open casket, closed with a glass top. I said my farewell to Warren. The town of Yardley named a road after Warren up near the public library.”

Breece became a college professor in Maine. He lives not far from Warren’s girlfriend at the time of his death.

“Pam is married, as she should be,” Breece said. “She lives eight miles away from me here in Maine and calls my mother, who is 97, every Sunday morning. They have a great relationship.”

Breece is still coming to grips with the war and its impact on his family.

“I will go to visit Vietnam at some point,” he said, “but it will be hard for me.”

Warren Breece was still undergoing on-the-job training when he was killed on Dec. 5, 1968. The official report said he was flying an OH6A Loach helicopter and “was hit by enemy small-arms fire while making a firing run. The co-pilot made a precautionary landing to allow first aid, but Warrant Officer Breece died of his injuries.”

An account written years later by an observer in another Loach working the battle scene paints a more difficult picture. Breece had control of the chopper when he engaged six or eight enemy troops on the ground. His adrenalin took over when caution might have been the better option. Over the radio, chopper pilots hovering nearby told Breece to “break off and let the Cobras have him.” But the 20-year-old pilot hovered too long over the enemy soldiers, who began firing up at the small aircraft. A bullet went under Breece’s helmet and lodged in his brain. The chopper went spinning towards the ground. The co-pilot, whose job was to train the inexperienced pilot, grabbed the controls and managed to crash-land the craft with the enemy not far away, eager to finish their mission. Fortunately, a nearby Loach also landed and provided covering fire. One crew member pulled Breece from his chopper and carried him back to the escape chopper as a firefight continued on the ground. Warren Breece was pronounced dead two hours later at the base hospital.

Paul Fretts, who served two tours in Vietnam as a helicopter pilot, understood Breece’s motivation for the fight.

“Warren was working as a scout pilot in an operation with Cobra choppers,” Fretts said in 2014, “and for the most part they were very aggressive when enemy contact was made. The fact that Warren tried to ‘duke it out’ with the enemy force was typical of the kind of pilots who flew the scout mission.

“I have heard stories of scout units that would actually take the mini-gun off the aircraft so that the pilots would be less inclined to stay in contact with the enemy once the fight started,” Fretts said. “The main idea of the hunter/killer team was for the scout to do the hunting and the Cobra to do the killing. It was very easy to get caught up in the moment, believe me.”

Breece’s inexperience played a role in his death, as it did for several other Pennsbury grads who died early in their tour of Vietnam. “New guys” had to learn the rules of combat in a hurry and they needed a good mentor nearby.

“Warren wanted to come home from Vietnam and marry his girlfriend Pam,” Tom Schmitt recalled. “That was his dream. It’s just so sad. I guess I would say, after all these years, that Warren’s death made me a better person. I tried to live my life for him. I’m crying right now, just thinking of him.”

Schmitt transferred into the Army in 1969 after two years in the Air Force.

“I went into the Air Guard and then to Flight School,” he said. “I already had a civilian’s pilot license and I finished high enough in Flight School that I didn’t have to go to Vietnam. I was assigned to Germany. I spent 36 years in the Army, rising to rank of Chief Warrant Officer 4. I am an inspector for the United Nations now. The world is a very frustrating place and I get to see that on my job. The memory of Warren is what gets me through my tough days.”
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Paul Fretts is another young person from Pennsbury who grew up wanting to fly.

“I really had no other ambition than to fly,” Fretts recalled. “I enlisted on Dec. 30, 1965, and took both my basic and advanced training at Fort Polk, which is where most of the recruits heading to Flight School did their training. After that, I had 20 weeks of primary training in Texas, then 20 more weeks at Fort Rucker, Alabama. I graduated from Flight School in January of 1967. Like most, if not all graduates, I went straight to Vietnam after two weeks leave. I was assigned to the 162nd Assault Helicopter Company out of Phouc Vinh.”

Asked to describe a normal day in Vietnam as a chopper pilot, Fretts laughed at the idea of normality in Nam.

“We had good days and we had bad days,” he admitted. “Our job was to support troops. We might do combat assaults one day and the next day it would be resupply. Some days, we dropped ARVNs (South Vietnamese troops) into landing zones. Other days, we resupplied American artillery units, transporting ammo or troops from one base to another. I flew ‘slicks,’ not gunships. A ‘slick’ was a troop carrier that was devoid of armament other than a door gun.
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FRIENDLY SOLDIER – Paul Fretts, Class of 1965, did two tours of Vietnam as a helicopter pilot and made quite a few friends while he was there.

“Many times, we inserted troops and nothing happened,” Fretts continued. “Other times … well, the day I got wounded, we were flying Eagle flights, which was a mission where you would drop troops off in a LZ and if they didn’t find anything, they would hop back on and we would go to another LZ, until they found contact with the enemy.

“When we made contact with the enemy that day, the armored plates on our chopper did me in. A bullet came up from the ground, ricocheted off the armor inside our chopper and hit me in the back, coming out my arm. That was the end of my first tour of Vietnam.”

Fretts recuperated for two months in Japan, then returned to the states.

“I got stationed at Fort Meade, Maryland,” he remembered. “This was the period of time in 1968 when Martin Luther King got shot. We were the closest Army unit to Washington, D.C. We spent several weeks down in D.C., supporting the operation because nobody knew what was going to happen. It was a crazy time.

“The normal rotation period for helicopter pilots was one year between tours of Vietnam. Before my year was up, I called the Department of the Army and told them I wanted to volunteer to go back and I asked them if I could select the aircraft I was going to fly. They said fine and I selected Chinooks. At the time, they didn’t go into hot areas. Chinooks were the biggest choppers around. We could carry four tons of ammunition at one time to the artillery units. That’s what I did for most of my second tour. I got there in January of 1969 and came home a year later.

“I went back to Fort Rucker as a flight instructor for two years. Then I did something I will always regret,” Fretts added. “The Army was offering Warrant Officers commissions to the rank of First Lieutenant. I took the offer and was sent to Fort Knox, Kentucky, as commander of a basic training unit. But then came the reduction in forces. They called it “RIF.” I got caught in the RIF. The war in Vietnam was drawing down and I had to go into the reserves, where I served for the next 20 years.

“I spent 10 years on active duty and 20 years in the reserves. Our unit was activated for Desert Storm in 1991 but we never went overseas.”

After he got out of the reserves, Fretts served as a flight instructor back at Fort Rucker until retiring midway through 2014.

“As a kid, I always wanted to fly,” he said, looking back on life. “My dad flew in World War II. And I got to fly for the better part of 46 years. I really never wanted to do anything else. But now is the time to enjoy my family, my two granddaughters. I had my fun. Now it is someone else’s turn.”

Fretts realizes Vietnam is only a small part of his life.

“I look back on Vietnam and you have to understand, I knew I was going there when I joined the Army,” he said. “It was something I wanted to do. I know a lot of friends who didn’t come back from Vietnam and that’s a very sad thing for me to think about. Personally, the war didn’t bother me. I have no trouble talking about it. I can’t say I am haunted by Vietnam. Well, maybe I have had a few nightmares. I still don’t like to sit with my back to the door in a restaurant … my wife loves to kid me about that.”
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Vernon Von Sydow arrived in Vietnam in 1966 as a member of Helicopter Anti-Submarine Squadron Six, an elite unit barely 10 years old whose ongoing mission had been to deal with the threat posed by the Soviet Union’s nuclear-powered submarines and cruise missiles.

HS-6, as it came to be known, also participated in the recovery of astronauts Wally Schirra and Gordon Cooper when they splashed down in the Pacific Ocean in 1962 and 1963, respectively. Its mission changed again when the Vietnam War expanded in 1965. In 1966, in support of American bombing missions, HS-6 rescued 16 downed aviators. The unit rescued 13 more stranded airmen in 1967. If the downed pilots hadn’t been fished out of the ocean by HS-6, they would either have drowned or been captured by the enemy and sent to prison for the rest of the war. The stakes were pretty high.

Von Sydow and his team first rescued a downed pilot on Aug. 27, 1966. The men were stationed on the USS Kearsage, flying an unarmored A3W helicopter, when they intercepted a “Mayday” radio message from an aircraft that had been flying over the North Vietnam mainland.

According to a synopsis of events read at the medal ceremony, the crew “immediately proceeded toward the distress signal to render assistance. Upon arrival at the rescue scene, the downed pilot could not be located and a close area search was conducted from the coastline seaward. A search aircraft finally found the survivor and marked his position with a smoke light.
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TEAM EFFORT – Vern Von Sydow, third from left, huddles with his fellow search-and-rescue crew members during a lull in the action on the USS Kearsage.

“The rescue helicopter proceeded to the smoke light, which was approximately three miles off-shore, and spotted the survivor,” the mission report continued. “In order to expedite the rescue, the crew decided to make a manual approach to a hover rather than employing an automatic approach that is usually made for night rescues.

“Skillfully bringing the helicopter into an instrument hover over the survivor, the pilot used his red hover lights and directions from the crew to place the rescue sling in the hands of the downed pilot. The survivor was quickly hoisted into the aircraft and a rapid departure ensued.

“The crew’s exceptional skill and judgment were in keeping with the highest traditions of the United States Naval Service,” the report concluded. Von Sydow, one of four crew members cited in the report, received a Navy Commendation Medal.

Von Sydow contributed to one other rescue during his service in Vietnam. It occurred on Jan. 25, 1968.

“This was a night rescue of an Air Force pilot who got shot down,” Von Sydow recalled. “The pilot bailed out into the water after a bombing mission along the North Vietnam coastline. He landed between our ships and the shore batteries of the enemy. There was some intense antiaircraft fire coming from the ground.”

An official report of the incident noted that Von Sydow handled initial radio communications from the downed pilot, Commander T.E. Woolcock. Von Sydow then put his aircraft into a “manual hover” position near Woolcock after the pilot was located in the water.

“Approaching the hover, we noticed the survivor was floating in his MK-30 and had the raft attached to himself,” read the official report. “The rotor wash kept blowing (Woolcock) away from the aircraft. Lt. Von Sydow backed the aircraft to the survivor, pulling the horse collar and cable through the water. (Woolcock) grabbed the cable, followed it to the sling and was successfully able to enter the horse collar.”

Woolcock was then hoisted into the chopper and flown to a waiting ship as anti-aircraft and missile fire turned the night sky into a huge fireworks display worthy of a July 4th show back home in the USA.

“I received an Air Medal and a couple of Navy commendation medals,” Von Sydow said matter-of-factly many years later. “During my time in the war zone, we lost one of our crewmen, Thomas Goen, in a plane crash. There was a book published called ‘Leave No Man Behind’ by Tom Phillips that documents many of our unit’s rescue operations.”

Von Sydow and his HS-6 colleagues played an important role in the war, saving 29 downed pilots from capture by the enemy.

“You start flying in a war zone with people shooting at you, the whole atmosphere changes,” he said. “You realize this is serious stuff. I really didn’t have any negative thoughts about the war. We had a job to do and we did it. Vietnam impacted my family back home more than anything else. Most of our (tours) were seven months in length. I took off one time and my wife, Gail, was pregnant. Then my cruise was extended to 11 months. My son was six months old when I first saw him. You’ve got to give military wives all the credit. They did a great job raising families while their husbands were over in Vietnam.”

Von Sydow spent 27 years in the Navy, retiring as a Captain.

“I got into teaching at a high school here in San Diego,” he said of his post-military life. “I’m still working (at age 73) with kids who are at risk of not graduating from high school. Most of them come from low-income families, or dysfunctional families. Our job is to kick them in the rear and boost them up.”

[image: ]

Looking back over life, Jim Ward noted how his initial values and character were shaped, in part, by some of his teachers at Pennsbury.

“Al Matuza was like a mentor to me,” Ward recalled. “I played football for him. I wasn’t that big, maybe 5-foot-11 and 175 pounds. He always said, ‘You are going to do something else with your life, son.’ But he did help me get a football scholarship to The Citadel.”

During summer break, Ward came home from college to work in the steel mill, just like so many other Pennsbury students over the years.

“It was a great experience, working in the mill,” he said. “My father was a steelworker. We were from Ohio, right on the border with West Virginia. Dad worked at the steel plant in Wheeling, which was a very depressed area back then. We got to Fairless Hills in 1953 when I was in the eighth grade. My family, we all thought we had died and gone to heaven when we got to Fairless Hills. My brother and I shared a bedroom. We thought it was great.”

Ward, whose brother John also served in Vietnam, fought the Cold War first before heading to Vietnam in 1969.

“I was in Air Force ROTC at The Citadel,” Ward would remember in 2014, two decades after he retired as a Brigadier General. “I graduated from college in 1963 and then went to Flight School for 18 months. I started flying B-52s when I got out of Flight School. The Cold War was still our main priority in those days. We kept bombers airborne for 24 hours. We would fly over the North Pole on nuclear missions. Every plane had pre-designated targets assigned in Russia if a nuclear war ever started. I was based in upstate New York with the Strategic Air Command. We had our B-52s and tankers that would refuel us in the air. And that is what I did for 4-1/2 years.”

Like Von Sydow, Ward’s mission would change as the war in Vietnam expanded.

“I switched over to flying C-141 cargo planes in 1969,” Ward said. “The job of a cargo plane is to transport people and supplies to the war zone. I was based at McGuire Air Force Base in New Jersey. From 1969-75, I flew combat missions until the war ended. We would bring troops into South Vietnam, drop them off, turn around and fly out as a hospital aircraft. We carried casualties and medical personnel back to the Philippines, Okinawa or Tokyo … where the wounded could get better care. We also brought a lot of caskets back from the war zone. That was not a good period in my life.”

The transport planes often drew enemy fire as they landed in South Vietnam.

“Usually it was just small-arms fire,” Ward said. “We didn’t have any defensive weapons on our plane so it was pretty easy for the VC to just fire up at us as we came in for our landings.”

Ward continued his long-distance flying even as the war wound down.

“I had one of the last airlift missions out of Vietnam in 1975,” he said. “We flew into Tan Son Nhut Airbase right outside of Saigon. The North Vietnamese had pretty much taken over the country. We were trying to get orphaned children and Vietnamese citizens who had collaborated with the United States out of the country. The Viet Cong were hanging on the fence when we landed. It was kind of a mercy mission. They were supposed to let us land and take these people out.

“We stripped the seats out of the plane, threw them out the doors, and put long straps across the floor. We probably crammed 300 Vietnamese into a plane that normally seated 120. The enemy was killing these people right outside the base. We were trying to save as many of them as we could. It was total chaos with people running and screaming, pushing to try and get on our plane. Some of them were hanging on to the wheels as we taxied out.”

Ward spent 31 years in the Air Force, retiring in 1995.

“After Vietnam, I transitioned into fighter planes. I flew F-4s, which were called the ‘Phantom’ planes. They were used a lot in Vietnam. After that, I commanded roughly 5,000 people back at McGuire AFB in New Jersey, not far from where I grew up.”

Ward is married to Doll Paredes, a Pennsbury grad. They have two children. The retired military man has often thought about how Vietnam impacted his life.

“That’s a hard thing to answer,” he said. “Vietnam was not a very pleasant time, I know that. I think it made me a stronger person, a stronger leader. I ended up in the Pentagon, making decisions with a lot of other officers who had fought in Vietnam. During the First Gulf War, I sat with the Joint Chiefs, with Colin Powell, making decisions about the Desert Storm operation in Iraq back in 1991. We were all thinking the same thing. We weren’t going to let things happen that happened in Vietnam. And we wanted those soldiers to be welcomed properly when they came home, not like it was in Vietnam where we dropped them off at an airport and nobody was there to greet them when they returned home.”


CHAPTER FIVE:

CHURCH SENDS TRIO TO VIETNAM

THE FIRST UNITED METHODIST CHURCH of Fairless Hills emerged from humble beginnings in the mid-1950s. Families that had settled down in the fledgling community gathered at a non-denominational wooden building on Trenton Road and began formulating plans for a new place of worship.

Within a few years, a large stone structure more than 40 feet high took its place on the front end of the property. Parishioners voted on which religion to follow and chose the Methodist faith, which didn’t ask a lot of its followers. Just sing a few hymns, listen to the choir and remain attentive to the minister’s sermon. Families would fill the spacious pews to hear Reverend Robert Pike speak. An energetic and charismatic man in his 30s, Pike attracted new followers with his enthusiasm and warmth. His approach mirrored that of the country’s young President, John F. Kennedy.

The church served as a meeting ground for youngsters interested in singing with the choir or volunteering for community service projects. Parents were more than happy to see their children hanging out at the church instead of the bowling alley, or even Mike & Joe’s Texaco gas station down the road where the friendly owners sold candy and soda to kids.

The First United Methodist Church drew families from all over Fairless Hills. The Armagost clan, located at 251 North Olds Boulevard, became a familiar presence at the church, as did the Beers family from one street over on Guilford Road. The Guest family of nearby Collingswood Road blended into the congregation. All three families would send a young son to Vietnam and only one of those sons would come home alive.

Carolyn Beers Simmons, the oldest of nine children in her family, remembers those formative years at the church, located less than one-quarter mile from her home.

“We could walk to church with me and my brother Eddie leading the way,” she said. “Our parents (Adam and Leona Beers) moved to Fairless Hills in 1952, back when there were still piles of dirt on the front lawns and only the main roads were fully paved. My dad went to work in the steel mill and he also worked a couple of side jobs. Dad was good with his hands. Our little Fairless Hills house couldn’t handle nine kids. Dad built a second floor on the house as the family kept growing. The boys lived up there. They had their own bathroom!”

Not quite, said Jerry Beers, who was four years younger than his brother Ed.

“My sister got that wrong,” he said. “There was no bathroom upstairs. We used the bathroom downstairs. The three oldest boys all used the same bath water. Our little brother Adam lived downstairs with the girls because he was still just a baby.”

Somehow, the Beers family made it work. Nine children and two adults in a house built for half that many people. Everyone pitched in. They shared clothes and chores around the house, helped each other with school studies, and tried not to drive their parents crazy.
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FAMILY AFFAIR – Carolyn Beers poses with seven of her eight siblings on her wedding day. Ed Beers, Class of 1965, is standing at her left. Three of the Beers boys became Marines and two served in Vietnam.

“Reverend Pike appointed our father as janitor for the church,” Carolyn said. “Dad would bring his oldest kids -- me, Eddie and Wayne -- with him to the church and give us jobs. I used to joke with dad and say we worked harder than he did. We would wax floors, empty waste baskets, rearrange chairs in some of the meeting rooms. Dad’s steelworkers union occasionally held meetings at the church during the week. We would set up for them, too.”

The church’s Youth Fellowship group brought teenagers together from all over Fairless Hills.

“That’s where we met John Armagost and probably where Eddie became friends with Ricky Guest,” Carolyn recalled. “John and I graduated together from high school in 1964. Rick was in that class, too, and Eddie graduated one year behind us. We learned a lot of our values at the church. I know that when Eddie went to Vietnam, he would write home, telling my mother not to worry because God was walking with him.”
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“It’s hard to pin down when I first met Rick,” John Armagost admitted in the late spring of 2014. “We probably bumped into each other at the (Methodist) church even before high school. But I do remember really becoming friends with Rick in about ninth grade when we were on the gymnastics team at school. We were best friends in high school.”

Penny Reynolds, a Levittown resident, said she first started dating her Pennsbury classmate, James Walker (Rick) Guest, in 10th grade.

“Sometimes we would go out on double dates with John and whoever he was dating at the time,” Penny said. “We were all pretty close in high school. John and Rick were very close. Rick was funny. He could make people laugh very easily. He was one of three children. He had an older sister Bonnie and a younger brother, Robbie. Rick was talented and quite smart.”

Rick, Penny and John had plans to make after they graduated from Pennsbury in 1964. Penny wanted to become a teacher. They all ended up at Temple University down in North Philadelphia. John stayed for two years before joining the Air Force. Rick decided to attend Temple along with Penny. They were falling in love as high school ended and college began.

Meanwhile, Carolyn Beers married Edwin Simmons in 1966, around the same time her brother Ed, who had graduated from Pennsbury in 1965, began to get the itch to do something besides work at his father’s gas station on New Falls Road. The war in Vietnam was heating up and some of Eddie’s friends had already been drafted, or enlisted of their own volition.

“My mother said Ed wasn’t worried about the draft,” Carolyn Simmons admitted in 2014. “She thought he just wanted to get away from the gas station. Eddie joined the Marines pretty early in 1967. He loved being a Marine. My parents and I drove down to see Ed graduate from basic training at Parris Island. We were all very proud of him.”

Eddie’s Pennsbury classmate, Gene Darrah, and his pals often hung around at the Levittown Lanes bowling alley just down New Falls Road from Adam Beers’ gas station. Gene remembers stopping by to see Eddie before he joined the Marines.

“His dad was pretty strict,” Darrah recalled. “Eddie had to stay at the station. We would go over there and hang with him. Eddie never got into trouble with me and my friends, nor did we ever see him take a beer. Just good, clean, hanging out.”

While Eddie Beers filled gas tanks and contemplated joining the Marines, Rick Guest became bored with college.

“Rick and I were married in March of 1966,” Penny pointed out. “A little while after that, Rick dropped out of college. He had finished three semesters. Rick wanted to become a musician and was playing with a group. He had a job, too, as a laboratory technician. Dropping out of college is why he got drafted.”

Guest’s draft notice arrived in the spring of 1967. He went off to basic training while Penny continued her studies at Temple.

“I was definitely concerned,” Penny recalled. “Rick only went into the Army because he was drafted. He did his basic training at Fort Bragg, N.C. After basic, he didn’t get his orders right away. I went down and lived with Rick at Fort Bragg until he got assigned to Fort Polk, La., for advanced infantry training. It was in December 1967 that he got his orders to Vietnam. Rick came home on leave and we were able to spend time together over the Christmas holidays before he left for Vietnam in early January 1968.

“I look back now and realize we never actually spoke about our future,” Penny admitted. “It was almost as though he knew he wasn’t coming back and that we would have no future. I was really worried about him.”
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DIRTY BUSINESS – Ed Beers stands in the mud on a rainy day in Quang Tri Province, Republic of Vietnam. Beers endured sustained combat activity during nine months with the Marines near the DMZ. He was killed on May 23, 1968.



Eddie Beers, a slender teenager who stood 5-foot-6 in high school, had a winning smile that won him friends everywhere he went in his short life. Beers arrived in Vietnam on Aug. 15, 1967, joining K Company, 3rd Battalion, 1st Marines, in the northern part of the war zone, just south of the DMZ, in Quang Tri Province. A picture of Eddie taken in Vietnam shows a stronger, more muscular young man. The Marines had built him up over the past year.

“Eddie saw a lot of fighting,” Carolyn Simmons remembered years later. “It was horrible for us back home to watch the news every night, see the reports from Vietnam, and worry about Eddie. My mother would write him every day and he wrote back as often as he could. Every time Eddie would mention that one of his fellow soldiers had a yearning for peanut butter or some other snack, mom would go to the store, put together a package of goods and mail them off to Eddie.

“Mom would watch Dick Clark’s American Bandstand show on television and write to Eddie about the new songs that were popular back home. Eddie wrote back that his favorite song was ‘Whiter Shade of Pale.’”

While Beers, a rifleman in an infantry platoon, saw considerable action with his unit, Rick Guest said goodbye to his wife Penny and boarded a commercial airplane bound for South Vietnam. On January 18, 1968 – less than two weeks before the Tet Offensive -- Guest joined C Battery, 1st Battalion, 30th Artillery, in Binh Dinh Province. Although trained as an infantryman, he became a cannoneer in Vietnam, a switch in job assignments that happened often when a soldier arrived in Vietnam. The Army just kept plugging holes in units as troop commitments expanded to a war-high 535,000 soldiers during 1968.

On Jan. 30, the enemy surprised American and South Vietnamese troops with a major attack against 49 province capitals during the Tet holidays, which traditionally had been a time for ceasefire agreements in the first years of what the North Vietnamese called their “American War.”

Guest’s artillery battery fired support for infantry units while he learned the fundamentals of his new job. His work often involved carrying 155-millimeter projectiles that weighed between 90 and 100 pounds from their storage area to the howitzers. Cannoneers also performed routine maintenance on the big guns. During down time, they cleaned their rifles and filled sand bags to provide cover from mortar attacks.

Rick’s unit soon joined a fire base on the eastern border of South Vietnam, not far from the port city of Da Nang. Its four howitzers were positioned on top of a hill. On Feb. 20, Guest was assigned to a resupply mission. The battery needed more ammo. Guest and several other soldiers climbed into the back of a half-ton truck and went down the road to the resupply post, where they loaded projectiles into a trailer attached to the back of the truck.

Guest and another soldier rode on top of the trailer on the trip back up the hill. Whether they were ordered into this precarious position or did it on their own is a detail lost to time.

John Armagost, working as an aircraft electrician in the Air Force in 1968, has pieced together a version of what happened on the day his good friend died, gathering information over the years from soldiers in Rick’s unit.

“Rick and a few other guys were sent to pick up ammo,” he said. “Their unit was located on top of a mountain. The deuce-and-a-half truck was pulling a trailer of ammo on the way back. Rick and another guy were riding on top of the trailer. The truck is going up the highway, one of those raised highways that you see in Vietnam where the road is a foot or so above the rice paddies. The driver of the truck sees a slow-moving rickshaw on the road ahead of him and pulls out to go around. After he passes, he pulls back into his lane. The trailer swings wide and then goes off the road into the rice paddies.”

Penny (Guest) Armagost, who has lived with the memory for 46 years, breaks into the conversation.

“We heard that two soldiers died instantly,” she said. “I don’t know if Rick was caught underneath the weight of everything … they said he drowned. They called it a non-combat fatality. Rick had only been there a month. Most of his fellow soldiers hardly knew him.”

The distinction of “non-combat” deaths in Vietnam has always been a sticking point for veterans of that war, who felt that every death over there could be traced back to combat duties.

“They called a lot of deaths in Vietnam ‘non-combat’ deaths,” John Armagost said. “The government was trying to keep the number of combat deaths down, I guess.”

At this point, Penny Guest was in her third year at Temple.

“I got called out of class and went downstairs to the office,” she said, her memories of this day frozen forever in time. “I could see two military officers in uniform and immediately I knew what this was about. My first reaction was: How am I going to get home? Your mind plays tricks with you when you receive that kind of news. A girl friend from class came with me and the officers drove us home.

“How did they know I was in class at Temple?” Penny said, answering her own question. “One of my parents’ neighbors was Bill Donaldson, a teacher at Pennsbury. He saw the two officers pull up in front of their house early in the morning. Mr. Donaldson knew where I was and came out of the house to help them. At first, they didn’t want to talk to him but pretty soon they figured out that he had good information. And that’s how they found me at school down in North Philadelphia.”

John Armagost, in the Air Force by now, got a call from his father with sad news about his friend.

“I requested a leave and went home for the funeral,” he remembered.

Rick’s family was devastated by the tragedy.

“Rick’s mother could never visit the Beverly Cemetery in New Jersey,” Penny said. “It was just too tragic. She was too distraught to visit his grave. It was overwhelmingly terrible for the family to have lost their oldest son. We all loved him very much.”
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Eddie Beers continued to send letters home from Vietnam in the spring of 1968 after surviving serious fighting during the Tet Offensive. One of his squad mates, Michael Arsenault, wrote a tribute on the Vietnam Wall’s memorial internet site in 1999, recalling his old friend.

“Edward always had a way of making you smile, even in the worst of times,” Arsenault wrote. “I met Ed in November of 1967. He was a friendly sort, always smiling. I remember him as always liking the ‘oldies, but goodies.’ He would sing that melody all the time. He was good at making a bad situation easier to cope with.

“(Eddie) and I, we got more mail then anyone. When mail came in, they would send either Ed or myself to get it, seeing as how we were the only ones who got mail. Sometimes, we got 10-20 letters at one mail call. We all missed him very much, his funny laugh, jokes, singing and his dirty blond hair that was always falling in front of his face.

“But in spite of all the laughter, when the shit hit the fan, (and it did), he was always right there. He was a good man to have on your side. Edward was truly a hero. We were only together for (seven) months, but I remember him fondly today, 30 years later.”

Beers had 109 days left to serve on his one-year tour in Vietnam when he died in a mortar attack during a battle in Quang Tri Province on May 23, 1968.

“How did I find out about Eddie’s death?” Carolyn Simmons asked, repeating a question about that dreadful day. “Well, this is how it happened. Our neighbors across the street, the Nagles, saw a car pull up in front of my parents’ house one afternoon and two Marines got out. The Nagles called my father at the gas station and said, ‘Adam, there are two soldiers in front of your house. You might want to get home.’ The station was only a couple of miles away and dad raced home. I was working over at Bell Telephone and my husband usually picked me up after I finished work. When he came to get me, we didn’t know anything had happened. We drove over to the gas station to see my dad. When we got there, he wasn’t around. I asked one of his workers and they said, ‘You better go home.’

“When we got to the house, my brother Jerry was standing in the neighbor’s driveway. He called me over. I asked him what was going on. Jerry, who was just a teenager then, said he had to tell me something ... ‘Eddie is dead.’ I called him a liar and slapped him in the face. I kept asking, ‘Why are you saying that?’ Jerry told me that dad was in the house, sitting in his chair, taking each of the younger children on his lap and telling them Eddie wouldn’t be coming home. Jerry said he had never seen dad cry before and he just couldn’t stand it anymore and got out of the house. That’s why he was standing in the driveway, waiting for me, I guess.”

Eddie had written a letter home on the back of a C-Ration container earlier that month, using a Pennsylvania Dutch phrase he had learned from a fellow soldier -- “Ik wil naar huis gane.” His parents, who both had roots in the Pennsylvania Dutch community, interpreted that to mean he would be home soon.

“Eddie died on a hospital ship, the USS Sanctuary,” Gene Darrah, himself an Army veteran, recalled. “He was quite a guy with a big smile. I was proud to have known him.”

When Eddie’s body did come home, the funeral coincided with his brother Wayne’s graduation from high school. Needless to say, Wayne skipped his graduation ceremony.

“Two Marines arrived with Eddie’s coffin,” Carolyn Simmons said. “They stayed with him until the funeral was over. We had a service at the church. His coffin was half-open. Meanwhile, my mom had done nothing for the first week after Eddie died except read the Bible. Finally, my grandmother came to the house and told my mom, ‘You need to stop this. You have other children who need you.’ Mom’s youngest child, Adam Jr., was just two years old at the time. Mom listened to her mother and started to get back on her feet. I had to take mom to the cemetery every day for a long time. She just had to go there to be close to Eddie.”

Wayne and Jerry Beers followed Eddie into the Marines.

“I guess they wanted to honor their brother by following in his footsteps,” Carolyn said. “Wayne didn’t go to Vietnam but Jerry did. Jerry never told our parents that his unit got orders for Vietnam. He knew my mom could prevent him from going because our family had already lost a son over there. With Jerry, I think it was a revenge thing. He wanted to go to war.”

Jerry did make it home safely from Vietnam. He admits to heading into the war zone in 1972 without telling his parents.

“My dad co-signed for me when I joined the Marines at the age of 17,” Jerry admitted in the autumn of 2014. “I graduated from Pennsbury in 1969 and went into the Marines. I was stationed in Japan, where the mailing address on your letters home was the same as Vietnam. They were both postmarked ‘APO San Francisco.’ When my unit got orders to Vietnam, I did not tell my commanding officer that my brother had been killed in Vietnam. If I had, they would have kept me back in Japan. I didn’t tell my parents, either. I just kept writing them letters as though nothing had changed. Nobody from my family knew I was in Vietnam.”

Beers serviced jet planes at Bien Hoa Air Base, just north of Saigon, putting to use mechanical skills he had learned while watching his father run a gas station business.

“We were mortared a few times,” he said. “I remember getting (mistakenly) shot at by the South Vietnamese troops who had their own perimeter to cover at Bien Hoa. Me and a buddy laid on the ground for about an hour until we were sure it was safe. My job was to inspect planes and get them ready for the pilot. We would service the planes and then look at them again when they came back from a bombing mission. We also loaded bombs on to the planes. I would write on some of those bombs: ‘This is for my brother, Ed Beers.’ I just wanted revenge for Ed. That was my main reason for going to Vietnam.”

Six months after Jerry Beers arrived in Vietnam, his parents spotted a television news report that focused on his unit’s work in South Vietnam.

“They knew the name of my unit and saw it mentioned on television. My dad called our local congressman right away and I got sent back to Japan,” Jerry recalled. “When I reached my old base in Japan, I was handed a phone and told to call my parents and tell them I was in Vietnam of my own free will. I did that. My parents were pissed. But I talked them into letting me go back. I served two more months in Nam before my unit went home.”

Jerry Beers came home from the war, planning to visit his brother’s grave as soon as he could.

“I went alone,” he said. “It was a real tear-jerker for me. Eddie and I were close. We were very similar in our outlook. Wayne was the quiet one. Me and Eddie were always smiling. We were ladies’ men. I have three children of my own. They have heard a lot of stories about their Uncle Ed. We try to keep his memory alive for all the kids in the next generation of our family.”

Carolyn Simmons’ son, Edwin Jr., vouches for his uncle.

“My uncles, Jerry and Wayne, have always talked to me about their brother Eddie,” Edwin Simmons Jr. admitted. “I feel like I know him because they have kept his memory alive.”

“I miss him to this day,” Carolyn Simmons said. “We try to visualize what Ed would look like if he were alive today. Wayne and Jerry look a lot different now than when we were young. We all do! We wonder if Eddie would look like them.”

Adam and Leona Beers packed up the younger kids in the family and moved away from Fairless Hills two years after their oldest son’s death.

“They moved to the Pocono Mountains, not too far from where they grew up,” Carolyn Simmons said. “I don’t think my dad ever got over losing Eddie. It made him think more about the kids. He wanted to be able to spend more time with his family after working three jobs for so many years.”

“When grandpa was dying a few years ago,” Carolyn’s son said, “he told us that Eddie was calling for him to come home, to be with him in heaven.”

“Dad is buried next to Eddie,” Carolyn said, dabbing at her eyes with a handkerchief.

Leona Beers entered hospice care in the fall of 2014. She died in October 2014 and was laid to rest next to her husband and son.

“I don’t think anyone ever is the same after losing a son that way,” Carolyn said. “There is a hole in your life that you can never fill.”
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Meanwhile, John Armagost felt the pull to get into the war.

“I had already put in a request to go to Vietnam,” John added. “I arrived in October of 1969 and spent a year there. I’m glad I served in the military. I was able to get a career (in electronics) out of the Air Force and an education through the G.I. Bill.”

Penny fought a battle of her own against grief and sadness while continuing her education at Temple.

“It seems so long ago now,” she said. “I completed my degree and got a job teaching. Before John went overseas, we went out a few times. We had always stayed in touch. We were all such good friends. Before Rick died, when John came home on leave, he would stop by to see us.”

Out of a shared sadness, love blossomed between John and Penny, even as they both battled grief over their mutual loss.

“We got married on Oct. 23, 1970,” Penny said. “We have two children and five grandchildren. In our house, we have a picture of Rick in uniform. It seems like a whole other lifetime ago.”

John and Penny Armagost celebrated 44 years of marriage in October 2014. Penny is retired from teaching. They live in New Hope, Pa., 25 miles up the Delaware River from their hometown in Lower Bucks County. John has worked for many years with the Boy Scouts of America, continuing community work that he began doing back at the United Methodist Church in Fairless Hills.
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Carolyn Simmons raised her own family, following the same rules she learned from her parents.

“We’re really a close family, all of us,” she said.

“In 1989, my daughters, Michelle and Jeannette, wrote a poem to honor their uncle Eddie at a special ceremony sponsored by Pennsbury to recognize all the young men from our school who died in Vietnam, all 15 of them,” Carolyn Simmons said.

Here is their poem … “The Uncle We Never Knew.”

“From what we heard, he was a wonderful man.

He tried so hard to fight for our land.

In Vietnam, he awakened early morning,

To get home was what he was yearning.

He was coming home shortly, is what the family heard.

But then this terrible tragedy had occurred.

The men came in uniforms, to inform the family he was gone.

That is when his mother realized she had lost her oldest son.

Within a few days, the funeral was planned.

Many people came to mourn for this man.

The family still talks about all the years that he grew.

So that is how we know 'The Uncle That We Never Knew.’


CHAPTER SIX:

TWO HUNTING PALS HEAD TO VIETNAM

RONNIE MEYERS AND CHARLIE HOLCOMB grew up in the woodsy part of Fairless Hills, near Lake Caroline, during the 1950s and early 1960s. Meyers reached five feet, five inches in height by the time he graduated from Pennsbury in 1965. Holcomb had roughly six inches and 60 pounds on his buddy, even in their adolescent days.

“We became good friends in junior high school,” Meyers would recall in 2014. “For some reason, Charlie and I just hit it off. Whenever we got a big snow, we would get our bows and arrows and take my springer spaniel into the woods behind the Oxford Valley elementary school, hunting for rabbits. My dog would actually go on point with rabbits. We had a lot of fun hunting as kids.”

Meyers joined the Marines within a year of his graduation from Pennsbury in 1965.

“I always liked the Marines’ dress uniform,” he said with a laugh.

Holcomb dropped out of high school in his senior year, got a good job across the river in Trenton, N.J., and worked until he felt the draft board closing in. He enlisted in the Army and entered the service early in 1966.

The two childhood friends both found their way to Vietnam. Meyers, an infantryman, would be wounded by a mortar shell halfway through his tour, ending his war and beginning an extended period of knee surgeries and physical therapy that continue to this day.

Holcomb, who worked as a water purification specialist in Vietnam, extended his tour twice. He came home in 1969 with mental scars from the war along with physical issues that would cause him pain for the rest of his life.

This is the story of two kids who grew up hunting together, went off to war, and lost contact with each other when they came home, not communicating again until they reconnected via Facebook in 2011.
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Charlie Holcomb always liked to fix things. He was a hands-on kind of guy, even in high school, where the structured learning environment didn’t pique his curiosity unless it ventured into his main area of interest – cars, motorcycles and engines.

“I dropped out of high school,” he said, 50 years later. “I just didn’t have any interest in most of the stuff they were teaching. I would sit in the classroom and doodle in my notebook, drawing hot rods and stuff while the teacher was talking. I was actually pretty good with freehand drawing. In one class, they wanted us to do sketches. I drew up an engine and in the background I added some hot rods. I remember standing up in front of the class and showing my drawing. Best grade I got the whole damn year. Got a B. I sucked in all my other classes.”

After Holcomb dropped out of high school, he found employment at Roberson’s Manufacturing in nearby Trenton.

“I had a good job there,” Holcomb recalled. “This was in 1965. I was 18 years old. I worked four days a week making battery cases and then for two more days I would do piece work with magnifying glasses on my head, checking my own work, and getting paid double my regular salary. I was making more money in 1965 than I would make in construction when I got out of the Army. I was driving a 1957 Chrysler Windsor, a big boat of a car, very nice.

“Around the same time, the draft was stepping up. I knew I was going to get drafted the next year. I was watching all of the guys in the neighborhood getting picked off, one by one. So I went to the induction center in Trenton, not the local one in Bristol. It seemed like all the guys who went through Bristol did their basic training down south. I went over to Trenton and talked to the Army recruiter. He told me I could do my basic training at Fort Dix, which was right down the road. That kind of sealed the deal for me.

“I arranged it so I didn’t have to go into the Army until February of 1966,” Holcomb added. “I went to Fort Dix for basic training, just like the recruiter said I would. We were living in the old World War II barracks, which had been condemned a few years before. Part of our training was to rebuild those condemned buildings. We would have a hammer in our hands first thing after breakfast. Just putting up the siding. No insulation.

“In basic training, I went through the tear-gas chamber and almost died. Turns out I have bronchial asthma in both lungs. As far as I know, I almost died in that chamber. They took me to the hospital at McGuire Air Force Base, which was right next to Fort Dix. They revived me there and sent me back to my unit. We went on bivouac one night where we slept outside in small pup tents. I woke up the next morning with snow all over the tent. It was the biggest snow they ever had in New Jersey at that time of the year. That wasn’t very good training for Vietnam. Korea, maybe. I wound up with pneumonia and I’m in the hospital for a month. I go back to basic training and my unit has graduated. I had to take basic all over again. This time, they didn’t make me do bivouac or the tear-gas chamber.”

Holcomb headed to Fort Leonard Wood in Missouri for his advanced training.

“When I signed up for the Army, they asked me what I wanted to do,” he recalled. “I told them I wanted to be an engineer of some kind. The sergeant hands me an official Army catalogue that lists all kinds of jobs involving engineers and he tells me to pick one. So I take the catalogue and walk out of his office. I get a drink of water from a fountain out in the hallway. I thought to myself … how good is this water? Is it clean? What am I drinking? So I went back in and told the sergeant I wanted to be a water purification engineer.

“He smiled and said ‘Congratulations, son. That job will get you to Vietnam.’ When I got out of training in Missouri, I ranked second highest in my class for my ability to set up a water point by myself, get the water flowing and distribute it to the water tanks. The top guy in the class was promoted right away from Private to Sergeant. Me being second, they made me a Corporal and sent me to Vietnam. A Corporal is also a NCO (non-commissioned officer), one below the rank of Sergeant, and that meant I could lead a water supply team.

“I was put in charge of the 603rd Combat Engineers Detachment, 1st Logistical Command. That was a water purification unit in Vietnam. We went all over South Vietnam. I served three tours. Extended my first tour twice. I got there in the summer of 1966 and didn’t come home until late in 1968. We had eight guys under my control. I didn’t want that. I just wanted to be a regular soldier working a regular job without having to baby-sit a bunch of kids from all over the United States who couldn’t get along with each other. That’s what it boiled down to. I got promoted and then lost my rank, got promoted and lost rank again. They never dropped me below corporal. If they did that, I wouldn’t have been able to lead my unit.

“You could say I was a little too opinionated for the Army,” Holcomb admitted. “Whenever we went out in the field to set up a water point, we had to provide our own security, because our infantry could be a few miles away. I started giving some water to the Vietnamese civilians who were watching us, farmers and the like. We had seen them drinking out of polluted rivers and streams. They were killing themselves doing that. I would hold up a bottle of our purified water, take a drink of it myself so they knew it was okay. They would take the good water and use it to bathe in and drink. We would fill up their jugs or bottles, whatever they had. And right away we noticed nobody was shooting at us at night anymore, like they had been.

“My superior officers found out I was giving water away to the civilians and told me to stop. We had an argument about that. I lost. We stopped giving away water and right away we’re getting shelled again. And pretty soon I was back to giving away water so we wouldn’t get shot at so much. And pretty soon I lost my stripe again.”
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HANDY MAN – Charlie Holcomb joined the Army and earned his ticket to Vietnam after signing up to become a water purification specialist.



Holcomb and his crew were on their own, out in the bush, walking up and down streams, looking for the best place to set up their purification equipment.

“We were in danger all the time,” he said. “Mortars, sniper fire. The enemy would shoot up our equipment. We did help the civilians a few times, the farmers. You know, the enemy would pollute the rivers and streams on purpose. They would kill a water buffalo, an ox, whatever they called them, and then weight it down in the river in order to pollute the water. We would go upstream above the pollution to find a place to set up shop. Our protection was our rifles and our good sense. I would go to whatever Army unit was nearby and ask them for protection. They just laughed at us. I told them they work with bullets and guns. We work with chemicals. We’re all on the same side, just doing different jobs. They didn’t get it.

“Agent Orange was all around us. Snakes, too. Big pythons. Tigers. Sometimes we would hear a loud roar at night and I would tell the guys … ‘ That ain’t no puddycat.’ We usually shot the snakes. There was one called the bamboo viper, whose bite could kill you in seven seconds. They called him the ‘two-step’ snake. You take two steps and you’re dead from his venom. One night, we were playing cards in a tent, getting drunk on Montagnard booze, and one of the guys saw a snake come in the tent. We cleared out of there in a hurry!

“I met a lot of Vietnamese people over there. Some of them were all right. Some were bad people. Just like back home in the states. It’s the same everywhere.”

Holcomb covered a lot of territory in South Vietnam, sometimes flying in a helicopter over the countryside, identifying water points for nearby units stuck in the jungle, operating out of a fire-support base.

“I kept asking myself why I extended my tour two times,” he said with a laugh. “What had I got myself into? I was a dumb fuck back then. One of the things that kept me going was the memory of hunting as a kid back home in Fairless Hills with my friend, Ronnie Meyers. Ronnie always had his springer spaniel out rabbit hunting with us. That dog would stand on top of a rabbit hole, barking his ass off. When I was in a tough situation in Nam, I would think back to Ronnie’s dog sitting on top of the hole, trying to flush out a rabbit. That always made me laugh.”

“I tried to forget the war when I came home,” Holcomb said. “But I had something I had to do first. Being the older guy in my unit, well, a lot of the younger guys were afraid of dying. They would come to me and give me stuff with their home address, saying to send it home if they died. And some of them did get killed. Some got wounded and never came back to the unit. I put all this stuff in a big box. When I came home, I had some leave time coming to me before I returned to my unit back in the states. I rented a Corvette and drove around the country, looking up parents of these dead kids.

“Some of the parents weren’t too happy to see me,” Holcomb remembered. “One mother came out of the house, looked at her dead son’s stuff, and said, ‘I thought I was done with this military shit.’ I told her I was just her son’s sergeant and he gave me this stuff to give to you in case he died. I don’t want it. He wanted you to have it.

“One of the kid’s brothers took me aside and said his mother had a big argument with her son and the kid got so mad he enlisted. The brother thought that’s why his mother was so upset. She had all this guilt to carry around with her.”

Holcomb was declared AWOL from the Army because his trip took longer than the 30 days of leave he had accumulated.

“I was court-martialed for that,” he recalled. “But I figured this was something I had to do for the families of those soldiers.”

Holcomb returned to Fairless Hills and got a job. He was at loose ends, like a lot of Vietnam vets. He worked in construction for a while, even took a job as a bouncer at a local bar. He never saw his friend Ronnie Meyers, who had returned home and resumed working for U.S. Steel.

“I wasn’t a big drinker but I got a job as a bouncer because it paid pretty well,” Holcomb said. “My idea of a good time was to go into a bar and have one drink. I would sit at a table by myself and pretty soon a fight would break out. The fight would escalate until the two guys came near me and my table. I’m six feet tall and I was lifting weights in those days. I didn’t mind picking up one of those high bar stools and busting it over somebody’s head if they got too close to me. I guess that’s how I became a bouncer.”

Charlie settled down and married his girlfriend Gloria in 1971.

As the years went by, Holcomb began to realize something was wrong inside his mouth.

“I went to an oral surgeon, said I have a complaint about my mouth. He looks around in there and says you don’t have gum disease. Your teeth are okay but they need some work. He asks me where I’ve been the last few years and I tell him Vietnam. I said we were on C-Rations half the time, stuff they probably had left over from the Korean War. The Army doesn’t throw that shit away. They save it for the next war.

“After 15 fucking years dealing with the VA, they finally figured out I have TMJ, which is some kind of problem with my jaw. Sometimes it just pops out of line and I have to push it back in. Hurts like hell. The VA took three teeth out and broke my jaw in order to do the surgery. I don’t have any molars or side teeth anymore. Because of the TMJ, I cannot wear partial dentures. I have to wear a bite guard to protect the inside of my mouth and my lower teeth.”

Holcomb and his wife moved to northern Ohio, where some of the Holcomb clan were living.

“My dad was an ironworker who went back and forth between Lorain, Ohio, and Fairless Hills. Those were the third and fourth biggest steel mills in the world at one time. They made a lot of steel back in the day,” Charlie said.

By the mid-1970s, though, U.S. Steel started to diversify its interests, finding newer and cheaper ways to make steel. The big old plants in Pittsburgh, Fairless Hills and Lorain began a period of downsizing that would negatively impact the economies of places where steel used to be king.

“I asked my wife why she wanted to stay in Lorain,” Holcomb said. “We were broke. I took any job I could find to make money. But we made out okay over the years.”

Holcomb continues his interest in machinery, especially his motorcycle.

“Gloria says that bike is the one thing that has kept my attention over the years,” he said. “I can tear an engine down but then I lose interest. My brother Glenn, another Vietnam veteran, is much better at that stuff than I am.”

Charlie’s transition back to civilian life did not go easily. He had trouble dealing with some of the things he had seen during the war.

“My parents never wanted to hear of Vietnam or speak to me about it,” he admitted. “My father would say, ‘Shake it off! Work will help you forget!’ If they only knew how untrue that statement was … I do understand that with all the pain I was dealing with in the 1970s, I took a lot of stuff to medicate the pain away, and most of it wasn’t very good for me.”

Charlie Holcomb has come a long way since he and Ronnie Meyers took their bows and arrows into the woods to hunt rabbits and pheasants back when they were kids.

“I can remember a lot of good people I grew up with,” he said. “And I’ve probably forgotten a lot of them, too. I’m going to be 68 years old pretty soon. I’ve got my health issues. You have to just deal with all the pain and the bullshit. Vietnam is something I went through a long time ago.”
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Ronnie Meyers didn’t have it easy growing up.

“My father died when I was eight years old,” he said in 2014. “My mom raised me and my two sisters. She had it pretty tough. Ever since I was a kid, I wanted to join the Marines. Maybe it was the uniform. I don’t know. I just liked the Marines. My mom didn’t want me to join the Marines. I figured I was going to get drafted if I didn’t join. I enlisted in the Marines and then I signed a waiver allowing me to go to Vietnam. I was the sole surviving son in a family that had lost its father so I didn’t have to go. I guess I just wanted to see what Vietnam was all about.
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HEAVY PRICE – Ron Meyers earned a Purple Heart after taking shrapnel in his left knee during a mortar attack.



“I got there in August of 1968. We were based in Da Nang. My job was to go out on recon patrols, six of us in a team, and try to make contact with the enemy. This was usually at night. We could make contact and then call in air strikes on the enemy. The VC and NVA were always trying to overrun the city of Da Nang. It was pretty dangerous work that we were doing. We got in a few firefights and I was lucky enough to not get hit for a few months. And then I was wounded on March 10, 1969. We were inside our main base camp, a place called Camp Horn, when the mortars came in. I took shrapnel in my left knee. When I woke up, I was on a chopper heading to a hospital. Then I got flown to Japan for more surgery and stayed there around two months. I ended up at the Philadelphia Naval Hospital for more therapy and rehab. When I got out of there, I had only two months left on active duty. I wanted to go home but they sent me to a base where I did light duty, taking prisoners to court and other stuff like that.”

When Meyers returned home, he went back to work at the U.S. Steel plant.

“I had worked there before I joined the Marines,” he said. “They always held jobs for veterans until they came back. You got credit for service time. When I came home, my seniority qualified me for a job in the rod mill. Some of the workers there resented me for getting to pick the job I wanted. It was pretty tough with them for a while, but we worked it out and eventually became friends. I worked in the rod mill for 18 ½ years, until the mill shut down in the late 1980s. I was a foreman for my last four years there.”

Meyers got married in 1970. He and his wife have two daughters and one grandchild.

“I’ve been pretty lucky,” he admitted. “I never did see Charlie (Holcomb) when I got home. I lost touch with a lot of people I knew before the war.”

How did Vietnam impact his life?

“Well, my knee,” he said, after thinking about the question for a while. “I had a couple more surgeries that the Veterans Administration took care of for me. I had the surgeries with private doctors and the VA paid for it. I really can’t do too much on my legs before the knee gets tired and I have to sit down. I’m 100 percent disabled for the knee and PTSD.

“Vietnam did some good things for me, too,” he said. “I think it made me more mature a lot faster than if I hadn’t gone there. I was just a kid and I had to grow up fast in Vietnam. I was really worried about whether I was coming home alive. When I did, I was very proud of myself. I had some confidence that maybe I didn’t have before I joined the Marines. I have no regrets about going in the service or going to Vietnam.”

Meyers paused. His voice dropped a notch as he weighed what he wanted to say next.

“I’m a little hesitant to tell you this,” he said. “My wife said I probably shouldn’t talk about it. It’s very difficult for me.”

The war veteran collected himself and then regained his train of thought.

“Do you remember Marty Lengyel? He was from Fairless Hills. We were good friends growing up. Marty was a year behind me in high school. We bounced into each other in Vietnam. We were stationed right next to each other and I got a three-day pass. Me and Marty went into the city and had a good time. A friend of mine, a good friend, volunteered to do my job while I was gone … and he got killed.”

Meyers struggled to continue his story, taking a few deep breaths before resuming.

“I am on medication to this day,” he said. “I have PTSD. The doctors tell me I should talk about this but it’s tough for me. The war doesn’t end when you come home.”

Meyers admits he suffers from “survivor’s guilt” but understands he has lived a good and full life, filled with family and friends.

Still …

“This is something I will never forget.”

On the plus side, he has resumed his friendship with Charlie Holcomb, who lives 400 miles away in northern Ohio.

“We hooked up on Facebook,” he said, laughing at the idea of two old veterans communicating via social networking. “You know, I stopped hunting a long time ago, but me and Charlie, we did some really dumb things when we were young. I remember when Charlie got this old 1957 Chrysler that didn’t have a heater in it. We decided to drive to the Poconos for the first day of deer hunting season, me and Charlie and our friend Richie Almond. Charlie’s dad said we were crazy to do it. The car had no heat. We were young and it was 50 degrees outside. So we left on a Sunday night around 11 p.m. and drove up to the mountains. We got there and it was 10 degrees. We had to scrape the ice off the inside of the windshield! And we never got any deer, either.”

Meyers chuckled at the memory, then realized something.

“I don’t hunt anymore,” he admitted. “Gave it up a long time ago. But I can still remember going hunting with Charlie and my dog back when we were kids. Those were good times.”


CHAPTER SEVEN:

REMEMBERING DAVID DECKER
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PHOTO BREAK – Captain David Decker poses for a picture during down time with Bravo Company, 2nd Battalion, 8th Cavalry Regiment. Decker was killed on Nov. 19, 1967, while attempting to rescue one of his soldiers who had been captured by the enemy during the battle of Dak To.

DAVID JOHN DECKER IS A forgotten hero in Lower Bucks County. Born in 1937 during the late stages of The Great Depression, Decker grew up in Yardley and attended elementary school in the Pennsbury school district before transferring to The Lawrenceville School in seventh grade. His extended family ran Decker’s Dairy Farm across the Delaware River in Hightstown, N.J.

Decker graduated from The Lawrenceville School in 1956. He was a tall, lanky teenager who loved to play sports, baseball in particular. Decker chose to attend Georgia Tech University down in Atlanta and never looked back. College and then the Army took Decker away from his hometown over the final 11 years of his life, during which time he got married and fathered two boys with his wife, Martha Gay (Rhodes) Decker.

After Capt. David Decker was killed in the Battle of Dak To on Nov. 19, 1967, he was posthumously awarded the Silver Star, Bronze Star, Purple Heart and Air Medal. Those medals were never delivered to his family until nearly 43 years later – after men from his unit (Bravo Company, 2nd Battalion, 8th Cavalry Regiment) petitioned the Adjutant General to rectify the situation.

Decker was killed while leading a rescue party in search of a Bravo Company soldier who had been captured by the enemy on Hill 1034. Three other Bravo Company soldiers died that day.

“I was only four years old when my father died in Vietnam,” said Chris Decker. “He died on my brother David’s second birthday.”

Chris and David Decker Jr. grew up knowing very little about their father, whose death was so painful to everyone in the family. As the brothers grew into manhood, they began a quest to learn more about their father.

“Around 1989 or so,” Chris Decker recalled, “when Bo Gritz was running for President and in the news a lot, I read that he was a Green Beret in Panama during the 1960s, just like my dad. Naively, I wrote him a letter asking if he knew my dad. Next thing you know, I was contacted by Marcus Fisher, who had served in my dad’s company in Vietnam. I don’t know if it was a coincidence or not. That was one of the most exciting moments in my life.

“Marcus was awesome. He wrote me letters and made me cassette tapes describing his experiences in Vietnam with my dad, many of which were emotional and detailed. I mailed him the pictures that my father sent back from Vietnam, pictures my mother had just recently developed from old-fashioned slides. Marcus put them in an album and labeled each one with detailed recollections of the pictures, who was in them, names of fire bases, etc.

“Marcus was a super nice guy. He helped get my father’s tombstone at Arlington National Cemetery changed in 1991 to reflect that my dad served in the 1st Air Cavalry, not the infantry. Unfortunately, Marcus died in 1999 of Agent Orange-related lung problems,” Chris Decker continued. “He told me he got in touch with me because he was undergoing therapy for his issues with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). He and his therapist decided he would try and contact me, as the loss of my father had been a negative issue for him for years.”

Chris, who grew up tall and lanky just like his father, continued the quest for knowledge about his dad. He got a big boost in 2008 when his dad’s old Bravo Company unit established a website (eagerarms.com) and subsequently held its first informal reunion a year later at Fort Hood, Texas. It was there that the men realized for the first time that Capt. Decker’s family had not received his medals. Worse, they learned that his gravestone at Arlington National Cemetery mentioned Purple Heart as the only award he had received for his service to the country.

The men of Bravo Company went to work trying to correct these injustices. They did not want Capt. Decker’s sacrifice to go unrewarded. Decker may have been a forgotten hero in his old hometown but the men who fought with him in Vietnam would never forget their leader.

“We formed a working group consisting of men who played a role in the events of 19 November 1967,” wrote Peter O’Sullivan, who succeeded Decker as Bravo Company’s commanding officer. “There were soldiers who were on Hill 1034 … Al Hecker, Henry Nylan, Ray Bono, Gary Stine, Fred Fish and Bob Patterson. Starting from scratch, we spent several months assembling the facts. All of the above named troopers prepared notarized statements recommending Capt. Decker for a Distinguished Service Cross. Jim Beck and Gene Hedberg also contributed a lot of research to this project.”

The project stalled when the Army sent a “very bureaucratic letter,” to use O’Sullivan’s words, “stating a requirement to prove more supporting documentation for the award. Therefore, I started to look around for assistance in obtaining the promised Silver Star and other awards. I contacted a friend of mine, Col. Raymond Bluhm, who commanded Company A, and knew Dave. I got in touch with Col. Robert Suhosky, another friend of Dave’s. Finally, I contacted Ed Scholes, who commanded Company D and also knew Capt. Decker.”

Scholes, who would rise to the rank of Major General before retiring, helped complete the mission of retrieving those medals for Chris and Dave Decker Jr.

“Dave should have received the Medal of Honor for what he did on the day he died,” Scholes said in 2014. “His old unit spent about a year trying to get those medals and they ran into a dead end. They asked me to help. I got ahold of the Adjutant General’s office and told them I want every medal this man was authorized to receive. They came back in a month and said all the paperwork had been lost. I called the AG myself and said I will come up there and get everything that Dave deserved. Fortunately, he said I didn’t have to make the trip. He would take charge. And in three or four months, we received every medal that Dave deserved to get, along with one from the Special Forces unit that he served with in Panama.”

In 2010, Decker’s sons were invited to attend a reunion of Bravo Company soldiers in Minneapolis.

“At first, Chris just wanted us to mail the awards to him,” Scholes said, “but the men of Bravo Company wanted the boys to attend in person. Every single one of Capt. Decker’s men wanted Chris and Dave to come to the reunion. We guaranteed them that they would be happy they did for the rest of their lives. We wanted them to take possession of their father’s legacy.”

The awards ceremony featured plenty of love and tears and gratitude among the 30 former soldiers who attended along with Capt. Decker’s sons.

“Bravo Company hosted the event, invited Chris and Dave, and conducted the awards ceremony,” O’Sullivan pointed out. “As appropriate recognition for his valuable assistance in obtaining the medals, we invited Ed (Scholes) to read the award citations.”

Scholes felt privileged to be invited. The event stirred up memories for the old soldier.

“I would give anything if Dave was an old man like me who could sit around and tell stories,” Scholes said. “It was one of the greatest thrills of my life to help pass to his sons his legacy, for those boys to see how much his troops loved their father.”

So who was this David Decker who grew up in Yardley, graduated from Georgia Tech, joined the Army and died in one of the bloodiest battles of the Vietnam War? Let’s go on the same journey that his sons have traveled in recent years, in search of the truth about an unfinished life that still resonates in the minds of his fellow soldiers and their captain’s family.
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David Decker was eight years old when World War II ended. This was a time of great national pride, especially in the American military, which had participated in both fronts of the war, distinguishing itself wherever its soldiers served, on land, sea or in the air. Soldiers were held in high esteem. Kids looked up to them.

Young Dave Decker grew up playing sports on the fields of Yardley. After graduating from The Lawrenceville School in 1956, Decker enrolled at Georgia Tech University down in Atlanta. The school had a mandatory ROTC (Reserve Officer Training Corps) requirement that fit right into Decker’s plans.

“I know for sure that my father loved to play baseball when he was growing up,” Chris Decker said, piecing together things his mother told him over the years. “He also played hockey and football but baseball was his thing. He played some baseball at Georgia Tech, too. He also became interested in military stuff, probably because of his ROTC duties and the Marine basic training he went through during his sophomore year in college.”

Georgia Tech’s ROTC program drew the interest of many young male students during the 1950s when the military was considered a strong career option, even for college graduates. That would change in just one decade as Vietnam anti-war activists began to focus on ROTC programs around the country. But in the late 1950s, no such feeling existed. Many colleges and universities had been offering ROTC programs since the end of World War I. The U.S. government partially subsidized colleges that offered these training programs for the military.

According to research of military records conducted by Ed Scholes, Decker joined the Marine Corps Reserves while a sophomore in college. He took basic training at Camp Lejeune in 1959, achieving the rank of Private First Class. In November 1959, Decker transferred into the Army Reserves. After graduating from college, he was commissioned a Second Lieutenant in the Army in December 1961.

Decker jumped on the Army’s fast track by completing the elite Ranger and Airborne Schools in 1962 while serving with the 82nd Airborne Infantry unit at Fort Bragg, N.C. The young Special Forces officer got married and became a father for the first time in 1963 when his son Chris came into the world.

Decker steadily worked his way up the ranks. He served as a platoon leader for the 503rd Infantry and then worked in administration with the G-3 and S-3 departments of the 82nd Airborne. He transferred from the 503rd Infantry to the 187th in 1964, first becoming Executive Officer and then Company Commander.

In 1965, after completing a course in Spanish, Decker deployed to Panama, where he joined the 8th Special Forces unit. He became company commander of a unit specializing in counterinsurgency, an indication of the military’s new concerns about the developing situation in South Vietnam.

While stationed in Panama, Decker taught a ROTC course at Cristobal High School.

“(Captain Decker) was a major influence on my life and the lives of many other young men,” Robert Hand wrote on the Vietnam Memorial Wall website. “He was a fine officer and soldier who was respected by the community.”

Another one of Decker’s ROTC students, David Bruce Rainey, wrote of the captain’s “easygoing and friendly manner. He was an inspiration to the ROTC Corps. My dad and I bought a Honda from him. I will always remember that day. We met his wife and kids. They lived at France Field, I believe.”

A son of one of Decker’s Panama friends, Daniel Knauss, also honored him with a Vietnam Memorial Wall tribute.

“I knew Capt. Decker in 1966,” Knauss wrote. “He was a friend of my father, Chief Warrant Officer Dan Knauss. We had a boat and he went waterskiing with us often at Gatun Lake. I was 13 years old and he taught me how to waterski, first on two skis and then on his slalom ski. We kept his ski on our boat and used it often. He was a great guy who I looked up to. He treated me like an equal even though I was just a kid.”

Capt. Decker received his orders for Vietnam in May 1967. He had already transferred to the 1st Air Cavalry, an airmobile unit that would send its troops into action via helicopters, a new assault technique designed specifically for the Vietnam War.

The Decker family packed for its journey back to New Jersey, where Gay Decker and her two young sons, Chris and David, would live at Decker’s Dairy Farm until her husband came home.

“I vividly remember seeing him off in front of the house and something about him saying he would get us a (Pontiac) GTO when he got back,” Chris Decker said. “I was around three years old then so I wonder if that memory is all in my imagination.”
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Capt. Decker arrived in Vietnam in early July 1967 and immediately made his presence felt among his men in Bravo Company, 2nd Battalion, 8th Cavalry.

“Capt. Decker called us all together,” Sgt. Al Hecker remembered 47 years later. “We were at Landing Zone English. He came in, introduced himself, and said in essence if we ever get time to relax and have drinks, you can drink and fight all you want, but he did have a message for the married men: If he ever hears a rumor that you are fooling around over here, you are going to regret the day you ever met me. I was sure glad I wasn’t married yet. That showed us our new commanding officer was a man of high moral character. We knew the man was in charge. And this was good for all of us in Bravo Company because our previous commanding officer had no discipline and was lazy. The Viet Cong were great observers. We got ambushed all the time because they knew we weren’t disciplined the way we should be.

“Things changed with Capt. Decker,” Hecker continued. “He went by the book. As an example, we would go on night patrol at around one in the morning. We would lay down in the weeds outside a village and wait for the Viet Cong to come in from the mountains to see their family and stock up on some food. We would hit them and take prisoners when we could. Capt. Decker made sure we just tied them up and separated them. Nothing more. You didn’t want them talking to each other. We would take them back to our camp and in the morning, Capt. Decker would call the CIA. They would bring in their interrogators to get information out of the prisoners.”

Decker would soon find a good friend in Capt. Ed Scholes, commanding officer of Delta Company, 2nd Battalion, 8th Cavalry.

“I had gone to North Georgia College,” Scholes recalled. “Dave’s future wife was a student there and I roomed with her brother during the first quarter. Later on, I heard that she had married a guy from Georgia Tech. That was Dave. I was stationed in Germany, working the Soviet border, and when I got back to the states, I wanted to get into the 1st Cavalry.

“Pretty soon I was in Vietnam, taking over Delta Company. When Dave became commanding officer of Bravo Company, it was immediately obvious to me that he was a born leader, a natural leader. He loved his troops and they loved him back. We became very close. Dave had something I didn’t have. He had tact. The Battalion Commander sort of paired us up, Bravo and Delta Companies, whenever he could, because we worked well together.”

The men from the 2nd, 8th were always prepared to move. The airmobile outfit stood on ready alert, just one radio call away from climbing into choppers and dropping into a “hot” landing zone.

“We would do quick insertions,” Scholes said. “1967 and 1968 were really bad years in the war. We were constantly on the move.”

Al Hecker, a Bravo Company squad leader, backed up Scholes’s account.

“During my year in Vietnam, we participated in 109 air assaults,” he said. “When we got together at a 1st Cavalry reunion many years later, some of us sat around and tried to figure out how many days we had spent in the rear. The most anyone could remember was four. We went out on one patrol and it lasted 93 days. Imagine, 93 days in the same clothes. The same underwear!”

The 2nd, 8th operated out of the Central Highlands region in Kon Tum Province, right up against the nearby borders of Cambodia and Laos. The battalion was an integral part of the heralded 1st Cavalry Division, one of the most decorated combat units in the U.S. Army.

The 1st Cav’s mission changed in Vietnam. Helicopter assault units became instrumental in guerrilla warfare. The 1st Cav commanded a fleet of 450 choppers that inserted troops into battle within minutes of a call for help. The 2nd, 8th became one of the busiest infantry battalions in the war zone.

In late October 1967, intelligence reports indicated that a large North Vietnamese Army force was preparing to attack U.S. military units and installations in a place called Dak To, located on a flat valley floor adjacent to a river, completely surrounded by mountains. Dense, tree-lined ridges fortified the mountains, which ranged between 2,500 and 4,000 feet in height. The slopes were very steep, blanketed by double- and triple-canopy trees that were between 100 and 200 feet high and up to four feet in diameter.

To make matters worse, monsoon season would commence in November. Temperatures could reach 95 degrees during the day and drop to 55 at night.

The NVA had been fortifying the mountains for months, digging tunnels and bunkers into the ridge lines. Their leaders were planning an attack on the Dak To-Tan Canh area with four infantry regiments and one artillery regiment. An estimated 12,000 NVA soldiers were stationed in the region.

The NVA’s objective was to attack Dak To, forcing the Americans to commit reinforcements that would soon be surrounded by the enemy. This was similar to a plan two years earlier that resulted in the battle of Ia Drang Valley, later made famous in Joe Galloway’s book, “We Were Soldiers Once … And Young.”

“Dak To and Ia Drang are considered the two biggest battles fought during the Vietnam War,” Al Hecker said many years after the fact. “I just found that out on the History Channel last week.”

The fighting began on a limited scale near Dak To on Nov. 4, 1967. The U.S. 4th Infantry Division attacked the ridges south of Dak To. Three days later, 173rd Airborne Brigade units pushed west and then southwest, with the South Vietnamese Army pushing north and east. The skies would be filled with 257 B-52 strikes during the Battle of Dak To. Over 151,000 artillery rounds were fired into the ridge lines, with little effect, so dug in were the enemy.

The 1st Cavalry soon found itself providing troops for the Battle of Dak To, which occurred between Nov. 4-22 with the second and most violent phase lasting from Nov. 17-22. The 2nd, 8th entered the battle on Nov. 15, deploying into the hills east of Tan Canh where it met heavy resistance. It would take six days to blast the enemy out of its defenses.

On Nov. 19, action centered on and around Hill 875. Capt. Decker’s Bravo Company found itself involved in a fierce firefight on nearby Hill 1034. According to a unit history posted on eagerarms. com, Bravo was not aware of any intelligence indicating how deeply the enemy was dug in. It was later determined that the NVA had established a horseshoe defense bolstered by an elaborate bunker system with connecting tunnels hidden by extensive camouflage.

“I was aware of what was going on with Bravo Company,” Delta Company commander Ed Scholes remembered. “The brigade helicopter scouts had found the NVA dug in and shelling our base. The battalion commander wanted me and Dave to go up there and take care of that ridge line. But it turned out, they moved Bravo in there first. I heard it on the radio and told my company to pack up, we’re moving up there, even without orders. We started moving and monitoring battalion radio. For some god-awful reason, the NVA let the choppers come in and then they hit them. It was going to take us a while to get to Hill 1034.”

Bravo Company soon found itself under intense and accurate fire from an enemy force entrenched on Hill 1034. Split up into platoons, Capt. Decker aligned his command group with the Cheyenne Platoon. Al Hecker, platoon leader, remained close to his commanding officer.

“Let me tell you what happened on the day Capt. Decker died,” Hecker said, making a decision to tell the saddest story of his combat life. “We had been up the hill once trying to recover one of our soldiers who had been captured by the NVA. We lost one KIA and four wounded. The Captain’s radio operator, William Fowler, was shot twice in the neck. We went back down the hill to regroup. Captain Decker looked at us and said ‘I won’t order anyone up that hill again but if anyone wants to come with me, I will accept volunteers.’ Me and Henry Nylan and another soldier named (Philip) Wain volunteered.

“Captain Decker said to wait a minute. He pulls out two letters that he had received from home that morning. He reads them, then takes out his lighter and burns them. He said, ‘If they get me, they are not going to get my family’s letters.’

“We started moving forward. Capt. Decker said I think I see them. He asks if anyone has a grenade and Henry flips him one. The captain throws the grenade in the direction of the enemy he had just spotted but it hits a tree and bounces right back in the direction of Henry. Fortunately, Henry is behind a slight rise in the ground and the shrapnel goes over his head. Henry says he’s okay. Captain asks him if he has another grenade. Henry smiles and says ‘F.U., captain.’ We all started laughing. Here we are, in the middle of some heavy shit, and we’re laughing. That was the captain. He could find humor in anything.

“We moved forward a few feet. The captain runs up to a tree. I come with him. We both hide behind the tree, that’s how big it was. It was really thick in there. The captain sticks his head out the right side of the tree and then all of a sudden his head moves back and his eyes flicker. I’m thinking: 'What does he find funny now?’ Then I see … he had been hit in the neck and was bleeding badly. I got on the radio and said, ‘Shotgun Six has been hit and it’s bad.’ The battalion commander comes on and asks if we can get him out of there. I organized some cover fire from our men and took the captain down the hill to a clearing where the chopper would be. Gary Stine and Bob Patterson put the captain on the chopper.”

Hecker paused in his account, took a deep breath, and continued his story.

“Over the next 20 years, I often wondered if the captain was still alive when we put him on the chopper,” he said. “I finally talked to Bob Patterson and he told me Capt. Decker grabbed his arm when Bob was putting him on the chopper. He died 15 minutes later, from what we were told.”

In short order, Bravo Company had sustained 10 casualties (4 KIA, 6 wounded) on this bloody day, representing 9 percent of its field strength. Killed in action were Capt. David Decker, 2nd Lt. Ronald Roderick, Radio Operator William Fowler and infantryman Thomas Olearnick. The soldier captured by the enemy was one of the casualties.

Capt. Scholes heard about Capt. Decker’s death over the battalion radio.

“I was listening when the battalion commander came on and put in a call to Bravo,” Scholes said. “Dave’s radio operator said his six (Decker) is wounded badly. We were too far away to help. The next day, we were told to take that ridge line. I asked for two 105s (artillery guns). I asked for machine guns. We went up there and found out that the NVA had a road dug all the way to Cambodia. We chased them and took no prisoners. But when we got to the border, we could go no further. Those were the orders. That’s how we fought the war.

“We come back and it’s Thanksgiving,” Scholes said. “The food had been sitting out all day and it had gone bad. Nobody wanted to eat anyway.”

Capt. David Decker was “absolutely the best officer I ever served with,” Hecker said. “Our First Sergeant, Bob Patino, said the same thing, and he had fought in World War II, Korea and this was his second tour of Vietnam.”

Hecker promised himself that one day he would tell the two children of Dave Decker how their father had died, and what kind of man he was.

“And then I put it off,” he said. “It was around 20 years later. I was living in Idaho, driving to work, when I thought about how I hadn’t followed through on my promise. I pulled the car over to the side of the road and cried for 20 minutes.”

Hecker eventually got in touch with Chris Decker.

“We spoke over the phone,” Hecker said. “I think it was good for both of us. I asked Chris if his family had received the medals his father had earned in Vietnam. They hadn’t. So we began the process of getting his medals for the boys.”

Once that mission was complete, Bravo Company made plans to honor the sons at the 1st Cavalry Division’s annual reunion, this one in Minneapolis in 2010.

“We held our reunion in conjunction with the 1st Cavalry’s reunion,” O’Sullivan said.

The men from Bravo Company did it up right. O’Sullivan delivered a beautiful speech. After recounting the story of the chase for those medals, O’Sullivan spoke directly to Capt. Decker’s sons, Chris and David.

“We finally have the missing medals and citations that tell us what your father did to earn these medals,” O’Sullivan said. “What we are missing now are the reasons why your father acted as he did on Hill 1034. No one can answer this question precisely, but I am going to give you some good clues.

“Your father’s position as commander of an infantry company in Vietnam was without a doubt the most challenging and demanding command position in the United States Army. It was not made easier when commanding an airmobile company. The 1st Cavalry Division was the fire brigade for the northern region of Vietnam. We moved frequently to different areas to combat large-scale enemy units. Your father participated in five operations of this type. These deployments to other regions meant that we operated in areas where we were not familiar with the enemy or the terrain. Dak To was just such a deployment.

“In our battalion, we had four infantry companies commanded by four captains. We lost four commanders within a two-month period, beginning with your father. The CO’s job was demanding because wherever your father moved on the battlefield, he was always surrounded by three radio operators equipped with 10-foot antennas sticking up in the air. Needless to say, these were a top priority target for enemy forces.

“Your father was often exposed to enemy fire because whenever there was a firefight, he always moved to the platoon that had made contact with the enemy in order to decide on a course of action. Your father participated in approximately 40 airmobile combat assaults and he was always on the first wave of helicopters.

“The key to understanding your father’s heroic actions on Nov. 19, 1967, is the unique relationship that existed between him and his troops. … Your father was an outstanding commander who was known to the troops in Bravo Company as the ‘Old Man.’ This description referred lovingly to his actions, because his troops trusted him, and had great respect for him. To understand your father’s actions that day, you have to bear in mind he was not only commander of Bravo Company, he was also the ‘Old Man’ taking care of his troops. He led two rescue efforts to save one of his captured soldiers on the day he died.”

Bravo Company troops, graying men now in their 60s or 70s, then stood up and gathered in a circle around a table that held the medals of Capt. David Decker, the “Old Man” who was just 30 at the time of his death.

“I was invited by Bravo Company to read the awards,” Ed Scholes said. “We had a half-circle and each soldier would pass the medals around and the last one in the group would hand them to Chris and Dave. It was very emotional for all of us.”

The men of Bravo Company also persuaded Arlington National Cemetery to update the tombstone on Capt. Decker’s grave to account for the medals he received during his Army career and to add his Airborne Ranger status. Those medals and this belated recognition from the country he served would never replace the man, nor the void that would forever exist in the lives of his wife and two children. But maybe the military men have it right. Maybe a portion of Capt. Decker’s legacy is connected to his medals. At the reunion, though, Decker’s fellow soldiers understood their captain’s real legacy was right there with them in the presence of his two sons, now middle-aged men happy to know more about the father they barely remember.

“Looking back,” Chris Decker said, “I can’t emphasize enough what a positive experience it was getting to know my 2nd, 8th Cavalry friends from all their letters, emails and then in person at the reunion. Getting dad’s medals from them that weekend in Minnesota couldn’t have been a more perfect way for me and my brother Dave to conclude our journey.”
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PASSING ON A LEGACY – The men of Bravo Company, 2nd Battalion, 8th Cavalry, delivered medals won by Captain David Decker Sr. to his sons at a reunion in 2010. Left to right: David Decker Jr., Peter O’Sullivan, Ed Scholes and Chris Decker.


CHAPTER EIGHT:

MARINES ALWAYS FIND THE ACTION

THE TRADITION, GLORY AND HONOR of serving in the United States Marine Corps remained strong during the Vietnam War. Young men signed up for this toughest of military challenges for a variety of reasons. Often times, they were influenced by a family member who had served in the Marines during World War II. And even though those men may not have recommended signing up for this latest war, if they were going, why not join the undisputed best fighting unit in our nation’s history?

The Marine Corps has always prided itself on being first into battle. That was certainly true in the Pacific Theatre during World War II. Marine infantry units led the way on tiny islands like Guadalcanal, Okinawa and Iwo Jima. They absorbed the blows and paved the way for supporting Army units to entrench themselves following the initial heavy fighting.

During the Vietnam War, Marines made up more than 25 percent of the soldiers killed in action. Many of them fought in the northernmost province of South Vietnam, a place called Quang Tri, just south of the Demilitarized Zone. They fought in ominous sounding places called Mutter’s Ridge and The Rockpile. They fought in the battle of Hue, Con Thien, Khe Sanh and many more engagements with the enemy that are too numerous to mention.

Among the 15 former Pennsbury students who died during the Vietnam War, four were Marines and they all were killed in Quang Tri Province. That’s where the heaviest fighting of the war occurred, and that’s where the Marines concentrated most of their forces.

“Semper Fidelis” (Latin for “always faithful”) is the slogan Marines prefer to follow. The stories in this chapter deal with three Marines from Pennsbury, two of whom lost their lives in Vietnam.
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Robert Meiss Jr. signed up for the Marines within days of his graduation from Pennsbury High School in June 1964. This decision was a slam-dunk for the Yardley resident. His grandfather, Aaron Meiss, had served with the Marines in World War I. His father fought in World War II with the Marines. Robert Jr. prepped for the military by attending Fishburne Military School in Waynesboro, Va.

His sister, Charlene Meiss Miller, recalls her older brother in a loving and jocular fashion.

“Robbie was two years and eight months older than me,” she said in the summer of 2014, 47 years after her only sibling died in Vietnam. “He tried to avoid me, especially in high school. He was too cool for me! His friends called him Bob but I could never get past Robbie or Rob. He was a bit of a rebel. My grandfather and father were in the Marines during the first two world wars. Rob wanted to be like them. He had three goals in life – to earn the same rank (Corporal) in the Marines as my dad, to turn 21 and to see combat action. It was Semper Fi all the way in our family.”

Charlene said her brother was “very charming, very good looking, tall, thin and with dark hair. He had girlfriends. In fact, he got engaged before he went to Vietnam, although I think that was more of a homestead type of thing. He wanted something or someone to come home to.”

Meiss’s unit was sent to the Dominican Republic in 1965 to serve as an occupying force during that country’s civil war.

“There was no action there,” Charlene said. “By 1966, Rob was heading into his final year of active duty. He had a Marine buddy from New York who had come home on leave and spent time with our family. This friend had orders to Vietnam. He lived at our house because he didn’t really have a place to go in New York. Robbie decided to re-up so that he could go to Vietnam with him. He wanted to see action.

“I think the Marines had changed Robbie over those last two years. My parents were a little afraid of him and locked their bedroom door at night. I remember we drove him to the airport on Oct. 12, 1966, and I just knew that was the last time I would ever see him.”
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JUST DOING HIS JOB – Marine Corporal Robert Meiss Jr. died while searching for one of his soldiers on May 20, 1967.



Robert Meiss Jr. turned 21 on Jan. 11, 1967, three months into his scheduled one-year tour of Vietnam. He joined Company K, 3rd Battalion, 9th Marines, in Quang Tri Province. The lanky Marine proved a good soldier in combat, earning his Corporal stripes and becoming a squad leader during his first six months in Vietnam. He had accomplished all three of his goals in life.

In the spring of 1967, Meiss’s unit walked into a hornet’s nest as fighting around the DMZ intensified. Sensing a major problem after the bloody battle at Con Thien, President Johnson and his Joint Chiefs of staff approved a foray into the heretofore restricted DMZ. Operation Hickory, which lasted from May 15-29, engaged South Vietnamese, North Vietnamese and U.S. armed forces. Before the fighting ended, Marine Corporal Robert W. Meiss Jr. would be killed by mortar fire on May 20.

“Supposedly, the fighting had finished for the night,” Charlene Meiss Miller recalled. “Robbie was missing one man from his squad and he went out looking for him. That’s when he got hit by a mortar round and died.”

According to a history of Operation Hickory posted on the virtualwall. org website, Company K served as the leading element for its battalion on May 20, and “made contact with what it initially estimated to be an enemy platoon” that was deployed in a string of bunkers. The platoon soon grew into a company of NVA who hit the Marines with heavy enemy fire.

Robert Meiss Jr. came home to a closed coffin funeral in his hometown. He was the first soldier from Yardley to die in Vietnam, to be followed by Captain David Decker in November 1967 and Warrant Officer Warren Breece in December 1968.

“I think Robbie might have struggled when he came home, as a lot of Vietnam veterans did,” his sister speculated. “The war took a toll on so many soldiers. My dad never mentioned Robert’s name again to me. He held everything inside and became a recluse after Robbie died. Dad developed a lot of medical problems. He drank a lot and he smoked a lot. He ended up with a collapsed lung and a torn esophagus.”

Charlene still remembers in vivid detail the late May night in 1967 when an official government car pulled up outside the Meiss home in Yardley.

“My grandmother was living with us,” she said. “We always had dinner in the dining room. I finished my meal and went upstairs to my room. We didn’t have central air and it was pretty hot that night. My window was open to let a breeze come in. I heard a car door slam out front and thought my friends were coming over.

“I looked out the window and saw a Marine Corps officer and a chaplain walking up the driveway,” Miller continued. “I fell to my knees in shock. Then I got up and went to the hallway and yelled down, ‘Don’t answer the door!’ But of course my parents did answer the door. The officers told us what happened to Robert. I’ll never forget that night.”

The ensuing funeral week presented emotional issues that would haunt the family for years.

“My mother and I just never believed Robert was in that casket,” Charlene said. “We had read about mistakes being made with soldiers who died in Vietnam. We just wanted to believe it wasn’t him and we both felt for many years that any day now he was going to walk through the door and say hello.

“Several years later, I went to a wedding with my next door neighbor. The undertaker was there, sitting at the bar. He was a good friend of our family because he had buried some of our relatives, including by this time my grandmother. I walked over and started talking to him. We talked about my brother Robbie and he said my father opened the casket to identify Robert. I never knew that. I am sure that is part of what tore my father apart. It’s the reason why my father couldn’t talk about Robbie anymore.”

Robert Meiss Sr. lived for 30 years after his son died. He and his wife retired to the Antilles Island of Bonaire, just north of Venezuela, where they eased some of their grief by having a diving site named in honor of their son.

“It’s a beautiful place,” Charlene said. “They found a big rock and had it painted yellow with ‘Corporal Meiss’ etched in red letters. The rock sits at the entrance to the diving site. I have been there many times.”
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Alan Robert Schultz graduated from Pennsbury in 1966 and joined the Marines before the summer ended. In his short life, Schultz left a lasting impression on his friends, especially Hal Blaisdell from the Class of 1965.

“We lived one house apart from each other on Lakeside Drive (in Levittown),” Blaisdell recalled. “Al always liked to remind me that he was three days older. He was born on March 4, 1947 and I was born on March 7. We were really close up until 11th grade. We used to run a lot. Alan lifted weights from the time he was 10 years old. I played baseball and he liked football. His parents (Frank and Marie) were like my second parents. He had an older brother, Francis, and a sister, Carol, who we always called Winnie.

“Sometimes, we could get in a lot of trouble. One time, Al wanted to get a can of spray paint open in the garage and when he couldn’t pry it open, he got a sledgehammer and smashed it open. Black paint went all over his father’s car. His father came home and saw the mess. We spent quite a few weeks compounding black paint off of that white car.

“Another time, Al spilled shoe polish on the living room rug. He rearranged the furniture to cover the spot but it didn’t take his father long to figure out what happened. I started to make the move to go home when his dad looked at me and said, ‘You’re not going anywhere.’ And we had to clean up that mess, too.

“We used to go to the swimming pool and spend hours and hours looking at the girls,” Blaisdell added. “And we would go to the shopping center and chase girls. We never caught any but we tried.”

In 11th grade, Blaisdell got a part-time job. Schultz, who had to repeat a grade when he transferred to Pennsbury from nearby Bishop Egan, continued to lift weights. By this point, he had dropped football in favor of competing on the school’s cross-country and outdoor track squads.

“We did talk about joining the military,” Blaisdell said. “I think it was pretty common for our generation to think about going in the military because our parents had been so involved in World War II. My dad fought with the 4th Marine Division in the Pacific from 1942-45. He didn’t talk about it. Alan always wanted to join the Marines. He knew he wasn’t going to college. And I had made up my mind I wasn’t going to college right away.

“Alan’s big worry was his height. He was only 5-foot-4. I wasn’t much taller at 5-foot-8. The Marines had a height restriction at the time of 5-foot-6. Alan used to hang upside down from a chinning bar to try and stretch himself out. He was real concerned that he wasn’t going to get into the Marines but they dropped their height restriction to 5-foot-4 and he got in, barely.

“I joined the Army in October 1965, right after high school,” Blaisdell said. “I was stationed in Africa when my mother wrote me a letter saying Alan had been killed in action. That was in the summer of 1967. On the same day they found out about Alan’s death, my letter arrived in the mail, telling my parents and my fiancé, Sherry, that I had volunteered for Vietnam because I couldn’t stand Africa anymore.”

Alan Robert Schultz died as the result of artillery, rocket or mortar fire on Aug. 11, 1967 in Quang Tri Province, according to information provided by the military and subsequently recorded on his Virtual Wall memorial page. He had reached the rank of Lance Corporal and worked as a supply administrator for F Company, 2nd and 9th Marines.

Schultz died 10 weeks after Robert Meiss was killed in the same Quang Tri Province where so many Marines gave their lives near the Demilitarized Zone.

Hal Blaisdell said Al’s parents were never the same after losing their youngest son at the age of 20.

“When I got out of the Army and came home from college, Sherry and I would go over to their house for dinner,” Blaisdell admitted. “They would cook a big Italian dinner. Frank told me that when he saw a car with two Marines pull up in front of the house, he knew right away what it meant. Marie was absolutely devastated. She insisted they have an open casket viewing but the funeral director wouldn’t allow it. He told Frank that Alan died of a massive head wound. Over the years, Marie always talked about things me and Alan used to do together. She never spoke of him being gone.”

Mike Duermyer, a Class of 1965 graduate, posted a tribute to his buddy on Alan Schultz’s VirtualWall.com memorial page.

“Al and I were very good friends in high school,” Duermyer wrote. “We joined the Marines at about the same time. I enjoyed his incredible sense of humor, spirit and outlook on life. When I received word of his death, I took special leave and attended his services. I thought of Alan often when I went overseas and especially when I returned from Vietnam and worked as a frequent member of honor guard burial details.”

Another Internet tribute revealed a warm side of Alan Schultz’s character.

“Al dated my older sister Donna,” Richard Davis wrote in 2005. “I always loved it when he was around because he was so nice to me. I was a skinny, insecure, buck-toothed little kid, but he made me feel like a million bucks. He would talk to me, show me things, show interest in me. I remember he gave me a $10 gift certificate for a sporting goods store on my 13th birthday because he knew I loved sports. This was right before he left for Vietnam. He also spent a few days with me, teaching me the proper way to lift weights, showing me the correct form and how to do ‘sets’ and ‘routines.’

“Alan gave me his weight set and red hand grips right before he left (for Vietnam). He was only 19 years old when he went to Vietnam. I’ll never forget that hot August day in 1967 when we got the news that he had been killed. I cried the rest of that summer and still miss him today.

“Alan was indeed a fine young man, so noble and kind and courageous. I remember, he didn’t have to join the service because he had an older brother in the Air Force. But Al volunteered for the Marines anyway. To this day, I have a soft spot for all Marines, because of Al.”

Davis spoke directly to Schultz as he concluded his tribute.

“I remember how sad I was at your funeral, and I just watched your dad and your brother in his uniform. I remember thinking how strong they were at the reception at your parents’ house. Thanks for making me feel so great whenever you were around, Al. I always wished you could have come home. How I wanted to be your friend! You were like a big brother to me and I have always missed you. You were a hero to me.”

Ed Nickle, who graduated with Alan Schultz, left his own remembrance.

“Al and I ran track and graduated together from Pennsbury,” he said. “When I heard of his death in Vietnam, I was greatly saddened, but I also remembered the great times we had. Being a veteran myself, I admired Al for being so committed and joining the USMC. When I went down to ‘The Wall’ shortly after it had been finished, Al’s name was the first one I looked up. The range of emotions that overwhelmed me came as a surprise.”

One of Schultz’s fellow Marines also paid a touching tribute to his fallen friend.

“Al and I did some training together and traveled together to Vietnam,” Romeo Boucher recalled. “We both served in the same unit, 2nd Battalion, 9th Marines, in 1967. Al was a year older than me. Today I am 54 years old and a grandfather. Al, I still remember you as a young man of 20. You missed a lot of life. Oh, what could have been!”
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There was no U.S. Marine Corps tradition in Charley Stevenson’s family. His dad served in the Navy during World War II and didn’t talk much about his service. Charley graduated from Pennsbury in 1965. Unlike some of his buddies, he didn’t wait around for the draft to find him in the coming year. Stevenson analyzed the situation and decided to make his impending military career work for him.

“I didn’t have much interest in going to college,” Stevenson said in the autumn of 2014. “And if you weren’t going to college, it was pretty clear you were going to be drafted into the Army. I started checking out recruiters late in 1965. My first choice was the Air Force. I knew I wanted to work in electronics and I told the recruiter about my interest. He sent me for a test and I did well. But there was a long waiting list to get into the Air Force and I would have been drafted before they had an opening. Then I tried the Army. Their recruiter was kind of an arrogant SOB. His attitude was the Army is going to get me one way or the other.

“The Navy couldn’t guarantee me anything, either. Finally, I went down to the Marine Corps recruiting station and told them the same thing I told everything else. I took some tests and the recruiter told me if I signed up for four years of active duty, they could guarantee me a job in aviation electronics. Everything he told me came true. After I did my basic training at Parris Island, and then my ITR at Camp Lejeune, I was assigned to Aviation Electrician School for a 28-week course. That was the start of a lot of training for me over the next two years. I didn’t get my orders for Vietnam until 1969.”

Stevenson was assigned to a squadron at Da Nang Air Base.

“My job dealt with navigational computers. I worked as an auto-pilot technician. We lived in huts about 1.5 miles from the hangar where I worked. On our drive from where we lived to work and back, we would sometimes take sniper fire from along the perimeter of the base. They would shoot at our truck from the fence line. The bigger problem was rocket attacks. Most of the time, the VC were just trying to damage the runways. That would interfere with our flight operations. Whenever we had incoming (rockets), a loud siren would go off and everyone would move very quickly to safety. It got to be pretty instinctive for us. You heard the siren go off and it was assholes and elbows into the bunkers.”
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SMART MOVE – Charley Stevenson put the electrical skills he learned in the Marines to good use in his civilian job with Morris Electric.



Charley’s unit lost one soldier during his time in Vietnam.

“We were riding in the truck on the way to work,” he said. “Six or seven guys, squeezed in, elbow to elbow. Everybody is kind of holding each other up. When we got out, one of the soldiers, a new guy who had been in country only three weeks, slumped to the floor. We could see he had taken a sniper round to the head.”

Stevenson still gets upset when he tells this story, 44 years after it happened. Six or seven guys in a truck. One gets killed. It is a sobering illustration of war’s probabilities. One soldier dies and six others survive a random shooting.

“My transition back home wasn’t too bad,” he admitted. “I had a wife waiting for me back home. It was a little crazy at first. We were living with her parents on Chatham Road in Fairless Hills. My second night home, the Fire Department’s siren went off and I almost ran through the bedroom wall trying to get to my bunker. I hit the wall before realizing where I was. I was home, not in Vietnam, but it took me 2-3 months to get over it. I kind of calmed down after that.”

Stevenson’s electronics training served him well when he went looking for a job.

“I guess choosing electronics in the Marines was one of the smarter decisions I ever made,” he said. “I was pretty young when I made that decision. I probably would have gone to work in the steel mill, like so many of my friends, if I had not made a decision to get military training in a specific field. When I went looking for an apprenticeship, I got credited for a full year because of my military training in electronics. I started as a second-year apprentice. I worked for 25 years with Morris Electric, did some other things, and finally retired a few years ago.”

Stevenson is now happily married to the former Judy Fetrow, whom he began dating in 1989 and married in 2002. They balance their time between Lower Bucks County and a summer house in Ocean City, Md. Much of the joy in their life centers on their grandsons, Hunter and Carter.

“We also enjoy tooling around the bay in our boat,” Judy Stevenson admitted.

“I’m pretty much over Vietnam,” Charlie said. “I look back with pride on my service to our country. The friends I made in the Marines were some of the best people I have ever known. There is one fellow in particular that I spent all four years with in the Marines. We were in the same unit everywhere we went. I am still in touch with him. He talked me into going to a reunion of our squadron down in Cherry Point, N.C. in 2015. It’s going to be the first military reunion I’ve ever attended. I’m looking forward to it.”


CHAPTER NINE:

DEATH WITH HONOR IN VIETNAM

WAR CASUALTIES STRIKE AT THE heart and soul of families, taking away a brave son or daughter who cannot be replaced. Parents’ lives are forever changed. Siblings try to understand complex feelings as they grow older. Time may never heal the wounds but it does provide distance and perhaps, for the fortunate few, some closure. Only the survivors of the McGinnis family from Levittown, who lost Michael Brian McGinnis in Vietnam at the age of 20 in 1969, can really know their own truth.

“I’ve been told my Uncle Mike was a nice, happy-go-lucky kid,” said Liz (McGinnis) Peter. “I was only two years old when he died and it took me a long time to realize how young he really was at 20. Uncle Mike was my Godfather. My father (Joseph McGinnis Jr.) told me that his youngest brother was a happy person. They were very close, even though my dad was 11 years older. Mike gave the toast at my parents’ wedding. My dad said Mike was very nervous. He was only 18 at the time. He was allergic to beer but he drank a glass before he gave the toast and he became sick. My dad said he gave a nice toast anyway. Mike just always wanted to do the right thing.”

The McGinnis family sent out tons of energy from its home on Tall Pine Drive in the Thornridge section of Levittown. Joe McGinnis Sr., a World War II Navy veteran, owned a successful real estate business. His wife, Elizabeth, presided over a household of seven children – four girls and three boys. The children were born between 1937 and 1958. By the late 1960s, oldest son Joe Jr. co-owned a popular night club on Trenton Road called “The Oasis” that became a mecca for young people eager to dance and drink the night away. Oldest sibling Adrienne graduated from Pennsbury in 1956. She got married and raised her family across the state, near Pittsburgh.

Bob McGinnis graduated from Bishop Egan High in 1961. He would join the Air Force Reserves after taking a job with MacMillan Publishing. Mary McGinnis graduated from Pennsbury in 1966. Mike McGinnis would follow two years later. Peggy McGinnis finished high school in 1971. The youngest McGinnis child, Coreen, trailed Peggy by four years. Despite the age difference, this was a close-knit group from top to bottom.

The emerging war in Southeast Asia hit the front page of the local newspaper right before Christmas of 1965 when Joseph Yatsko Jr., who grew up less than two miles from the McGinnis home, became the first soldier from Lower Bucks County to die in South Vietnam.

The Levittown Times (which merged into the Courier & Times newspaper in 1966) would write obituaries about fallen soldiers more frequently over the next few years. Levittown alone would suffer 19 combat deaths in the war.

So why did Mike McGinnis join the Marines not long after he graduated from high school? Mary McGinnis Gallagher provided her own perspective on his fateful decision many years later.

“Mike worked at Joe’s bar after school and on the weekends when he wasn’t playing sports,” she said in the autumn of 2014. “Many veterans came into the bar and spoke of their war experiences. The romance of travel and fighting for his country was very strong. Plus, we grew up in a middle class community built for returning World War II veterans. We were patriotic people. If you didn’t go to college, you enlisted in the military or went to work at the steel mill. Michael and his best friend, Billy Ashcraft, enlisted together on the “Buddy” plan. Michael went to Vietnam and Billy stayed state side. Just the luck of the draw.”
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SORELY MISSED – Michael McGinnis has never been forgotten by his family and friends.



In October 1968, Mike took his can-do work ethic to U.S. Marine basic training at Camp Lejeune, N.C. That’s where he met his best new friend, another teenager fresh out of high school named Jim McIlhenney.

“I’m from Philadelphia originally,” McIlhenney admitted in the summer of 2014. “I joined the Marines in October 1968. Mike may have signed up a little before me. We met during Christmas leave. Both of us were standing in line at the bus station, waiting to go home. You know how it is in the service. Guys are always asking each other where they are from. Mike told me he was from Levittown, maybe 25 miles from where I grew up. We rode the same bus back to Philly. That trip is when our friendship really began. I think we got together once or twice during leave. By then, my parents had moved to Warminster, which was a little closer to Levittown. I met his family. He had a couple of brothers and I believe he had four sisters. It was a great family. They were so nice to me.

“When we returned to Camp Lejeune from Christmas leave, Mike and I went to ITR (Infantry Training Regiment) together. Then we went on to the same school for combat engineers. After that, we both received orders for Vietnam. We got a 30-day leave and hung out again a few times. We caught the same flight to Los Angeles where we went to Camp Pendleton for what they called the ‘staging.’ This was the last stop before we shipped out to Okinawa. Since the Marines called us out for formations in alphabetical order, we were always together because our names were so close. One guy asked us if we were brothers because we were around each other all the time.

“We spent three days in Okinawa. Then we traveled to Da Nang (a port city on the south-central coast of South Vietnam). We landed there on the 17th of April in 1969. They divided the whole class of engineers and this time we were split up. A Staff Sergeant came out, went down the line, calling everyone’s name. Mike got orders for the 3rd Engineers and I got sent to the 9th Engineers. And that’s the last time I ever saw Mike.

“We exchanged letters a few times over the next six months. Mike was a funny guy and I had a good sense of humor, too. We kind of bounced off of each other that way. I remember in engineer school, they didn’t want us going off base in our uniforms so we had to go downtown and shop for civilian clothes. I picked out the clothes I was going to wear and Mike just followed along, taking the same clothes I chose. We were about the same size, around 6 feet tall and 180 pounds. Mike may have been a little shorter than me but he was built stronger. We really became good friends before we got split apart.”

Mike drew a tough assignment with the 3rd Engineers, which worked closely with infantry units.

“His job was a lot more dangerous than mine,” McIlhenney remembered. “My unit, the 9th Engineers, was known for having built Highway 1 from Quang Tri into Da Nang. We did a lot of construction work. We crushed rock. We laid asphalt on the roads just like they do back in the states. We did the kind of jobs you normally would expect the Navy Seabees to be doing … heavy construction, roads and buildings.

“Mike’s duties were with infantry units. I learned this through our letters. We were building mess halls, doing road work, and I would complain to him in my letters. He wrote back and said you ought to be happy with what you got because he was going out on patrols with the infantry. Those patrols had around 20 men. They needed at least one medic and an engineer. Mike’s job was to blow things up. He was trained in using C4 explosives and other stuff. If they were out in the jungle, got pinned down and had casualties, Mike’s job was to blow away a clearing so that choppers could land and take away the wounded, or bring in resupply. Mike also had to carry a can of ammo for the machine gunner. So he had ammo and C4 to carry.

“On the day Mike died, he was in Quang Tri Province up near the DMZ. They had a big rock pile up there that was strategically important to both the North Vietnamese and the Americans. There was another fighting zone called Mutter’s Ridge near the southern border of the DMZ. The Marines occupied that ridge and the NVA were always trying to throw them off.

“Mike was in a unit they called Sparrow Hawk. Their job was to be on call all the time. If any stuff went down, if anyone got in trouble, Sparrow Hawk came to the rescue. So this is what happened. There was a unit that got in trouble and called back for help. They took mortars all night and suffered a lot of casualties.

“The next morning, Sept. 17, Sparrow Hawk flew out in choppers to where the battle was going on. The NVA had the landing area zeroed in with mortars and small arms. Mike was killed coming off the chopper. A soldier who was on the chopper told me about it many years later. This guy was saved because a few of the rounds that landed near him were duds.”

McIlhenney didn’t learn about his friend’s death for several weeks.

“I found out Mike had died in a letter from my mom,” he said. “She saw it in the Bucks County paper, the Courier & Times. At that time, there was a lot of confusion. My younger sister had a recollection of a Marine coming to our door. I think they wanted me to escort Mike’s body back home. My mother went off the charts. She thought they were coming to tell her that I was dead. She went into the bedroom and wouldn’t come out. The Marines knocked on the door for a few minutes and then they gave up. They must have decided it was a dead end.”

McIlhenney took the news hard, but he used the tragedy to channel his own energy.

“Mike’s death was a wakeup call to me,” he said. “I was still only 18 years old. Now I knew we were talking serious business here. It was time to get my ass home. When I did get home, I went to see the McGinnis family. It was kind of eerie to see them. Joe’s daughter Liz told me many years later that her dad and his dad went around and around about Mike. I think the elder Mr. McGinnis kind of put the blame on Liz’s father for training Mike after he decided to join the Marines. There was nobody to blame. I told Liz, ‘You understand it was just Mike’s time to go, right?’ That was the way a lot of soldiers explained the loss of a buddy in Vietnam. ‘When your time has come … your time has come.’ ”

McIlhenney looked back on his decision, and Mike’s, to join the Marines and tried to explain what they were thinking.

“We all went into the Marines for different reasons,” he said. “Some guys went in to spite their girlfriend. Maybe they had an argument and just went and joined. Others had fights with their old man. For me, I saw my older brother turn 21 in Vietnam and decided that wasn’t going to happen to me. I joined when I was 17 and got home from Nam when I was 19.”

It took many years before McIlhenney went to see his old friend’s name on the Vietnam Memorial Wall down in the nation’s capital. And a decade later, he put his own words on Mike’s Wall of Faces page.

“Hi Mike, Semper Fi!” McIlhenney wrote on the Internet memorial site. “It’s been a long time since we were split up in Da Nang when we first arrived in country. But I never thought that was going to be the last time we would see each other. When I received word from my mother that you were killed, I would often think ‘Why Mike and not me?’ I would continue to ask myself this question over the years, never really coming to a satisfactory conclusion.

“But after getting to finally see The Wall and seeing for myself the awesomeness of it and all the names of men that would be around my age, I just sat on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial with my oldest son on Veterans Day, 2001, and cried out in hopeless despair. ‘Why … why … why? We were only 19 years old. What did they want from us? And now today, and for the rest of my life, I will just ask why? – Your friend, Jim McIlhenney.”

Jim has devoted some of his time to adding personal tributes to the Internet memorials of soldiers who have died in Vietnam.

“It is food for my soul,” he said. “I just want them all to be remembered.”
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Mary McGinnis Gallagher retains vivid memories of how her family learned that Michael had been killed in Vietnam.

“I heard on the news the day before that several Marines had been killed in Vietnam,” she recalled. “I never gave a thought that it could be my brother. My mom didn’t drive a car. She asked me to come to the house and take her out. She said she knew the Marines were coming and she didn’t want to be home. Call it a mother’s intuition. On some level, she already knew what had happened. That same day, two Marines went to our church. The pastor called my dad at his real estate office and asked him to come to the rectory. When my dad walked in and saw the two Marines, he knew. He went home to tell my mom. I was there with my two little boys. Dad was white as a sheet. He could hardly say the words. ‘Michael is dead.’ My mom screamed and we all started to cry. My little boys cried and they didn’t know what was going on. I knew I had to take them home. I went to move my dad’s Lincoln and broke the gear shift handle right in half. I must have held it too tight. That night, word got out that Michael had died in Vietnam. Quite a few of our neighbors dropped by, most of them bringing food. They stayed and consoled my parents.

“Joe arrived and so did two of our younger sisters. The house was full of people when my brother Bobby walked in. He didn’t know anything yet. My dad wanted to tell him in person, not on the phone. As he walked in, he said, ‘What is going on … are you having a party?’ Someone told him Michael had been killed. He turned around and walked out. No one saw him for days. He was an Air Force reservist stationed in Dover, Del. He knew where to go. He saw Michael’s body just the way they sent it home from Vietnam. Bobby had to ID the body. He was never the same after that.”
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Liz Peter turned 47 in 2014. Her Uncle Mike would have been 65. Her dad died in 2008 at the age of 70.

“When Uncle Mike died in Vietnam, my grandfather blamed my father for teaching Mike how to get ready for the Marines,” she said. “Of course, there was nobody to blame. I remember once when I was 12 years old, I overheard my father talking on the phone to his dad. They were arguing and my dad said, ‘You made it so bad, Mike had to join the Marines.’”

Mary Gallagher thought her father and older brother Joe shared their grief.

“I think dad and Joe blamed themselves for Mike’s death. They thought they should have stopped him from enlisting. Hindsight is always 20-20. Mike wouldn’t have listened. He wanted to go.”

Gallagher offers another layer of sadness to the story.

“Michael had sent a letter home saying he wanted a particular kind of watch,” she said. “My dad bought it and mailed it to Mike. He was killed before it arrived in the mail. The watch was returned to my family and my mother hid it so my dad wouldn’t see it. He often said how glad he was that he had sent the watch Michael had wanted. My mom believed it would kill him if he knew that Mike never received the watch.”

Death and sadness again visited the McGinnis family five years after Mike McGinnis died in Vietnam. Joe’s wife Andrea succumbed to cancer when their daughter Elizabeth was seven years old.

“My dad later remarried and named his baby daughter, my new sister, Michelle,” Liz Peter said. “I swore I would never name one of my sons Michael but when my first son was born, we knew right away there was just no other name for him than Michael. If you met my son, you would see how right the name is for him. My son looks like a McGinnis through and through. So that is part of it. Like all the Michaels in our family (and I insist he is called Michael, not Mike, and so far it has stuck), life with him is unpredictable. I am told he is quiet in school and yet he is often loud at home. Lastly, as much as I was adamant not to name my son Michael if he was a boy, I had to, for my dad, and I am so glad I did.”

An Ancient Order of Hibernians facility in Newtown, Pa. has memorialized Michael McGinnis’s name. He has three namesakes in succeeding generations of family who carry his name.

“We named one of our boys Michael,” Mary McGinnis Gallagher recalled. “He was born in Nazareth Hospital in Philadelphia. The doctors did not think he would live. He was baptized and named at the hospital by the pediatrician, Dr. Barbaro. When my husband and I learned that Dr. Barbaro named him ‘Baby Boy Gallagher,’ we were both upset. We told him if Michael didn’t live, and it was day-to-day at the beginning, we would never use the name again because it was his. My mom was very upset we named him Michael. He had all those complications and she thought it was a bad omen. But then Michael surprised everyone and got better. He had asthma as a boy. I still yell at him every time I see him smoke a cigar. His lungs finally did mature and he outgrew his asthma.”

“Our family has done a good job of keeping Uncle Mike alive,” Liz Peter added. “One of my aunts had a letter Mike sent her from Vietnam framed and she gave it to me. Even in my baby book, there is a memorial card from his funeral Mass. My aunts and uncles always tried to keep Mike alive for me and the rest of the family.”

Not surprisingly, the wound never healed in the heart of Joseph McGinnis Jr.

“My dad kept some things to himself,” Liz Peter said. “When Jim McIlhenney was getting an award, he invited us to the ceremony. My dad liked Jimmy a lot and somehow he was able to do it, perhaps because it was a night to honor Jimmy instead of remembering Mike being gone. I had met Jimmy through the Internet in 2003 and my dad said, ‘Oh, yeah, Jimmy Macs, he was a nice kid. He was really broken up about Michael when he came to the house. He was a good guy.’ And then my dad could not talk anymore. It was too hard for him. My father was never at a loss for words but that day he was. I guess it was too sad to think about Mike as he got older. My dad talked about Mike a lot but what he could not do was think about how old Mike would be now and what his life might be like. That was too hard for him.”

Liz Peter laughs when she is asked how else the McGinnis family kept alive their memories of young Michael Brian McGinnis.

“At one family funeral, someone said, ‘We Irish, we love our dead.’ I can certainly say that was true for Uncle Mike. As a kid, I wrote about him for a class assignment. It was my autobiography but his death was a bookmark in my life so I wrote about him. I wrote about him more than once and one of my cousins, also named Michael, did the same. I think it’s so important. It is not lost on me that a generation of kids, and they were kids, were sent over there to such horror and some to their death. That Wall has too many names on it.

“I grew up in the generation after (Vietnam). I respect the military, am glad to have it, and proud of all those who served. With that said, maybe, as the (John Fogerty) song says, if there were more senator’s sons and fortunate ones over there, better decisions would have been made and our boys would have gotten out earlier and more of them would have come home alive. There are too many who came home struggling to make the transition back into civilian life.

“One thing my dad was grateful for as time went on was that, at least with Uncle Mike gone, he did not come home from the war struggling, as so many did, struggling to fit back into their old lives after what they saw over there. Uncle Mike never had to deal with Agent Orange. I do recall my father saying that.”

Liz Peter is still searching for answers about her Uncle Mike as she grows older.

“I went to a family wedding and talked about Uncle Mike with Aunt Mary,” Liz said. “She was two years older than Mike. She said my mother wrote Mike a lot and when he wrote to Aunt Mary, he would mention it, saying to her, “Andrea wrote me (however many times) and still you haven’t. Why not?’ My aunt said she had trouble thinking of him over there because of how many kids she knew who had died in the war. She rattled off names and told me how she knew these soldiers. All that she said was so fresh in her mind despite the years that have passed. The impact of war and its casualties clearly transcends time.”

Shortly before he died, Mike McGinnis wrote a letter to Liz’s aunt on her mom’s side.

“Hi, Meg.

Well, I am still alive. I got your letter about two days ago. Sorry for not writing right away but I did not have time. You know how it is. Tell your boyfriend I am at Con Thien about three miles from the DMZ. And I am having a good time. ‘Ha!’ I hope everyone had a good time at your sister’s wedding. Meg, tell Barb and Frank congratulations for me when you see them, OK? Because my brother and your sister will probably forget. Well, I do not have any more time.

So good luck, Mike.

P. S. – Write soon if possible.”

Based on the first sentence of his letter, Liz believes Mike had lost his family-taught form of optimism after seeing so much combat in Vietnam.

“Like most 20-year-olds of this day and now, despite the presence of Vietnam on television, Uncle Mike must have thought he was invincible (when he joined the Marines). His family, my family, is always very optimistic. It is not so much that they do not see danger or hardship. It is that they carry on with a firm belief that it will work out, whether the ‘it’ is cancer, alcoholism, autism, illness, etc. I am less like that and more ‘well-planted in reality,’ as a friend generously called it once.

“I could see Mike going (to Vietnam) more optimistic than most. I think that is why he did not wait to be drafted or go into ‘friendlier’ branches where his father could pull strings. Reading this letter, I think Mike’s natural optimism appears to be gone. In my view, he is very, very scared at this point, when he wrote that letter.”
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Stewart Koontz, a 1966 Pennsbury grad who earned four Bronze Stars as an Army infantryman in Vietnam, offered a more pragmatic view of Mike’s letter.

“When you are out on combat patrol, you could be dead in the next minute,” Koontz said in October, 2014, after reading the letter. “When we took a breather while on patrol, we wrote a few lines home to friends, any girl we could think of, anyone who might write back. If we could take a few minutes away from cleaning our weapons, performing personal hygiene, reloading ammo, getting supplies, patrol warning orders and especially catnaps, we would write a few lines just to stay in touch with reality, or ‘the world,’ as we called it.

“We wrote so others would write back. Having our name called at mail call was the highlight of our day, one we all anxiously awaited. It was always in the back of our minds that this might be our last chance to write home and we didn’t want to die with anything left unsaid. We knew how much our letters comforted those receiving them.

“So yes, Mike’s letter was the typical letter sent by infantrymen.”
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Liz Peter has come to appreciate the idea that Uncle Mike’s death is a major part of her family heritage.

“When you walked into my grandmother’s living room,” she said, “there was a television with a mirror over it. On top was a graduation photo of my eldest aunt, Adrienne, on one side and Uncle Mike’s on the other. Aunt Adrienne was the only kid who moved away so it was like my grandmother had pictures up of the kids she did not see. On another wall, there was an 11-by-16 photo of Uncle Mike in his dress blues. I guess that visual of him, for me, kept him on my mind as a family member.”

Michael McGinnis’s two male siblings never really recovered from the loss of their kid brother. Joe McGinnis mostly internalized his grief. His daughter Liz said he carried guilt over “training” his brother for the military after Mike decided to enlist. And middle brother Bobby was never the same after identifying Michael’s body in its coffin at the Dover Air Force Base.

The McGinnis family went back to work and family life, walking as though underwater, drowning in their grief.

“I don’t really remember much from the fall of 1969 through Christmas,” Mary Gallagher said. “Our sister Peggy was a junior at Pennsbury that year. One day, they held a moratorium against the war. Peggy left school crying. Her brother had just died in Vietnam and they were protesting the war at school. It was a very difficult time for the families of the boys serving in our military over there.

“How did the war impact me?” she said, repeating a direct question. “I made sure my children never went in the military. I have six children. The first four are boys. We moved to Georgia in 1991. My youngest son didn’t want to be there. He was 16 and starting his junior year in high school. He said he was going to graduate and join the Army. I sent him to military school for his junior year. He finished at the local public school and never talked again about joining the military.

“Don’t get me wrong. I am still a patriot. But I am clueless no more. I know the price of war and it better be to protect America. My boys and my sister Adrienne’s boys are the first generation in our family not to be in the military since our grandfather arrived here in 1909. Both my dad and my father-in-law served in World War II. My dad, who was already married with two children, was working in a factory during World War II as an essential worker but he felt guilty and enlisted at the age of 26. Mom said he came home a different man. He had his war demons. And he never spoke about them.”

Mary Gallagher still struggles with the whole idea of America sending young men to their deaths halfway across the world.

“I am protective of the guys who fought in Vietnam,” she said, “but I never really knew why we were there. I still can’t watch movies about Vietnam. I couldn’t even watch ‘Saving Private Ryan,’ a World War II movie. I give to the Wounded Warrior project. I get so upset when I see the wounded boys (from modern wars) on television. Unless your family is impacted, you don’t even realize we have been at war for years.

“We are in the last part of our lives now,” Mary Gallagher added. “And we have had time to reflect over all of it. Our experiences as young adults were dominated by the Vietnam War. The trouble with the Vietnam War was we had no real objective. When soldiers came home, there was no parade, no thank you for serving. I think war is hell. It should be, so that we don’t take it lightly. We need to question our leaders and hold them accountable for sending men and women to war.

“I believe my brother Michael died with honor in Vietnam. His death did not come in vain. I am sure the guys he served with felt the same way. I knew families back home who had sons that never went into the military. Some of them got hooked on drugs. Their parents mortgaged the house, not for college but for rehab. It didn’t help. A few of those boys died from their addiction. I would say that was dying in vain.”


CHAPTER TEN:

THE FIGHTING KOONTZ FAMILY

[image: ]

PROUD FATHER – Kinter Koontz Sr., right, a World War II veteran, took quiet pride in the Vietnam War service of his two sons, Pete, left, and Stew.

BASED UPON THEIR FAMILY HISTORY, Pete and Stew Koontz were probably destined to end up as soldiers during the Vietnam War.

“It must be in our genes,” Pete Koontz admitted in the autumn of 2014. “We’ve had fighting men in our family since 1711, although Stew and I never knew it until about 12 years ago when my mom was cleaning out her wedding cedar chest and asked me if I wanted this book about the Koontz family. I looked in it and discovered that our dad’s grandfather had fought in the Civil War. I then started reading information in the book on our family ancestry and found out from subsequent research that the direct lineage of our relatives, a Matthias Kuntz, arrived in this country with the first large German immigration to New York in 1710, after a year’s journey. And the very next year, Matthias Kuntz volunteered to fight in a German militia company for the British in the 1711 Quebec expedition against the French.”

Pete Koontz goes on to detail a lengthy family history of military involvement that he has assiduously researched over the past decade.

“During the British colonies’ French and Indian War of the mid-to-late 1750s, one of our ancestors on our Dad’s side, Matthias Lambert, volunteered for Pennsylvania’s York County militia unit. York County was located near what was then considered America’s western frontier. During a skirmish with Shawnee Indians supporting the French, Matthias Lambert was killed. His son, Casper Lambert, from whose lineage we are descended, served in a York County Militia company during the Revolutionary War.

“During the Revolutionary War, one of our ancestors, John Sell, served and fought with the Maryland Flying Camp, a colonial Ranger unit. He was a relative on our dad’s side. John Sell fought in the battle of White Plains in New York first, then down at Trenton. His company, under the command of Captain Jacob Good, crossed the Delaware River with General Washington in December 1776. He was injured taking a contingent of captured Hessians to Newtown, Pa. He later fought in the battles of Brandywine and Germantown with a Maryland Company of the American German Regiment. We had another relative, Sergeant Alexander Thomas, who was in the 10th and 11th Pennsylvania Line and was with George Washington at Valley Forge. We also had many ancestors who were in Pennsylvania county militia units. A direct ancestor, John Kuntz, was a 2nd Lieutenant in Captain Wheeler’s Company, 5th Militia Regiment, Beekman’s Precinct, Duchess County, N.Y.

“In the Civil War, our great-grandfather, John Koontz, served and fought with the 54th Pennsylvania Volunteer Infantry (PVI) Regiment. His brother, Noah, fought with the 142nd PVI Regiment. John was taken prisoner by the rebels and held in the Confederate Libby Prison, in Richmond. Noah was wounded and taken prisoner during the first day of fighting with the rebels in the Battle of Gettysburg. Noah was again wounded during the Battle of the Wilderness, in Virginia. And, they had a third younger brother, Jacob, who served in the 5th Pennsylvania Heavy Artillery.”

None of the family fought in World War I. (“Nobody was the right age,” Pete said.)

In World War II, Pete and Stew’s father, Kinter K. Koontz Sr., was drafted by Uncle Sam and fought in the Battle of the Bulge.

“Dad was wounded and suffered burns when a forest caught on fire,” Stew Koontz said. “He never talked about his war experiences. We did know that he was drafted again, into the Air Force, for the Korean War because he had taken aircraft engine repair schooling after WWII on the GI Bill and was a qualified aircraft mechanic, and they needed those guys. But after six months, he was granted a hardship discharge because he had six dependents, including three children.”

The Koontz family moved from Johnstown to Fairless Hills in March 1954.

“Dad was a steelworker, a millwright,” Stew Koontz said. “Like almost every other veteran we knew in Fairless Hills, he never talked about the war. That is, until he was around 80 years old. Then one Sunday morning out of the blue, he said, ‘Get your tape recorder out, Pete. I’m only going to do this once.’ For the next five-plus hours, he detailed his experiences serving in the Army from basic, in the States, and as an infantryman in the 30th Infantry Division, fighting the Germans with his men across Belgium and Germany until they met Russian infantry units at the Elbe River in late April 1945. When he got to the infantry unit he was assigned to in Belgium, there were only 17 men left out of an infantry company of 120 men. He was immediately promoted to Platoon Sgt., E-6, from his rank as a Tech-5 or Corporal, E-4.

“Due to a U.S. Government point system, based on days in combat, medals awarded, men wounded and killed, his Division was one of the very first units to sail home, on the Queen Mary, no less,” Stew added. “He told a lot of great stories not found in history books of infantrymen’s daily lives and how they survived during their days of combat in winter and spring against formidable German soldiers, their weapons and equipment. When he was done talking that day, that’s the last we heard from him about World War II. Our dad was awarded the Silver Star, the Bronze Star, two Purple Hearts, the Combat Infantrymen‘s Badge and three other major battle stars.

“Our dad’s older brother, Emil, also served in Europe with a field artillery unit in the 9th Armored Division. During the Korean War, on our mother’s side of the family we had two uncles who served and fought with the 2nd Infantry division at Pork Chop Hill and other major battles during that so-called ‘Police Action.’ ”

The Koontz brothers grew up in an idyllic setting.

“Fairless Hills was the best possible place to grow up,” Stew said. “We had freedom to do anything we wanted. There was the swimming pool, Lake Caroline, woods everywhere. Nobody worried about any bad things happening to kids. We would ride around on bicycles with .22-calibre rifles on our backs when we were 12 or 13 years old. You could have a rifle on your back and nobody would say anything. Those were different times.

“We used to collect soda bottles and once we had enough of them, we would trade them in at the local store for a box of .22-calibre shells. Then we would ride up to the Five Mile Woods up above Route One and shoot squirrels and rabbits. We drove to high school with our guns in the trunk of the car. When school let out, we would go hunting in the woods on the way home.”

Pete Koontz, two years older than Stew, departed Pennsbury in 1964.

“I graduated from the old high school in Yardley and enlisted in the Army in late August,” Pete said. “During the summers of 1963 and 1964, both Stew and I were on the staff at the Bucks County Boy Scout camp, Camp Ockanickon, in Upper Bucks County, near Pipersville. After the 1964 summer camping season ended, I joined the Army. To say the least, my mother was not a happy camper. She wanted me to go to college. Ha! I had enough of schooling and wanted to see the world. I did. I had been hunting since I was 12 years old and all the stuff we learned in Boy Scouts and at camp had prepared me for the military.

“In the Army, due to high scoring on entrance tests, I enlisted in the Army Security Agency as a Signals Intelligence Analyst. I had a Top Secret Crypto security clearance. I did not want to go to college, but my military schooling was six days a week, 8 to 10 hours a day, with a half-day on Sunday for over five months. The day after graduating from our class at Fort Devens, me and 17 other guys were sent to military installations in Southeast Asia. I served in Okinawa for 18 months. It would be over three years until I got home again.

“Okinawa was a great tour of duty. While in the Army on Okinawa and in Vietnam, I worked for the National Security Agency and with civilians from the Army Security Agency. We did not work for Army NCOs or officers. Over 90 percent of the guys in my area of work were college graduates. When I got to Okinawa in late April 1965, intelligence intercepts indicated that Chinese Communist units might be transferred to North Vietnam to protect their railroad network and provide protection to the Vietnamese from U.S. air strikes around Hanoi and Haiphong Harbor.

“I was assigned work on a project to track Chinese Communist involvement in North Vietnam. Working with Morse code interceptors (called ‘ditty boppers’), Chinese linguists, direction finding (DF) and radio direction finding (RDF) specialists, we were able to note and track the movement of Chinese Communist units on the Chinese mainland and Hainan Island to North Vietnam. We was able to identify one of the first Chinese Communist units in North Vietnam, the 103rd AAA (Anti-Aircraft Artillery) unit from Hainan Island. For this work, I was awarded one of my National Security Agency certificates of commendation.

“The Chinese had to protect their railroads in North Vietnam because during the winter months, all food, raw materials, and machinery made in central and western China destined for the cities and factories on China’s eastern coast had to go through Hanoi. China did not have the equipment to keep their standard width railroad networks cleared of mountain snow. The Vietnamese railroads were of metric width which made movement of goods and material to and from eastern China a major task for the Chinese. Many of the surface-to-air missile and antiaircraft sites around Hanoi and along the eastern and western railroads to China were protected by China’s People’s Liberation Army units.

“After my tour of duty on Okinawa was completed, I volunteered for duty in Vietnam. I had just turned 20 a few months earlier. In October 1966, I was sent to an ASA unit in Saigon, the 3rd Radio Research Unit. Once the NSA civilians there found out that I was a subject matter expert on the Chinese Communist forces in North Vietnam, I was transferred to the Phu Bai/Hue region in the northern part of South Vietnam. While there, I worked directly with Nationalist Chinese intelligence, gathering soldiers from Taiwan stationed at the 5th Special Forces Compound outside the city of Hue to track Communist Chinese units in Vietnam.

“My work days in the Army were always interesting. I left Vietnam in June 1968 and was discharged at the Oakland Army Terminal in California -- all set to begin civilian life. I got a summer job in the Fairless Works steel mill and then attended Bucks County Community College for two years before transferring to Penn State University. After working with all those college graduates while in the Army, I knew that I could have a ball and breeze through college. And I did!”

Stew Koontz graduated from Pennsbury in 1966. He arrived in Vietnam less than three years later and graduated from the prestigious 5th Special Forces MACV Recondo School in Nha Trang. He was attached as Team Leader for Team 22, Echo Company, 75th Ranger Regiment, 3rd Brigade, 9th Infantry Division in April 1969, where he carried out long range reconnaissance patrol (LRRP) missions.

“After high school, I went to Bucks County Community College for a year,” Stew said. “We called that 13th grade. I can’t say I went to class very often. During the summers after my brother Pete joined the Army, I became a lifeguard at Ship Bottom Beach on Long Beach Island, N.J. That’s where I learned how to surf. And I loved it! Many a time while attending Bucks, a few of us just took the day off and went surfing. We would make a phone call to find out how the surf was doing at Long Beach Island. If it was good, we hopped in the car, drove to the beach and surfed. Then we drove home in time for dinner. It wasn’t long before I lost my 2-S college deferment. I knew I was going to get drafted soon.

“I heard that song about the Green Berets and decided I wanted to become one of those brave men,” Stew admitted. “My girlfriend at the time wasn’t real thrilled with the idea. In March 1968, I enlisted in the Army and since I had majored in accounting in college, I signed up for what the Army called ‘the stock control and accounting MOS (military occupational specialty).’ It was mostly logistics, moving supplies around. After basic training, I went to a couple of schools and got into computer work. By August, I was in Vietnam, sitting in an air-conditioned trailer with all these computer punch cards to work on. I didn’t like that much. I wanted out of there. I wanted to work outside, in the field.

“Me and a buddy, we volunteered for the shit-burning detail and did that for a couple weeks. We would get done late in the morning and then go to the swimming pool or the golf course at our base in Dong Tam. We were southwest of Saigon, down in the Mekong Delta. One afternoon, we were sitting in the enlisted men’s club, drinking a few beers, when these guys in camouflage uniforms walked in and sat down. One of them came up to me at the bar and asked me what kind of job I had. I told him, ‘I am a shit-burner.’ He says, ‘Man, who did you piss off?’ I told him, ‘No, I volunteered to burn shit!’ He invited me over to their table where the other guys were sitting. This was Team 22 of Echo Company, 75th Rangers, attached to the Ninth Infantry Division, just back from a mission. They introduced me to the team leader, Ralph Funk, who says we could use a guy like you. Would I like to join their outfit? Hell, yeah. They took me back to their company area, introduced me around. They liked the fact that I wasn’t trained to be an infantryman. The guys who had infantry training would make mistakes out in the jungle. They were too noisy and had a lot of other bad habits that wouldn’t work well in the jungle. The Rangers told me they would train me the way you need to be trained for the jungle.

“I needed to get an 11-Bravo infantry MOS first. I went for three weeks of training. I had to go to MACV Recondo School run by the 5th Special Forces Group. This was the only military school in Vietnam that used the enemy as training aides. For graduation, we had to go out on a five-day mission and fight the NVA and the Viet Cong. If you survived, you passed the course and became a Ranger. Was I fearless? Part of our company’s song was: ‘He’s 50% courage and 50% guts, or maybe he’s just 100% nuts.’

“I guess I was more stupid than fearless. Going out into the jungle on patrols was exciting. It was an adrenalin rush, being in combat. I already knew how to shoot accurately. I could track animals, had been doing that since I was a kid. I was good in the woods, partly because of the hunting we did as kids. I could move pretty stealthily. Going out on patrol, there was an adrenalin rush that heightened your senses. Am I better than that guy we’re looking for? You had to find him and kill him before he could kill you. We did everything we could to get into firefights. We out-Charlied Charlie. We would move around at night the same way he did. We would set up our ambushes and get him. And sometimes he got us.”

How did Koontz keep his composure in combat?

“My main concern was taking care of my men,” he said. “I was responsible for them. Another part of our ‘song’ went like this: 'A team went out the other night not knowing what lies ahead… one mistake that anyone makes and those six might be dead.’ We trusted each other with our lives. We knew that if something happened to one of us, the others would take care of you. They would be right there for me and me for them. That was the most unique situation in terms of friendship that I ever have had in my life.”

Koontz earned four Bronze Medals for Valor, the Air Medal, two Army Commendation Medals and the esteemed Combat Infantryman Badge (just like his dad earned) during 20 months in Vietnam. Here is how one Bronze Star medal award reads:

“For heroism involving conflict with an armed hostile force in the Republic of Vietnam: Specialist Four Koontz distinguished himself by valorous actions on 12 June 1969 while serving as a Scout Observer with Company E, 75th Infantry (Rangers), on a raid mission near Dong Tam. Spec 4 Koontz initiated an ambush, charged an enemy emplacement, and took up an exposed position to return fire that was instrumental in routing the enemy. His personal bravery and devotion to duty are in keeping with the highest traditions of the military service and reflect great credit upon himself, the 9th Infantry Division and the United States Army.”

Later that year, on Dec. 29, Koontz’s patrol walked into a Viet Cong ambush. Here is the impact statement Koontz wrote in the year 2013 as part of his VA PTSD treatment from notes made in the journal he kept of all his combat missions.

“We were inserted in an area that was a free fire zone before dark … We laid (low) for about 60 minutes until it started to get dark. During this time, I made commo check, verified my location and all was okay. This was my first mission as a team leader (TL) after our former TL had been shot up earlier that month. My team had a PRU (Provincial Reconnaissance Unit, part of the CIA’s Phoenix Force). A Vietnamese soldier named Nhan served as our point man. He was with our team for over two years. Nhan wasn’t with us this night as he took a couple days leave to visit family.

“I had flown a visual recon flight earlier that morning and picked our insertion point, artillery reference point and our RON (remain overnight) ambush site. I knew a couple days before that I was going solo as the most experienced guy on our team and the one who would make all the decisions. I remember that the night before, I couldn’t even sleep and got stomach cramps –first time ever. Guess I felt I was in way over my head. The fact that I was responsible for the lives of five guys … if I make one mistake, those guys could be dead.

“Anyway, it was getting darker and we moved out with me as the point man. We walked down the trail about 75 meters or so and I was getting a funny feeling, like something wasn’t right. So I cut into the muddy rice paddies before I got to the next paddy dike. Then about a minute or two later, the world blew up behind me. Seems the VC out-VC’d us and set off a Chi-Com claymore (mine) which would have wiped us all out if I didn’t turn into the muddy paddy.

“As it was, we all did nothing for the next however many seconds. Just laid there stunned. I tried calling my assistant team leader, Dan Kahler, on the horn but (got) no answer. I couldn’t know if my last three guys (in line) were killed or what so I started to crawl back to check on them. As I got near my tail-gunner, he was in shock – disoriented and confused. I asked where Kahler was and he didn’t know.

“Then I heard Dan from the other side of the dike, about five meters away, and as he got to his knees – he was all muddy and silhouetted against the nearly dark sky, the VC opened up on us with AK and PRD (machine gun) fire. I called for all to return fire. Kahler was hit and I was going out for him. I dragged Dan and his weapon back to our side of the dike. While coming back over the dike, Dan was hit again on his PRC 25 (radio) so now I was the only guy with commo working. I yelled to all ‘Kahler’s hit and I’m calling in air support and a medevac chopper.’ I told my guys to coordinate fire with the guy next to them. I checked out Kahler’s wounds, applied protective bandages and told my tail-gunner to cover Dan and keep checking our rear for the enemy.

“Three of our five M16s were jammed due to laying in good old VC mud. Then the VC began charging us, yelling and shooting and shouting. My M16 was by then the only one firing. We all had grenades, both HE (high explosive) and Willy Pete (white phosphorous) plus some concussion and smoke. One guy had an over/under (an M-16 rifle with a 40mm grenade launcher attached underneath the barrel) and was sending 40 mm down range. I told the guys to space out throwing the HE and WP but put smoke on their asses – save the concussion grenades until they got closer.

“My one guy, a newbie in the Rangers, said we’re all going to die. I yelled 'Maybe so, but we’re going to take plenty of the bastards with us.’ Then my TOC (Tactical Operations Command) got on line and said air (support) is like two mikes (minutes) out and to hang on. I passed the word and suddenly calm settled over us – help was on the way! Then my over/under guy sent up a flare and the cobras (air support) began making contact with me. They opened up on the VC, who were by then didi-ing back into the tree line. Their attack was broken. The medevac came in and took Dan back to the hospital.

“An infantry company then inserted on our position. I gave all details to their Lieutenant and they moved out after the VC. My team got on the last chopper and flew back to the base. We were shook up, rattled, scared and -- WOW!! – we made it!!!

“Dan Kahler was sent to 3rd Field Hospital in Saigon, stabilized, and then flown to Japan. We never heard anything about Dan again. Years later, I got together with another team member and Bob Martin (‘the best tail-gunner in Nam’). All agreed that was the closest we each came to getting killed in the war.”

Written by Stew Koontz on June 6, 2013.
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“I brought a lot of Vietnam back home with me,” Stew Koontz admitted. “People would ask: When were you in Vietnam? I would say, ‘Last night.’ They would look at me funny. I’m in counseling now for PTSD. It started up for me two years ago. I had buried it for 40 years. But once I retired, I didn’t have things to do that would take my mind off Vietnam. And it came back to me.”

Koontz finally left the war zone in April 1970. After a short leave at home, he went to Germany for six months before obtaining a 90-day early out to enroll at Penn State on Jan. 2, 1971.

“The closest I ever came to the friendships I had in Nam were with the veterans I shared a house with at Penn State,” Stew Koontz said. “We would sit around, talk, bullshit. It was a great way for all of us to get things out of our system. Most Vietnam vets came home, got a job, bought a car, met a girl and settled down. At Penn State, all we had to do was go to school, relax and have fun.

“I didn’t shut things off right away,” he said. “I had run-ins with people here and there. I was off the wall some, you could say. I went from flashpoint to anger pretty quickly.”

How did Stew Koontz handle anti-war protestors at Penn State? He laughs when the subject is broached.

“Well, let’s just say I paid for a broken arm or two and a few busted noses. I would call them fucking cowards and tell them they weren’t worth a shit. There was one day in 1972 when they were going to take over the classes and hold a protest. I think they called it ‘Gentle Thursday.’ A bunch of us veterans got together in one class and formed a plan. When the protestors tried to take over the class, we got up and threw them all out of the classroom!”

Koontz graduated from Penn State and began working in the local construction industry.

“I started my own construction company and worked it for about 10 years,” he said. “Then in the mid-1980s, a buddy of mine says there is a job opening at Penn State that is suited for me. I interviewed and got the job. I worked at Penn State for the next 24 years, until I retired in 2011. I became facilities access coordinator for the school. We made sure the university facilities were accessible to the handicapped.”

Meanwhile, Koontz remained active with the local veterans groups in central Pennsylvania. He and a couple of friends started the Vietnam Veteran American Legion Post 888 in State College. Stew became its first commander.

“The local veterans groups such as the VFW and the American Legion were not welcoming to Vietnam vets so we started our own post to encourage our fellow vets to join the Legion,” Koontz admitted. “Ten years later, we organized a Veterans of the Vietnam War Post 22 in Centre County. In 1989, we brought the ‘Moving Wall’ to State College. I figured I better go see the real Vietnam Memorial Wall down in D.C. first. One night, I got in my car at 10 p.m. and drove straight down to The Wall. Got there at two in the morning. There were a few guys walking around. I was looking for some of the names I knew from high school, guys who had died in Vietnam like Warren Breece, Art Day and Alan Schultz, all from my Class of 1966.

“Alan and I had run track and cross-country together in high school. So I’m looking for his name in the rain. He’s in row 121. I’m counting the rows but I can’t find him. I keep losing track of the rows. A guy comes over to me. He sees I’m getting kind of frustrated. He says, ‘Hey, bro, what’s going on?’ And I said I can’t find my buddy. He shows me these dots on the wall that mark off every 20 lines. So instead of counting every row, like I had been doing, I count six of these dots and go down one. Al’s name is third from the left, about chest high to me. It was pretty emotional, seeing his name.”

Koontz considers Vietnam a positive experience.

“It’s the most important thing I have done in my life,” he said. “It made me who I am today. My brother helped me get enrolled at Penn State after I got out of the Army. When I attended my first class, I noticed this girl in the front row, sitting there with long legs and a short skirt. She was beautiful. I worked my way over to her, started talking, and we ended up getting married! I never would have met her if not for Vietnam because I’m pretty certain I would have never gone to Penn State without going to Vietnam first.

“Vietnam taught me that you could always find a way to get a job done. I developed an attitude over there that there’s nothing I can’t do and there is nothing that is going to hurt me. The military training showed me that if you can’t hit something head-on, then flank it. You adapt to things that are too hard to handle. That helped me in construction work, for sure. When you are tired and humping the boonies, you couldn’t just stop and take a break. You couldn’t call up Charlie and ask him if he wanted to rest. You had to keep on doing your job.”

Koontz managed to fit the National Guard into his life for 10 years, too.

“When the Centre County Vietnam Veterans organization brought the Moving Wall to State College, the National Guard had some people there. I started talking to them. I was 41 years old at the time. They took me for a ride around State College. Then one of the guys asked me if I wanted to join their unit, an infantry company. I said, ‘Hot diggity, I would love it.’ I went in and became a sergeant in their 28th Infantry Division and stayed with it for 10 years.”

Pete and Stew Koontz’s parents lived into their 80s. They spent 52 of those years in the same house in Fairless Hills. With Pete’s prodding, the story of their father’s World War II experience eventually came out. The lessons their dad taught included his infantryman’s perspective on whether or not the United States should have dropped atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Japan.

“After a short leave following the war in Europe, my unit was sent to Fort Jackson, S.C,” Kinter Koontz Sr. told his sons on the one day he spoke about role in World War II. “Our job was to rebuild our company and train new soldiers to fight the Japanese. After seeing newsreel films of Japanese soldiers fighting to their deaths on Okinawa and Ie Shima in 1945, we knew that many veterans of the European War would not be coming home from Japan. But maybe, just maybe, we could end this war and the next generation of American soldiers wouldn’t have to fight and die in future wars. My division received orders to ship out two weeks before the atomic bombs were dropped on Japan. What did we soldiers think of dropping the bomb? THAT’S A STUPID QUESTION!!!”

When his sons signed up for the Army, Kinter Koontz Sr. never said much to them.

“After we were in Vietnam, though, dad signed us up for the Levittown VFW Post 6495,” Pete Koontz said. “When we got home, he gave us our membership cards and took us to the VFW post for a drink. That was his statement of pride. His sons were war veterans, just like him.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN:

RAY PARKER’S WAR
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CEREBRAL SOLDIER – Ray Parker completed college before joining the Army. He went from enlisted man to officer, serving with the 199th Light Infantry Brigade in Vietnam.

RAY PARKER BRINGS A UNIQUE background to his current role as a graying Vietnam veteran. The Ohio native grew up near Kent State University, the son of two well-educated parents. The family moved to Yardley Pa., in 1959 and Ray graduated from Pennsbury five years later.

Parker earned a degree in motivational research psychology at Penn State. Immediately after graduating from college in 1968, Ray chose to enlist in the Army, much to the chagrin of his parents.

The patriotic college graduate earned rank quickly, reaching E-5 status within a year of his induction. Setting his sights higher, Parker reenlisted and extended his military service to earn an officer’s commission in the infantry. He also completed training as an Airborne Ranger. Ray had become the best he could be, a slogan the Army would adapt as a recruiting slogan.

On his last night in Pennsylvania prior to leaving for Vietnam, Parker wore his uniform to dinner with his parents and got caught in the middle of a debate between customers who shared differing opinions on what had become, by 1970, a very unpopular war.

Ray Parker participated in some serious combat in Vietnam. His platoon discovered a North Vietnamese base camp following heavy fighting. Parker, who was awarded two Bronze Stars for his service in Vietnam, gave the final radio command for a B-52 bombing mission that resulted in 324 enemy dead. His unit policed the area and helped count the bodies. It is a haunting memory that the old soldier lives with to this day.

Still undaunted and proud as he heads towards his 70th birthday, Ray Parker lives in Florida and works with the local Disabled American Veterans organization after a full management career in human resources. Today he guides DAV Chapter 86 as a vice commander, assists veterans transitioning from military to civilian careers, and also works with the Veteran Administration’s Justice Outreach program.

Here is the story of Ray Parker’s combat tour of South Vietnam and his life beyond the war.
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“My family moved from Ohio to Pennsylvania in 1959,” Parker recalled in the autumn of 2014. “We lived just south of Kent State, where they had all the issues with the National Guard in 1970. My father worked as a high-level chemical engineer. During World War II, Korea and Vietnam, his expertise was used by B.F. Goodrich and Goodall Rubber to develop and manufacture high-pressure hoses that jet airplanes use in the performance of their civilian and military missions.

“I started out at Pennsbury in seventh grade and graduated in 1964,” Parker added. “The Bristol draft board was pretty intense in those days. With the war heating up, draft boards were becoming very aggressive in looking for soldiers. I had to take those pre-induction mental and physical tests when I turned 18. Once I got to Penn State, I had to furnish my grades and especially my grade point average to the Bristol draft board after every term, right up to when I graduated with a degree in motivational research psychology, of all things. The draft board got in touch with me pretty quickly and let me know I would be getting an induction notice in the near future.

“I didn’t want to wait around for the draft. I enlisted right away. I had not joined the ROTC at Penn State so I went into the Army as a private. My first year, I did a lot of training for the infantry at Fort Dix, New Jersey. It was peculiar to be doing some of my jungle training in snowy weather. The Army selected me for some special leadership schools. I was promoted to Specialist Fifth Class within a year and that’s when I decided to become an officer. I re-enlisted in the Army in July 1969, and went through Officer Candidate School. I got my commission as an infantry Second Lieutenant at Ft. Benning, Georgia.

“Even before I went to Vietnam, I served with an elite unit of the 82nd Airborne Division at Ft. Bragg, North Carolina. In the U.S. we were assigned national defense duty and my platoon was stationed around the Pentagon. A year before the Kent State situation, I was involved with a lock-and-load, live ammunition, interdiction of protest assaults on the Pentagon. That was challenging. I always felt like the anti-war people did not understand the choices soldiers had to make. I was responsible to make a decision to fire as required. Thankfully, I did not have to give that order. I respected protestors for their resolve and courage to express their opinion. I just do not like people forcing their opinions on others.

“Right before I left for Vietnam, I went to dinner with my parents at a fine restaurant in Yardley. I went into the restaurant in full uniform. My parents had not arrived yet. Several people welcomed me and bought me a drink. But some did not welcome me and quite a standoff ensued. I did not respond, even though a few people taunted me. I left the room and waited for my parents in a cloakroom. Both sides ended up apologizing to me later. I think they knew they had shaken me up. The owner paid for our meals and wine. That night, I got on a plane to California, the first leg of my trip to Vietnam.

“I arrived in Vietnam at the end of March, 1970. My unit, the 82nd Airborne, was downsizing and I got reassigned to the 199th Light Infantry Brigade. I took over a platoon whose officer had just been killed. We were stationed in II Corps, about 64 clicks (kilometers) north of Saigon, close to the South China Sea. I was in charge of a platoon of American GIs and a platoon of South Vietnamese Army Rangers. We came in from the field every 13 days for just 24 hours, otherwise we were out in the bush every day.

“In the late summer of 1970, my unit undertook a very rugged mission near the Cambodian border. We were seeing signs of a larger force of North Vietnamese Army and Viet Cong working in our area of operation. One bad ambush of my platoon resulted in serious wounds to the first three soldiers in our patrol and the two soldiers immediately behind my radio telephone operator (RTO). I always walked fourth on patrol. You had the first point man and then the second point, who worked on the flank. The heavy weapons rifleman went third. I went next, followed by my radio man and the rest of the tactical platoon squad.

“We encountered serious machine gun fire and hit the dirt before returning fire. Then the VC riflemen began to shoot and wound each of the men in front of me. Behind me, my RTO was taking fire. The VC wanted to keep him pinned down so we wouldn’t be able to call in air or artillery support. Many rounds hit around me. Four of them struck me in, of all places, my KA-Bar fighting knife. Not one round penetrated me. I still have that knife. It saved my life and I cherish it!

“The day after that ambush, we pursued the North Vietnamese and made several intense contacts with them,” Parker recalled. “I personally threw more than 20 grenades in an exposed point position. We killed two NVA officers; a major and a female captain. We were facing heavy machine guns and many infantrymen. The enemy pulled back due to airstrikes and naval gun fire that we called in on them. We continued pursuit after resupply. It was then that my point man found the base camp. It was the summer headquarters of the NVA’s 33rd Regiment. It was empty at the time. We set out seismographic sensors that resembled animal droppings throughout the base camp. A few of my men climbed trees and placed radio relays in them that received and transmitted signals from the sensors on the ground. Then we left the area. Within two days, the NVA returned, in force. When the sensors starting ‘going nuts,’ we called in the B-52 strike. I gave the final ‘go’ call to the mission.

“We walked through the bombed-out camp a few days later,” Parker said. “I will never forget the horror. The initial body count was 324 enemy dead. Body counts were hard to determine, especially in this case because you often found only body parts. We collected those and they became part of the body count.

“I am deeply saddened by that memory … but I do not feel guilty. I was doing what I had been trained and ordered to do: search and destroy. The bombing mission came down through a chain of command. Others clearly knew what would happen when those bombs hit. It was considered a privilege of the discovering unit to give the final command. And that command came down to me, personally. I can still remember hearing my RTO’s handset and the voice on the other end: ‘Set to drop, Spider. What is your command?’ I paused briefly. It felt like an eternity. And then I said, ‘Go. I say again, Go. Spider Two, over.’ That was it. Walking through the aftermath of that mission, seeing all the dead bodies … I have to live with that memory forever.

“This action lasted more than 21 days and ended with the B52 strike. I had been in country about seven months at this point. We all got decorated for our mission against the 33rd NVA Regiment’s summer headquarters. My men and I were given a choice of what we wanted to do next. Half of them opted to go home.

“I was kind of arrogant and aggressive in those days and when the General asked me what I wanted to do, I told him I wanted to work in Army Intelligence. I figured they would just send me back out in the field. Instead, I got assigned to 25th Division headquarters. My job was to brief the Commanding General and his staff every morning on what actions had taken place the night before. At that point in the war, I think you could say we had the enemy staved off. I wouldn’t say we had them on the run. Let’s just say they were very wary of what we were doing. As I said, I was working intelligence at the division level so my information was good. We were holding pretty solid against the enemy. This was 1971. We just were not allowed to follow through on our military objectives.”
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Parker made one Vietnamese friend he will never forget, a “Kit Carson” scout named Hung Tom.

Tom was part of the Chieu Hoi Program, an initiative set up to encourage enemy defection to the South Vietnamese side in what the North Vietnamese believed was a civil war. The Kit Carson unit was initially created by the U.S. Marine Corps. It involved the use of former Viet Cong and NVA combatants as intelligence scouts for American infantry units fighting in a foreign land.

“Hung Tom came from somewhere in North Vietnam,” Parker recalled. “To make it easy for us, he said he was from the Hanoi region. He spoke no English. Yet we communicated exceptionally well. I suspect Tom was college educated to some degree and that he had formal officer training as well as extensive combat experience under fire.”

Parker and Tom were both head-strong soldiers.

“We were at odds when we first began working together on missions,” Parker admitted. “In the bush, I made all our people sleep right on the ground, using only a poncho as ground cover. We had enemy all around us and I did not want any rustling noise from the G.I. hammocks. Also, I knew it was exceptionally difficult to get off a hammock when you were attacked. Tom would have no part of sleeping on the ground! I finally gave him a direct order after a bad attack on us. Tom still refused and walked off our perimeter, into the jungle. I assembled a patrol and we went after him. A few yards away, we found Tom. He was laying on a NVA ground cloth with a revolver pointed at his head and a grenade on his stomach with his finger in the ring. All the time, he kept his eyes glued to mine. He had tears in his eyes. I came closer, staring right into Tom’s eyes. I patted him on the shoulder and shook my head up and down, letting him know that he could sleep however he wanted. From that day on, Tom slept in his hammock.

“That was the beginning of a close personal relationship between Tom and I,” Parker continued. “I had complete respect for this former NVA infantry officer. All the other Kit Carson scouts looked up to Tom.”

Hung Tom also saved Ray Parker’s life.

“We got into serious contact one day,” Parker remembered. “There were 20 meters between us and the enemy, face to face. My M-16 jammed as I went to fire at a NVA soldier. He was in open sight as he tried to shoot me. His AK-47 jammed, too. I was blessed that day. Hung Tom then shot the enemy soldier. He went over to the body and extracted the jammed AK-47 round from the rifle and gave it to me as a reminder of that day. I kept it until 1992, when it was lost during Hurricane Andrew.”

Parker never heard from Tom after he left Vietnam.

“I am quite sure Hung Tom did not survive the communist takeover,” he said. “I doubt Kit Carson scouts were well received by the communists.”
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In April 1971, Parker's tour of Vietnam came to an end.

“I arrived in Vietnam on United Airlines and that’s how I went home,” he said. “We flew into Travis Air Force Base right outside of San Francisco, just before Easter. It took a day to process out of the Army. They told us it might be better to wear our civvies (civilian clothes) when we got off the base. I only did it because I was ordered to. We left the base at night, heading to the airport to go home. The protestors were waiting for us. They knew where we had been and they spit on us, cursed us, threw garbage at us. To this day, that is the thing that still bothers me, the way we were treated as we headed home. We were just sent off the base and back into the ‘world.’ We weren’t even allowed to say we were coming home. Back then we did not know ‘decompression’ or ‘reorientation.’ I just showed up on my parents’ front door step.”

Parker also admitted to some anguish over the horror he had seen in Vietnam.

“I could have stayed in as a Captain,” he said. “I thought about it for a while. Then I realized what I had seen was just too terrible to keep on experiencing.”

Parker’s voice trails off and then stops. There is an awkward silence before he begins again.

“I just couldn’t do it anymore,” he said, choking out the words.

Vietnam followed Parker home.

“I spent three or four weeks in the hospital with malaria,” he said. “Once I got over it, I went looking for a job. It wasn’t long before I found one with United States Steel. I went to work at their Fairless Works plant for a couple of months. Then I quit and went to grad school at Penn State, where I met my wife, Claudia.”

United States Steel Corporation wasn’t done with Parker.

“They had checked my military records,” he said. “They flew a special plane up to interview me. I was a year away from my MBA. They gave me a choice. Come to work right away for them or stay in school. I took the job, because jobs were tight then, and went right into their management program at Fairless Works. My job was supposed to deal primarily with labor relations. At the time, Fairless Works was having trouble with sabotage from the anti-war movement. The protestors had figured out that steel mills were making supplies for the war. The anti-war activists got some people in scuba gear to try and sabotage our shipping operations. U.S. Steel used the Delaware River to bring iron ore and other steel-making materials into its docks on big ships. The plant superintendent put me in charge of defending mill property against protestors.

“All that the saboteurs had to do was minimally misalign the inland waterway markers used by the iron ore ships and others coming up the river to the Fairless Works plant,” Parker pointed out. “Just that small adjustment could result in a ship running aground on a sandbar. Inland Coast Guard patrols were increased to monitor the river and markers. So as not to raise suspicions in the dock area, the regular barges increased their activity and dockside ‘maintenance’ crews were increased, scheduled around the clock, and expanded to cover the entire dock area and across behind the off-loading railroad tracks. We were not armed and no shots were ever fired. U.S. Steel just wanted to manage the situation and not increase public concern.”

Parker got a big promotion in 1979 and another in 1981. Five years later, he started his own human resources management business, teaming with his wife, Claudia, to develop a profitable enterprise. After 30 years, Ray and Claudia turned the business over to their nephew, although they still serve as managing directors while transitioning into retirement. They live in Flagler Beach, Florida.

Looking back, Parker sees clearly how military service impacted his life.

“If nothing else,” he said, laughing, “I learned about discipline. At my 50th high school reunion, a classmate, Jim Spahn, wrote in the memories book about how Vietnam taught him that nothing in his life could be any worse than serving in a war. We veterans use that as a baseline for any adversity we encounter in our lives. How could anything be any worse than Vietnam?

“My B.S. degree is in motivational research psychology and my Masters is in Counseling Psychology,” Parker added. “I am extremely interested in what motivates people. One of the things I learned about myself in the Army was that I could lead people under extreme circumstances. That helped me in my high-level management job with U.S. Steel. I learned in the Army that you have to lead by example. Respect is earned. Of all the things I learned in the Army, respect is the word that stays with me.

“I served with a number of 17-year-old soldiers in Vietnam. I had higher respect for those kids than for any young people I have met since then. I think fear and trying to stay alive is what motivates every combat soldier. I had people who saved my life and hopefully I saved some of their lives, too. I was an officer but we were all in it together out there in the jungle. I think back to combat in Vietnam. People were shooting at us from 20 feet away and sometimes we had to go get them with just a knife. I can’t think of anything worse than that in my life.”

Retired, Parker now serves as a Vice Commander of the Disabled American Veteran’s Chapter 86 in Flagler Beach. He works with veterans who are still battling their PTSD problems.

“My wife and I are very active travelers and community doers,” he said.

Still, the war lurks in the back of Ray Parker’s mind. As someone who majored in motivation and human behavior in college, Parker sometimes shares memories of the war with fellow veterans. And he can’t forget those people who were against the war, a group that included his parents.

“Both of my parents were against the U.S. actions in Vietnam,” Parker said. “The impact of World War II and the Korean War had them concerned about us provoking greater problems in the world. My parents’ feelings were not expressed outside our family, and actually not much within. I did feel strong concern and resentment in their relations with me personally as I received combat-directed training prior to Vietnam. Extending my service to be commissioned as an infantry officer, volunteering for Airborne, becoming a Ranger … all of that strained family relations. My parents had wanted me to transfer out of the infantry, for my own safety. They did not communicate with me while I was in Vietnam. Yet, my mother kept all of my letters and photos and gave them to me many years later. I spoke to them once on a short wave radio from my post in Nam. They were resolute in their position on what I did over there, and they didn’t know the half of it.

“As for the protestors who spit on us when I came home from Vietnam, I have always carried that hurt within me, very strongly. My sense is their malice towards us was not personal. I just try to let it go. Fundamentally, I respect people and their entitlement to their own opinions. I live by that today. I believe I earned that right. I fought for it.

The best perception of my military experience is summed up by Lance Corporal Edwin Craft’s famous quote: ‘For those that will fight for it … freedom has a flavor the protected shall never know.’ ”
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“I met Ray at Penn State, after he came back from Vietnam and was working on an MBA,” relates Claudia Parker, Ray’s wife of over 41 years. “I could tell that Ray was different from others I dated to that time, and I attributed a large portion of that uniqueness to his service in the military. After a few months I completed my degree and went to Pitt for graduate school, and Ray was hired by U.S. Steel.

“I grew up in the Monongahela Valley near Pittsburgh where steel was king. With Ray employed at Fairless Works and many of my family having worked in the steel industry, Ray easily won over everyone on his visits to see me. He brought back to my family memories of the heyday of the steel industry. I guess you could say that steel was the tie that initially bound our families together.

“Ray rarely talked about Vietnam when we first were married, although he had a reunion of sorts with his commanding officer from Vietnam and another lieutenant in Ray’s company at our apartment in Fallsington about a year later. As time passed, though, I noticed little things that made Ray unique. After a 1979 screening of ‘Apocalypse Now’ at a local movie theater where he whispered to me that the soldiers in the jungle were holding their rifles incorrectly and something bad was going to happen, Ray jumped up from his seat when it actually did. Later that day we began to talk in depth about Ray’s time in Vietnam. And I started to realize how that combat experience contributed to who he is today.

“Ray’s mind is always looking for a different and better way to do things – even ordinary things. If I had a nickel for every one of his household ‘inventions’ I’d be filthy rich. Ray says that when in Vietnam, he had to depend on ingenuity and creative ways to get out of situations. When his fingernail caught a defective trip wire on an M-79 push-pull detonator, he thought that was the end of his life. He used his thumbnail to block it and, after clearing his men from the area, came up with a way to stop detonation. To this day Ray says that there’s a right way, a wrong way, and another way to deal with everything. And he always finds the ‘other’ way.”

Claudia concedes that Ray is sometimes tenacious, but always can be counted on to be very level-headed.

“He weighs all his options, assesses the chances of success, and makes decisions accordingly,” Claudia admitted. “Perhaps this was instilled in him at Pennsbury, or perhaps it came directly from his parents, but this quality was recognized by the dean’s office at Penn State when Ray was selected to serve as one of 13 student disciplinary action members for the university. It also helped him make the best decisions for his platoon in Vietnam.”

Claudia noted one shining example of her husband’s decisionmaking skills in combat.

“While leading his platoon in Vietnam,” she said, “Ray encountered what he understood to be a five-person squad of the North Vietnamese Army. As he had his platoon maneuver on the enemy squad, Ray began to get indications of several squads, then several platoons, and a company-size attacking NVA element. Ray had to make a decision on whether to attack, defend or retreat. Sizing it up, and with input from Ray’s squad leaders, his decision was clear – to attack. The engagement was a success, the enemy retreated, and no Americans were injured.”

Still today, when he’s forced to make quick decisions, Claudia sees the wheels turning in Ray’s head. After a quick assessment of the situation, she says that Ray makes the best decision with the facts at hand. If additional facts come to light which change the situation, he recognizes the need to change, acknowledges the change, and adapts.

“After the incident when Ray’s platoon found the NVA’s 33rd Regiment base camp and he was assigned to Army Intelligence, Ray intimately knew the daily body count he reported to the Commanding General and how those numbers were reported by the media,” Claudia said. “Years later, Ray was in Singapore working for an international computer company for the entire time of the First Gulf War and got the war news from an Asian media perspective. I wouldn’t say he distrusts reporting from or about today’s military efforts, but those two experiences make him wonder whether or not we are getting the whole truth.

“Ray still deals with some effects of his service in Vietnam 40-plus years later,” says Claudia. “He’s very active, and I don’t know of many 20-year-olds who can keep up with Ray’s physical fitness routine. When he was diagnosed with Type II diabetes owing to Agent Orange, we and everyone else in our family, were dumbfounded because he’s the picture of health!

“Ray has other issues related to Agent Orange that are not readily apparent. Agent Orange migrated to his hypothalamus and, as a result, he has severe narcolepsy and central apnea. The Veteran Administration (VA)’s leading apnea specialist works with him personally at the Gainesville, Florida, VA Hospital, as Ray has the distinction of being the only one of 19,300 veterans being treated with Agent Orange breathing issues who has the hypothalamus consequence.

“Ray is fiercely independent,” Claudia added. “Much of that independence was nurtured by his parents. Ray’s early years were spent in rural Ohio where the nearest neighbor with children his age was several miles away. I believe that situation helped Ray hone an acute survival instinct that, with his military training and education, carried him through Vietnam. In fact, Ray still harbors a love for the guns that he learned to use at an early age, and has a wide collection of arms, among which are his prized M-14, AR-15 and AK-47, reminiscent of his military experience.

“All in all, I feel that Ray came through Vietnam relatively unscathed. That doesn’t mean he’s completely out of the woods. Anything could happen next week, next month, or in a few years. But Ray’s strong, and he’ll face the adversities confronting him.”

Claudia believes that no one is better equipped to deal with adversity than Ray. After the couple lost their home and belongings to Hurricane Andrew in 1992, Ray provided Claudia with a war veteran’s perspective that made her realize what is important in life.

“There is truth in the fact that as long as you have your life and health, all is fine,” she said. “According to Ray, everything else is ‘just stuff.’ With that point of view, we quickly got on with our lives after the hurricane. To this day, that viewpoint allows us to prepare for the worst, hope for the best, and handle what actually occurs. With that attitude, we find that life always leaves us with a pleasant surprise and a smile on our faces.”

Ray Parker remains busy helping other veterans deal with issues they bring home from wars, current or past. He uses his skills in human resources to help place veterans in the workforce.

“Continuing in human resources for the rest of my civilian career, I developed my formal study of veterans,” he said. “In a book I published (Human Resource Management: A Desktop Guide to Effective Employee Management), as well as numerous articles and in public speaking engagements, I addressed hiring veterans in the workplace. My observations were based on research, and also on the insight I developed from my personal experience. I have always made a concerted effort to foster, assist, promote and respect veterans in all branches of the Armed Forces.

“For veterans in particular, I try to ‘give back’ what I learned in the service and in my civilian career. Still for me, my military experience, the good and the bad, is the most valuable learning experience I have had in my life. My sense is that most veterans feel the same.”

Parker said “The Pennsbury Way” continues to guide him through life.

“Pennsbury gave more than lip service to our learning,” he said. “It taught us values through community outreach programs. In recent years, I have donated a lot of my free time to the Disabled American Veterans organization. I have considerable interaction with veterans dealing with PTSD. We also provide assistance to veterans who come out of the service with so much energy and savvy. We help them plan their next step, whether it is back in the military or the civilian world. This is part of ‘paying it forward,’ something I learned as a high school student. I am really proud and pleased to have had those values instilled in me when I was a student at Pennsbury.”


CHAPTER TWELVE:

ONE MARINE’S SPIRITUAL JOURNEY

IT’S NOT REALLY A CLICHÉ when you hear Don Reid say that his short career as a Marine helped him become the man he is today. The Class of 1965 graduate found his lifetime profession while sitting in a Navy dentist’s chair after completing his 13-month tour of Vietnam in 1969. On the down side, Reid came home from Vietnam with a horrible memory of decimated bodies that has stayed with him for 46 years.

“None of the bad memories ever leave,” Reid admitted in October 2014. “You just store them away somewhere.”

Back in high school, Don Reid struggled to find his way. A lackluster student, he worked harder at wrestling than he did with his studies.

“I enjoyed wrestling,” he said. “It was a lot of work, getting in shape, and I think wrestling helped prepare me for the Marines. I only wrestled in four or five varsity matches. Early in the season, I had a chance to start because the football players were not in shape for wrestling yet. I could beat Mike Wilson and Mark Hazara until they got into wrestling condition. Then I was in trouble.”

Reid grew up in a comfortable middle-class lifestyle.

“My father worked as sales director for Wise Potato Chips,” Reid said. “He was a World War II veteran, a bombardier who flew 25 missions over Europe and into Germany at the end of the war. He served with the 484th Bomber Group, from 1942-45, stationed in southern Italy. I remember one July 4th fireworks show at the Levittown Shopping Center. Dad looked up at the sky and said the cloud bursts of smoke resembled the flak fields he flew through during bombing missions. So I did know a little bit about what he went through over there.

“In his job with Wise Potato Chips, my dad worked closely with all the grocery stores in the area and the trucks that delivered to the stores,” Reid added. “I still think Wise Potato Chips are the best chips around.”

Don Reid regrets his lack of focus in the classrooms of Pennsbury High.

“I kind of goofed off in high school,” Reid said from his home in Lake Tahoe. “After I graduated, my first job was in a factory in Trenton, wrapping cigars. I got my draft notice a year later. I wasn’t too excited about joining the military so I knocked on the door of Trenton Junior College and said I would like to get in. They looked at my high school transcript and said, ‘Forget it. You can’t get in here with those grades.’

“I knew I was going to get drafted. It didn’t take long until my draft notice came in the mail. I went down to the induction center and took a physical and some other tests. I kind of figured I would end up in Vietnam. Deep inside, I was sort of mixed up. I felt like we had a cause to fight for in Vietnam. It was to stop communism. Somebody had to step up and that’s what I did. You look at the world today and see the evil out there and I still feel that way. Somebody has to step up, even if war isn’t an answer to what the world needs most. I felt like I was doing the noble thing by going into the military. I read somewhere a quote that went like this: ‘For evil to exist, it is required that good men do nothing.’ Right or wrong, at the time I felt I was doing the right thing by serving my country.”

Reid knew enough about the draftee-filled Army to look elsewhere.

“If I was going to Vietnam, I did not want to go with a lot of guys who had been drafted and didn’t want to be there,” he said. “I volunteered for the Marine Corps. Signed up for four years. I wanted to be with guys who were committed to their jobs and to each other, rather than fighting alongside people who didn’t want to be in Vietnam.”

The Marine Corps quickly turned an underachieving Don Reid into a lean, tough, fighting machine.

“I went to Parris Island for basic training,” he said. “I lost 30 pounds and got back to my wrestling weight of 150. They beat the crap out of me a few times. This was long before the attorneys got together and changed the old rules for basic. In 1967, they still broke you down to the bare bones and then built you back up again into the soldier they wanted you to become. They turned us into United States Marines. In fact, when my parents showed up for graduation, my Drill Instructor came up to them at the party afterwards and said to my mom, ‘Oh, you are Reid’s mother. He is my killer.’ My mother took a quick drink of her scotch and asked him to repeat what he said. And my D.I. repeated it. ‘Yeah, Reid is my killer.’ He was referring to a drill we had in the punji pits where you jump in and fight another Marine and you keep fighting until there is one Marine left. I was the last survivor in that training exercise. That’s how I became known as ‘The Killer.’ It was quite a shock to my mother.”

Reid admitted his wrestling skills came in handy as a young Marine.

“Oh, there were a couple of times when some rogue Marines just did what they were trained to do – fight. For no apparent reason, and after not inciting the chaos, I had to defend myself. I never wanted to punch anyone. I would duck under a punch, use an old wrestling move called the ‘arm drag’ to get behind the guy, and drive him to the ground. After he was exhausted, I’d let him up and that usually ended the fighting.”

Following advanced infantry training, Reid underwent training tests and qualified for Marine Aviation.

“I ended up working with Phantom jets,” he said. “I worked on flight crews, putting pilots into their cockpits, making sure their liquid oxygen and ejection systems worked. One year to the day after I went to Parris Island, I landed in South Vietnam on April 12, 1968. I would be there for 13 months. I was stationed in Chu Lai. We worked seven days a week, 12 hours a day on the flight line. Every third day, we drew duty on the perimeter of the base camp. They gave us an automatic weapon and a radio. We went into bunkers, right behind the concertina wire, waiting for something to happen. They dropped us off at 6 p.m. and we all stayed awake until 10 p.m., then we worked two-hour shifts through the rest of the night. One guy stood guard while the other guy slept.

“We only got overrun once and that was down on the south perimeter. They loaded us up in trucks and took us down there but we got an all-clear before we arrived. I was thinking on the way over, how easy it would be to disappear, but I stuck it out. That was as close as I ever came to a firefight. Thank God. I have many friends and acquaintances who were involved in killing. Their lives were never the same.”

Every soldier wonders how he would react in his first combat action. Reid’s thoughts were no different than those of many other soldiers. However, his courage would be tested in a horrible way three days before Christmas.
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MOVING ON – Don Reid struggled with his memories of Vietnam, even while developing a successful dental practice in Nevada.



“It was my father’s birthday,” he said. “Dec. 22, 1968. My job was to take a truck and go pick up some ‘gooks’ – that’s what we called the South Vietnamese during the war – and bring them back to base camp. They worked on the base, doing laundry, washing dishes, etc. Well, I was driving into town to get them when mortars started falling all over the camp. I pulled over and suddenly I saw a 122-millimeter rocket score a direct hit on a bunker no more than a quarter-mile away. The soldiers had apparently been standing outside their bunker, watching the rockets land elsewhere, when they were hit. I got in my truck and drove over there as fast as I could. I was the first one to arrive on the scene. As I approached the bunker, it was covered with a huge pile of what appeared to be hamburger. Eight marines died outside that bunker from the direct hit. The commanding officer arrived right after me in his jeep and with his driver. The sirens sounded again and I went inside the same bunker with the C.O. When the all clear was sounded, I stood outside. Next thing I know, a flatbed truck pulled up next to the bunker, someone threw me a large shiny shovel and I was told to clean up the mess. As I shoveled, I remember puking my guts up and crying like a baby. In this pile of raw meat were the remains of eight Marines, bits and pieces of them. Nothing really recognizable, just some eyes and teeth and fingers. Nothing that looked like a human being. That’s a memory you obviously don’t forget.”

Reid tells this story haltingly, pausing to take deep breaths.

“I was with my wife Marilyn in 1988 when the memory of that day flashed back to me while we were sitting around a pool,” Reid recalled. “I had only been married to Marilyn for two years at the time. She looked over and saw me sobbing and asked what was wrong. Every time I tried to tell her what was going on, I felt uncontrollable pain and she said I was shaking badly. I told her what happened that day on dad’s birthday in 1968. Those memories never really leave. You just store them away.”

Reid left Vietnam in May of 1969.

“Vietnam was a solitary war,” he observed. “I went over there by myself and I came home by myself. My dad came home from his war on a ship and then participated in a ticker-tape parade. World War II veterans were honored when they returned home. Vietnam veterans were dishonored when they got back to the states. When I landed at El Toro Air Base, I was greeted by a few dozen old ladies waving flags and shouting welcome home. I kissed the ground on the tarmac. Then I flew home to Pennsylvania while wearing my khaki uniform. People were sneering at me in the airport. The world had changed so much in the last two years. The music changed. Everyone had long hair. When I left for Nam, crew-cuts were still a fashionable way to wear your hair. The drug culture was now in full bore. Everyone was against the war. It was like I had landed on Mars.”

Reid still had two more years of active duty to fulfill. As he neared the end of his stint, the future civilian decided to get his teeth fixed on Uncle Sam’s dime.

“I had three teeth pulled before I left for Nam. I think it was because they had large fillings and the Marines don’t want you to have any dental issues in combat.” he said. “I sought out a Navy dentist and asked to have those spaces filled in with teeth that don’t come out, ones that are non-removable. The dentist did work on me that was typically reserved for career soldiers or officers. I was kind of persuasive, I guess. He had a helluva time getting my mouth straightened out. We talked some during the process and he asked what I planned to do when I got out of the Marines. I told him I was thinking of selling and cleaning carpets. That was my last job before I joined the Marines. I was making a good living as a self-employed worker. He asked if I ever thought about going to college. I said never. He told me he thought I had the makings of a great dentist. That didn’t make sense to me. I liked to take things apart and figure out how they worked. I never had a desire to put things together. He told me he was talking about the human side of dentistry. He said he saw something special in me. The power of his words influenced me to change the course of my life.”

Reid took the dentist’s advice. He learned that the Navy would pay his way through college and dental school if he agreed to a three-year military commitment after completing his education.

“I went to UCLA and then to dental school,” Reid said. “In college, I was still trying to integrate myself into the changing culture. I wanted to fit in. I grew my hair out, wore my John Lennon purple lens sunglasses and hung love beads around my neck. I had a pretty bad attitude about the war. I had come to the conclusion that Vietnam wasn’t about stopping communism as much as it was about making some people rich. I participated in some protest marches after (President) Nixon ordered the bombings in Cambodia. I kind of had anger in me that I didn’t have as a kid. I was trying to deal with that. I was searching for answers to all the inconsistencies I saw around me and the changes in me and the world around me. I was on a spiritual journey, looking for real meaning in life.

“With philosophy as a minor at UCLA, I read Freud, Marx, St. Thomas Aquinas and some Christian literature. I’d read a book by C.S. Lewis called ‘Mere Christianity.' There was a quote in there. It went something like this: ‘Don’t make the mistake of calling Christ a great person. Great persons don’t claim to be God and to have created their known universe. Either He was a horrific liar or raving mad lunatic … or everything He said He was. He never intended to be called a great person. He preferred God.’

“That phrase haunted me. Lord, liar or lunatic? I asked God to give me an answer, personally. Since He should be acutely aware of my state of mind, He knew how badly I wanted to know Christ wasn’t a liar or madman. I didn’t have to tell him how badly my life was going. I didn’t have to mention my immoral behavior. I told Him I was remorseful for the turn I’d taken away from being a good kid at heart. This conversation took place while driving my 1966 Chevy Impala down the 405 freeway in Southern California. I asked and He answered. I pulled my car off the freeway as I felt a sense of holiness enter me, right into my very soul. They say people don’t change very much outside of ‘significant emotional events.’ This was huge and the biggest turning point in my life. The anger subsided. That was May 12, 1973. I became a new person. I don’t follow one particular religion. I look for non-denominational churches and attempt to know God better.”

Reid graduated from UCLA in 1974. He did his graduate work at Temple University’s dental school back home in Pennsylvania. After graduation, he went into the Navy as a dentist. He was stationed in Southern California as a Lieutenant Commander with the Dental Corps from 1978-81.

The once-struggling kid from Pennsylvania had fallen in love with the west coast while still in the Marines.

“The Marine Corps showed me the west for the first time,” he said. “”I was stationed in Southern California, at the El Toro base. Once I went swimming in the Pacific Ocean in early January. It was around 90 degrees. The water was warm and the waves were huge. I looked up and could see snow-capped mountains off in the distance. I knew the west was going to be my home.”

Don and his wife Marilyn share five beautiful children, four girls and one boy. He raised his family in the California desert not too far from Death Valley on the eastern slope of the Sierra Mountains. The family moved to the Lake Tahoe region in 1997 where Don continues to practice his life’s work of dentistry.

“I think my experience in Vietnam made me more empathetic towards people’s pain. Sitting 14 inches from a fellow human creates a space of intimacy unlike many other professions. I believe I have a sixth sense to know what’s really going on in people’s heads. Often what is happening with their mouths and bodies reflects their mindset. There are a lot of hurting folks out there and I’m not simply referring to their teeth. On many occasions, I’ve asked a male patient of a certain age with a certain look in his eyes if he had served in Vietnam. The results are amazing. They cry. They get angry. They want to know why I asked. I simply say, ‘I was there, too.’ They tell me they never mention Vietnam to anyone and suddenly they are pouring out their hearts to me. We hug and cry together. It’s a pretty unique bond that Vietnam veterans share.”

There is another special bond in Reid’s life that he shares with his father, now 93 years old and still working for a living.

“My dad grew up on a farm,” Reid said, “and after he retired from Wise Potato Chips, he started working in a grocery store in the produce department. Dad loves it. He has been working in grocery stores for the last 30 years. He has been working at the McCaffrey’s story in Newtown for the last few years. I asked him if he wants to go with me to the 50th reunion of my high school class. Dad accepted my invitation. That’s going to be really amazing, walking into the Class of 1965 reunion with my dad!”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN:

TIM STIVES PREDICTED HIS LIFE’S PATH

IN THE 1965 PENNSBURY HIGH yearbook, Tim Stives answered a question about “ambition” with an accurate forecast.

“College and a career in the Army,” are the words written under a photograph of the blond-haired teenager from Fairless Hills.

“I sort of predicted my life, didn’t I?” Stives said in the autumn of 2014, nearly 50 years after he battled through high school while dealing with tough issues at home.

“I survived a pretty difficult family situation,” Stives admitted. “Especially during my last two years in high school. My father had a serious drinking problem and sometimes it was more than a 16-year-old kid could handle. Because of that, I spent a lot of time with my grandparents in Morrisville. My grandfather, John Stamm, had been a career Army man who spent many years at West Point as a military policeman. He rose to the rank of First Sergeant. My grandfather had a lot of influence on me at that point in my life. He helped me understand the role of non-commissioned officers and enlisted men in the Army. Once I got in, I always related better to the enlisted men than other young officers. I was always thinking about what my men needed, more so than other officers.

“My granddad told great stories of his days at West Point. He became First Sergeant of the Military Police at West Point in 1929. He was good friends with Marty Maher, who was the subject of a great movie called 'The Long Gray Line' that starred Tyrone Power.”

Stives also got some sage advice from a guidance counselor at Pennsbury.

“I think it was Mrs. (Isabel) Wiley who intervened and helped change my life,” Stives recalled. “Somehow, she became aware of my situation at home. I have always thought that another counselor, Jere Viechnicki, was also involved. Mrs. Wiley called me down to the office and asked me why I had not applied to college. I told her there wasn’t any money in my family to send me to college. She said, ‘If I can find you the money, will you apply to Penn State?’ She found me enough in student loans to get me through my first year. She knew that if I made it through my first year, I would find a way to finish.”

“I went to Penn State in September of 1965 and signed up for Army ROTC my very first day on campus,” Stives said. “The war was the major topic of conversation from 1965-69. I never thought about the war in political terms. For me, the war was a personal life experience. I didn’t care if it was a good war or a bad war; a just war or on unjust war. It was my war. I wanted to be a soldier.

“I was one of those people back then (and, believe it or not, there were many of us) who thought it was a citizen’s responsibility to fight for his country. That was an idea left over from World War II. Few people seem to believe in that anymore, except maybe for the (soldiers) I see down here at MacDill Air Base in Tampa.”

Stives grew up among war veterans.
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PROUD VETERAN – Tim Stives lived his dream, rising to the rank of Captain while serving as an infantry officer in Vietnam.



“Fairless Hills was a steel mill town when we were young,” he said. “In my neighborhood, I was surrounded by men who had served in World War II. Remember, in 1960, those men had only been back from the war for 15 years. Where I grew up, the feeling was that military service was a responsibility. Those war veterans were a big influence on me.”

His family’s military background added to the equation. If military genes are hereditary, Tim doesn’t have to look far to see how he ended up in the Army. Whenever he went over to his grandfather’s house, he got a dose of military attitude and discipline.

“My grandfather spent 32 years in the Army,” Stives said. “My mom was a military brat. She was born at West Point and lived there for 18 years.”

Four years of college passed quickly for Stives, who met his future wife, Christine, at the start of his senior year in 1968.

“I was heavily involved in ROTC,” Stives said. “Christine knew that when I graduated, I was going straight down to Fort Benning and then probably to Vietnam. She was OK with that, but when my orders came through sending me to Germany she was very happy we would get to see Europe.”

Tim and Christine were married in a military ceremony at the Eisenhower Chapel on the Penn State campus on June 7, 1969, one week before Tim’s graduation. His fellow ROTC cadets served as the honor guard at the wedding.

Stives left for Fort Benning three days after graduating from Penn State.

“As a ROTC cadet, I went to summer training for six weeks at Indiantown Gap between my junior and senior year. After I graduated from Penn State, I went to Infantry Officer’s Basic School and Airborne School at Fort Benning. Then I went to Germany for a year before heading to Vietnam. I had a lot of training before I went to Vietnam. I was very proficient in combat skills.

“My biggest concern when I came on active duty in 1969 was that I wouldn’t measure up. As it turned out, that wasn’t a problem. People have always asked me if I was scared the first time I went into combat. Not really. I was scared the SECOND time I had to go into combat.”

By the time Stives reached Vietnam in February 1971, American troop levels had fallen below 200,000 – from a high of 536,000 back in 1968. President Nixon had campaigned on a platform that promised an end to the war and he was doing just that, albeit in mortally slow fashion.

“I was worried that I would never see my wife again,” Stives admitted. “My feelings about the war had no reason to change during that time. I was going to Vietnam and that was it. At that point, it had become a matter of honor.”

Stives was assigned to D Company, 4th Battalion, 3rd Infantry, Americal Division. He started out as an infantry rifle platoon leader. The Americal Division operated out of Quang Ngai Province in the northern sector of South Vietnam.

“The Americal was stationed up north near the DMZ, participating in the invasion of Laos,” Stives recalled. “They put me on a plane in Chu Lai and I landed at the old Marine firebase of Khe Sanh, where the battalion’s rear headquarters were located. Khe Sanh was being mortared about once every hour so I very quickly caught a helicopter going out to the field and 10 minutes later, I was out in the jungle with D Company.”

The war hadn’t slowed much in intensity, despite the reduction in troops on the American side.

“The only thing I noticed is they were pulling the Marines out and replacing them with the Americal Division,” Stives said. “We spent the first month operating along Highway 9, the road into Laos, trying to keep South Vietnamese convoys from getting ambushed. We were fighting against North Vietnamese regulars. In March, the battalion moved back down south of Chu Lai to a place called Duc Pho. For the next three months, we conducted search-and-destroy operations near Duc Pho and west of Chu Lai. Here we were fighting against the Viet Cong.”

Walking into the jungle, Stives and his troops encountered many difficult challenges.

“My first two months in Vietnam, my unit was in a major operation,” he recalled. “When we went back to Chu Lai, we were sent out on ‘search-and-destroy’ missions. We would be flown out to the jungle by helicopter and we would walk through the jungle until we found the enemy. They would leave us out there for 14 days or so and then bring us back to the firebase for three days. Then you went back out again.

“I wouldn’t say I saw heavy action in Vietnam,” Stives said. “I was never in a big, pitched battle on a regimental level like Ia Drang Valley in 1965. The combat that I experienced involved patrolling through the jungle, running into the enemy and engaging in short, quick firefights, or ambushes, or small unit engagements of squad and platoon size. Most times, once we brought artillery or tactical air support or helicopter gunships in on the enemy, they would retreat. That was just the nature of combat in Vietnam.

“My memories are of the heat, booby traps, leeches, claymore mines and very dark nights. As a platoon leader on the ground, I carried a small PRC 25 radio. With that radio, I had incredible fire support at my disposal. When we got into a firefight, F4 Phantom jets would fly in from Da Nang Air Base. They would hit the enemy with mini-guns, rockets and the final run would always be napalm. Whoosh!”

Most American soldiers kept track of the days remaining in their one-year tour of duty in Vietnam. Not Tim Stives.

“After my first month in combat, I became very fatalistic about the situation,” he said. “Guys were getting killed and wounded all around me. I began to think that I wasn’t going to make it out of there alive. Why keep a calendar?”

In June 1971, the Army promoted Stives to Captain and made him commander of E Company.

“I was 23 years old,” Stives said, “and I commanded E Company from June until late November. We moved around a lot at first. In the middle of the year, we were located at Fire Support Base Professional, about 30 kilometers west of Chu Lai. The firebase was located on a high hill out in the middle of nowhere. On one side, there was a 105-millimeter howitzer battery and on the other side was the battalion’s Tactical Operations Center. We had fire bases all over the area of operation. One of those bases, Mary Ann, got overrun in late March 1971. A lot of soldiers were killed or wounded (author’s note: 33 KIA, 83 wounded). The firebase may have been safer than being out in the jungle, but it was by no means a safe place.”

The Americal was deactivated in November. Stives spent the final two months of his Vietnam tour in Da Nang, working for the support command.

“It was a relatively safe, rear area assignment,” Stives said. “I got to go to China Beach and on Christmas Day, I saw the Bob Hope Show at Freedom Hill in Da Nang.”

Otherwise, Stives took few chances. He just wanted to go home.

“Vietnam was a guerrilla war,” he said. “I never learned to tell the good (Vietnamese) from the bad ones. I decided very early on to avoid contact with the Vietnamese as much as possible. That was not a problem for the first nine months, because I was out in the field with the Americans. We had virtually no contact with the Vietnamese. Out there in the free fire zones, everybody was considered an enemy. All of the villages we walked through had been deserted long ago.”

In the final years of the war, infantry officers like Tim Stives often commanded inexperienced troops who had been drafted less than a year before they arrived in Vietnam.

“As an officer, I received substantial training before being sent to Vietnam,” Stives said. “It was the draftees who may have been somewhat unprepared. They received eight weeks of basic training and 11 weeks of advanced individual training and then many of them were sent directly to Vietnam. A lot of their training was on the job. Even though most of them didn’t want to be there, they turned out to be great soldiers. I saw some young kids do some incredibly brave things.”

Stives cited three examples of courage among his soldiers that have stayed with him over the years.

“Tunnel rats, walking point and the medics,” he said, summarizing the most dangerous jobs that his men performed. “We ran into a lot of tunnels in the northern part of South Vietnam. Going into a tunnel with a flashlight in one hand and a 45-caliber pistol in the other, knowing you might run into the enemy and get shot in the face … that took an amazing amount of courage. The thing is, we had a platoon full of draftees and I never had to order anyone to do it. Someone always volunteered. You can say these draftees didn’t want to be in Vietnam, but while they were there, they were really great soldiers.

“Walking point was another example of serious courage,” Stives added. “You are out there ahead of everyone else, looking for trip wires and other signs of the enemy. It’s incredibly dangerous because if we do run into the enemy, the point man is going to take the initial burst of automatic weapons fire. Again, we always had people volunteer. I would just get up and ask the question … ‘Who is walking point?’ And someone would volunteer. You could never ask the same guy to walk point every day so the soldiers sort of worked out the rotation on their own.”

Stives believes combat medics deserve “a special place in heaven.”

“They were mostly draftees, too,” he said. “They got their special training and then came to Vietnam, often risking their own lives to tend to the wounded, always doing their job under fire.”

Stives came home in early 1972 to a country that seemingly had made up its mind about Vietnam. World War II veteran George McGovern campaigned on a peace platform and won the Democratic nomination for President. He became the darling of anti-war protesters. Nixon and his “Silent Majority” defeated McGovern and the war opposition crowd in a November election landslide.

“I never thought much about the protesters,” Stives said. “They had no impact on me. After all, I wasn’t reading the New York Times every day. I was totally preoccupied with trying to keep myself and 30 other guys alive out in the jungle. Come to think of it, the only newspaper I ever saw in Vietnam was Stars & Stripes and that was very heavily censored by the military.

“During my last two months in Da Nang, I tried to minimize my contact with the Vietnamese people,” he said. “There were terrorist attacks happening all the time. I didn’t want some 14-year-old kid tossing a hand grenade into my jeep. I stayed inside the American compounds as much as possible. This may seem like a harsh attitude but we were in a war. I didn’t go there on vacation. This was just another way of protecting myself and coming home alive to the people I loved.”

Stives never really put the war away.

“Now, 40 years later, I have no interest in ever going back to Vietnam,” he said. “I have never gotten over my hatred for the enemy. I have no problems with the Vietnamese who came over here to live. My hatred for the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese Army soldiers still exists and always will.”

However, like so many Vietnam Veterans, Stives has turned his combat experience into a positive. He took advantage of the G.I. Bill, just the way many World War II veterans had done.

“My military service had a very positive effect on my life,” he said. “ROTC helped to pay my way through undergraduate school at Penn State. I used the G.I. Bill to pay for my MBA degree at Rutgers. That led me to a career on Wall Street. In addition, I stayed in the National Guard and the Army Reserve, retiring after 20 years as a Lieutenant Colonel.

“I don’t talk about the war much,” he concluded. “I generally only talk about it with my wife or other Vietnam veterans. My wife, Christine, really deserves a lot of credit. She grew up on a farm near Ellwood City in western Pennsylvania. During my year in Vietnam, she lived by herself in an apartment complex in Fairless Hills.”

Christine Stives remembers that lonely year well.

“I spent the year working and keeping myself occupied,” she recalled. “I was always waiting for the knock on the door that, thankfully, never came. In 1971, we didn’t have Internet or mobile phones. Communication was limited to letters and very occasionally a cassette tape. I watched the TV news every night hoping to catch a glimpse of Tim but at the same time knowing the pictures tended to be of wounded soldiers. It was a huge relief when Tim finally returned because it felt like I had been holding my breath for a year. Despite the separation and worry, I have always been proud of Tim’s military service.”

After Vietnam, Tim Stives enjoyed a 30-year career as a portfolio manager on Wall Street, working in New York City. Christine got an MBA from NYU and spent 25 years as a New York banker. Tim and Christine are retired now and split their time between a home in Tampa and the farm in Western Pennsylvania that Christine inherited from her parents.

“I can’t wait for our 50th reunion,” Stives said. “I really want to talk to the guys from Fairless Hills who went to Vietnam. I never had a chance to do that when we were young because it seemed like we all went our separate ways.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN:

WHERE HAVE ALL THE SOLDIERS GONE?

THIS IS THE CHAPTER THAT honors five former Pennsbury students who died in Vietnam and have no one left to speak for them, or at least no one I could find through various Internet searches and conversations with former classmates of these fallen heroes.

The parents of Richard Williams, Class of 1963, moved away from Levittown a few years after their son died in Vietnam. They had lost their only child to a war he did not believe in. One can only imagine the devastation of their loss.

I left several phone messages for a brother of Steven Caucci, the last Pennsburian to die in Vietnam, but those calls were never returned. Steve had died during a fiery artillery accident in 1970. Some wounds never heal, no matter how much time passes. As one old soldier, Major Gen. Edwin Scholes, told me during the writing of this book: “You never question how a family member reacts to their loss. Everyone has their own form of suffering. For some people, the pain never ends.”

James Brennan, a Pennsbury student in his earlier years who graduated from Bishop Egan High, died in a tragic 1970 accident on a ship when he fell against the air intake valve of a jet plane’s engine. His father was quoted in the local newspaper, saying “My son loved the Navy” and he wrote “cheerful” letters home.

Robert Post Hampton Jr. died in Vietnam in 1970 at the age of 18. He had already reached the rank of E4 in the Army. Hampton served in the infantry and had been in Vietnam eight months before he was killed by small arms fire.

“You are in our hearts and minds forever,” his brother John wrote on Robert’s Wall of Faces memorial page. “You made a difference.”

Arthur Day, Class of 1966, stepped on a booby trap in 1969. He had enlisted in the Army after graduating from Pennsbury and reached the rank of Specialist Fifth Class in the infantry at the time of his death on May 8, 1969, when he was 20 years old. He served with D Company, 4th Battalion, 47th Infantry, attached to the 9th Infantry Division.

This book is dedicated to all of the fallen from Pennsbury, especially these five young men whom history seems to have forgotten. Here is what I could piece together about each of those five heroes.
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A 1979 Hollywood movie about Vietnam called “The Deerhunter” depicted one soldier’s involvement in a Russian Roulette game, an artistic metaphor used by director Michael Cimino that spoke more to the random fates of soldiers than the law of averages dictated by a pistol’s six chambers.

The United States’ Selective Service System, which drafted civilians into the Army based on a variety of issues, including age, job status and number of dependents, was more of a roulette game than anything depicted in Cimino’s movie. There was a dreaded feeling about the draft that trailed young men during the 1960s and early 1970s. With the Vietnam War killing thousands of young Americans each year, it didn’t take much of an imagination for draftees to see a dark future in front of them.

Levittown’s Richard C. Williams may have been one of those men. He graduated from Pennsbury in 1963, back when Vietnam carried little meaning for young people in the United States. Williams, a National Honor Roll Society member, enrolled at Cornell University, leaving in 1969 with a bachelor’s degree in economics and a master’s degree in finance.
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RELUCTANT SOLDIER – Cornell University graduate Richard Williams got drafted in 1969 and died in Vietnam on Jan. 4, 1970, after stepping on a land mine.



The future looked bright for this recent college graduate, who had a job waiting for him at the Sylvania Corporation in Syracuse, N.Y. And that's when Uncle Sam decided to play his form of roulette with the life of Richard Williams. A letter from the Selective Service System arrived at his parents’ home detailing the changing of Richard Williams’s draft status from 2-S (student deferment) to 1-A (eligible for immediate induction). This was the summer of 1969. The summer of Woodstock, anti-war protests and a realization among most citizens that American intervention in Vietnam was a bad idea.

During his six years at Cornell, Richard Williams had done some serious thinking about Vietnam. The Tet Offensive in early 1968 changed opinions about the war in many established circles, especially on college campuses. There was no way to avoid the topic for college students, especially those ready to graduate and lose their student deferments.

CBS news anchor Walter Cronkite opined in February 1968 that the war was not winnable and that the U.S. needed to find “peace with honor.” President Lyndon Johnson announced in late March 1968 that he would not run for re-election, ostensibly so that he could devote all of his energy to the war effort. Protestors continued to march in the streets. Some burned their draft cards and went to jail.

By August 1968, the Democratic Convention in Chicago became a war zone of its own as protestors of the war battled on the streets with policemen while the politicians inside the convention center nominated Vice President Hubert Humphrey as the party’s candidate for President. Humphrey lost a close election to Richard M. Nixon, who ran on a promise of ending the war in Vietnam.

What choice could a young man like Richard C. Williams make? Complicating matters, he had been born in Canada and was a citizen of that country, a haven for American youths against the war. However, Williams had also become a naturalized citizen of the United States when he turned 18 years of age.

In the end, Richard Williams chose to follow the law of his adopted country and join the Army for two years of active duty. He was inducted in June 1969. He told his parents that he could not “shirk” his duty to the United States. In just six months, Richard Williams came back to his parents in a coffin.

According to an obituary printed by the Courier & Times upon the death of Williams, James F. Williams spoke these words in tribute to his son: “He was the type of boy who couldn’t speak badly of anyone. If he heard derogatory comments about Negroes, for instance, he’d get up and leave the room.”

The elder Williams said his son and some other soldiers had participated in a rally for peace in Washington, D.C., on Nov. 15, 1969, while on military leave, just two months before his death in Vietnam. Private First Class Williams entered Vietnam on Dec. 2, 1969, as an infantryman with D Company, 2nd Battalion, 14th Infantry, and died on Jan. 4, 1970, in Binh Duong Province after stepping on a land mine. He had been in the Army only slightly more than six months. To send a soldier to war after only five months of training seems almost criminal in intent.

In his last letter home, Williams wrote about the slaying of an enemy soldier by his unit, noting that photos of the soldier’s wife and children were found on his body.

“I’m against killing anyone,” he wrote his parents. “This man was a human being, too.”

Richard C. Williams came home to a quiet funeral in Levittown. Mourners spoke of his life of promise that ended in Vietnam. He was 23 years old when he died.

In a belated tribute, Williams’ name was added to the Canadian Vietnam Veterans Memorial Wall in 1995 in Windsor, Ontario. Of course, his name is also etched into the Vietnam Veterans Memorial Wall in Washington, D.C. He is also listed on a plaque at Pennsbury High honoring former students who died in Vietnam.

Perhaps the legacy of Richard Williams is best summed up in the newspaper headline that adorned his obituary: Soldier who ‘couldn’t kill’ dies in Vietnam.
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James Francis Brennan Jr. died one day after Williams, on Jan. 5, 1970. The Levittown resident, who had attended Pennsbury in his earlier years, graduated from Bishop Egan High of Levittown in 1967. He joined the Navy on March 22, 1968, rising to the rank of Petty Officer Third Class while serving with the Seventh Fleet in the Pacific Ocean.

Brennan worked with ordnance aboard the aircraft carrier Ranger off the Vietnam coast. He had been assigned to the Ranger on Oct. 14, 1969. His job was to place ordnance items onto planes before they took off on bombing missions. He died of a spinal injury suffered when he fell against the air intake of a jet plane’s engine while doing his job.
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Arthur Michael Day grew up at 64 Nearwood Lane in the North Park section of Levittown. He had been born in Union City, N.J. and his family moved to Levittown early in his childhood. Art Day graduated from Pennsbury in 1966 and went to work at the Fairless Works plant for a year before the draft pressured him into a decision. Day enlisted in the Army in April 1968, and received his training as an infantryman.

Day arrived in Vietnam on Nov. 27, 1968. He rose to the rank of Specialist Fifth Class. He was just 20 years old when he was killed on May 8, 1969, in Kien Hoa Province, 40 miles southeast of Saigon. Day accidentally detonated a booby trap. He was survived by his parents. Mr. and Mrs. Michael W. Day, his brother Michael and sister Maureen.

His parents were notified of their son’s death on Mother’s Day. The community held an “Art Day Memorial Tribute” later in the year.

In James McComb’s book, “More Than Names on a Wall,” there is this anonymous tribute:

“I served with Art, in a rifle squad, during his entire time in Vietnam. There were three of us who spent most of our time together, including Gordon Gipner, who was killed on 2/26/1969. We were all we had during that awful time. I remember Art showing me a picture of his little sister. He was very proud of her. One night, he woke me and said he had a premonition of his death. I told him to go back to sleep, as it was only a dream. Little did I know ... I was not with Art when he died, but a piece of me died with him.”

“I knew Artie Day,” Mary McGinnis Gallagher admitted in an interview for this book about her brother Mike, a Marine who died in Vietnam on Sept. 17, 1969. “We went to school at St. Joseph’s The Worker from fourth to eighth grade. He was a very smart, quiet boy. I was really surprised when he died in Vietnam. He was so smart, I thought he would have gone to college.”

Stew Koontz, Class of 1966, served in Vietnam during the same time frame as his classmate, Art Day.

“Art was a quiet guy in high school until you got to know him,” Koontz recalled. “He had a great sense of humor. I knew he was in Vietnam at the same time as me. I read in a newspaper sent from home that he was in the 9th Infantry, the same unit I was in, so one day when I had some time off, I went over to try and find him. I asked some soldiers at their base camp. They had just come in from the field. I tell them I’m looking for Art Day. A sergeant asks me why I’m looking for Art Day. I said we were high school buddies. And he says he’s sorry to tell me that Art got killed two days ago. Man … that was sad.”
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Robert Post Hampton Jr. was only 18 years old when he died on June 29, 1970, in Quang Tri Province, just south of the DMZ. Hampton had already joined the Army when he turned 18 years old on Sept. 7, 1969. He arrived in Vietnam on Nov. 13 and served for nearly eight months with his infantry unit, rising to the rank of Sergeant before he died.

Hampton served with C Company, 1st Battalion, 61st Infantry. He was killed by small arms fire. He was survived by parents, two brothers, John and Michael, and a sister, Virginia.
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SAD FACT – Steven Caucci died on Aug. 5, 1970. He was the final former Pennsbury student to die in the Vietnam War.



Steven Richard Caucci was living with his sister in Fairless Hills when he decided to join the Army in 1969. He did his training as a canoneer in the field artillery. Caucci arrived in Vietnam on June 26, 1970, and died on Aug. 5 as a result of burns suffered from a powder explosion around his guns.

Caucci served with C Battery, 1st Battalion, 321st Artillery. He was the last former Pennsbury student to die in Vietnam. The war had peaked in 1968 and gradually began to wind down after Richard M. Nixon won the presidency. But the war was still real for the soldiers who fought there during the period of gradual troop reduction, even as the public debate over Vietnam increased in volume back home.

Caucci was the 15th Pennsburian to die in Vietnam. Those deaths occurred in a span of slightly more than 4 ½ years. These were the prime years of the war. As Vern Von Sydow admitted, the young graduates of Pennsbury “walked right into it” when it came to the Vietnam War.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN:

“JOE IS STILL WATCHING OVER US”

IN THE AUTUMN OF 2014, Mary Yatsko-Sanders walked across Levittown American’s Little League baseball field, located a few hundred yards from Pennsbury High School’s sprawling campus, and looked up at the scoreboard in centerfield, her eyes stopping at the words “Joseph Yatsko Field.”

“I can hardly believe it has been nearly 50 years since Joe died,” she said. Mary was back home in Levittown to visit her mother-in-law, Helen Yatsko, and attend a 50th college reunion at East Stroudsburg State. This indomitable woman became a nurse after her husband’s death and eventually went on active duty in the Army, retiring as a Lieutenant Colonel at the age of 61.

“Let’s take a ride over to Joe’s church,” Mary said. The author and the widow hopped in a car and rode two miles down New Falls Road to Our Lady of Perpetual Help Church. We parked outside the ornate building and gazed at the golden dome mounted on the roof.
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FOREVER FAMILY – Mary Yatsko Sanders, left, posed with Helen Yatsko near the end of Mary’s 20-year military career in which she rose to the rank of Lt. Colonel.



“It’s a Byzantine Orthodox Catholic church,” Mary Yatsko said. “The Yatsko family comes from Eastern Europe. They are of Ukrainian descent. Their church celebrates the risen Jesus instead of the fallen Jesus. Look at the large stain-glassed window in the church. It depicts a full-bodied Jesus in the prime of his life.”

The funeral mass for Lt. Joseph Paul Yatsko Jr. was held in this church on Dec. 26, 1965. Lt. Yatsko had been known as the “Christmas Officer” in his unit because two months before his death, he had petitioned Pennsbury High School to help provide gifts and ornaments for his soldiers. The gifts and ornaments arrived but Lt. Yatsko never got to see them. He was killed on Dec. 18, 1965, cut down in the prime of his life.
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“I first met Joe at the USO in Trenton in autumn of 1962,” Mary Yatsko recalled. “A friend and I went over there one night for a dance. I was 19 years old and a sophomore in college at the time. Joe came over and asked my friend Angie to dance. But she didn’t dance long. Angie really liked to play cards and that’s what she ended up doing that night. Joe asked me to dance and we found out we were both from Levittown. He graduated from Pennsbury and I went to Woodrow Wilson. Joe actually knew my first boyfriend, who also went to Pennsbury. Joe and I talked and danced that night. We both loved to dance. And as we talked, we found we had a lot in common. So we started dating. Joe was stationed at Fort Dix at the time. He had just joined the Army after dropping out of Appalachian State University in June.

“Joe was 5-foot-7 and had this incredible energy about him that I had never experienced before. He was outgoing with a great sense of humor. He told me that he wrestled at Appalachian State and he constantly had to lose weight. He got pretty sick and quit college after three years. That would have been 1962. He joined the Army right away.”

Yatsko managed to take Mary out on a few dates during the final months of 1962. The young Army private entered Officers Candidate School (OCS) in January 1963. Before he left for Fort Benning, he told Mary that he was falling in love with her.

“I was pretty surprised that he was moving so fast,” Mary said with a smile. “I told Joe I really thought a lot of him, too, but we hardly knew each other at this point. We had only been dating for two months. I invited Joe up to Stroudsburg for a play and a dance one weekend. His brother John found out and told Joe, ‘You used to complain about driving up to Trenton from Fort Dix. Now you’re driving 80 more miles to see a girl. What’s going on here?’ But that was Joe. Everybody just loved him. I later realized I was falling for Joe, too, and I wrote to him every day.”

Mary’s father, Joseph Kenny, took an immediate liking to the young soldier his daughter had begun dating.

“My dad had a strong feeling for the military. He attended West Point for three years,” Mary said. “Dad had to drop out for family reasons. He was drafted into the regular Army before Pearl Harbor and served through the end of World War II. He then joined the Air Force reserves, retiring as a full Colonel. I remember coming home from college one time and my dad asked me, 'Are you still in touch with that young man from OCS?’ I said I write him every day, dad. And my dad said, ‘You should stay in touch with that lad.’ So I knew my dad liked Joe a lot, too.”

Mary Kenny, soon to be Mary Yatsko, accepted an invitation to visit Joe at Fort Benning later in the spring.

“Joe was struggling to get through OCS,” she said. “He got sent up before the board. The board rarely lets a candidate recycle through the training but I guess they saw something in Joe. He got a second chance and graduated in September 1963. I came down and stayed with a couple that Joe knew. I told Joe I had fallen in love with him. On my second visit to Fort Benning, he wanted me to stay and get married but I told Joe my parents had paid for three years of my college and I needed to finish. I graduated in June 1964 and we were married on August 22 at Fort Dix.”


[image: ]

CAMELOT YEAR – Mary Yatsko and Lt. Joseph Yatsko were married on Aug. 22, 1964. Joe served as a company commander at Fort Dix before receiving his orders to Vietnam the following summer.



Many of Joe’s fellow officers at Fort Dix attended the wedding, as did his First Sergeant, Ed Karlinski, a Korean War veteran who had taken Joe under his wing when Yatsko became a company commander almost straight out of OCS.

“Sgt. Karlinski – we all called him ‘Top’ – witnessed the signing of our wedding certificate,” Mary Yatsko said. “He really respected Joe.”

The Yatskos settled into a two-bedroom house located on the sprawling Fort Dix post, which was expanding its operations as the war in Vietnam began to draw more troops in 1964.

“That was our ‘Camelot’ year,” Mary admitted with a smile. “We had fun fixing that little house up. Luckily, I got a job as a physical education teacher at the local school, Pemberton High. Joe spent long hours at the base, training the troops. He was on top of everything. Joe became a very good officer, thanks to the help he got from his top sergeant. But we knew that in 1965 he would get orders to go somewhere. We were hoping it would be Europe. The Vietnam War still hadn’t become a main priority in everyone’s thinking. Joe talked to his battalion commander, Lt. Colonel Goldes, and he called the Pentagon, checking with one of his friends there to see what kind of orders Joe would be getting. Joe even went down to the Pentagon for an appointment. Right after he got back, he got his orders to join the 173rd Airborne Brigade in Okinawa.

“Joe went running around the house, jumping in the air, yelling ‘Airborne,’ doing all those manly things that soldiers do,” Mary Yatsko said. “Then he stopped and looked at me. 'What are you going to do while I am gone, Mary?’ That was typical Joe. He was always thinking of everyone around him. Joe didn’t have his orders for more than a week or two when the 173rd got assigned to Vietnam. Joe went straight to Vietnam from Fort Dix. I went home to Levittown to live with my parents while he was gone.”

Mary Yatsko landed a substitute teaching position in Bristol Township before applying to Pennsbury for a full-time job.

“They had an opening at William Penn Junior High for a physical education teacher,” she said. “Joe had attended William Penn a decade earlier. Many of the teachers and administrators remembered Joe. They were so supportive of me when I got there. It was great to work with the kids. I really enjoyed the job. I would go home and write letters to Joe, sometimes two in one day. He wrote me nearly every day. Sometimes he would write and say he was going out into the field so don’t expect a letter. I got a few letters on notebook paper that he wrote from the field. Every time I got a letter from Joe, I would call his mom and tell her about it. Helen Yatsko became my second mother and I call her ‘mom’ to this day.”

Lt. Yatsko’s platoon walked into an ambush on Dec. 18, 1965. Five soldiers were killed almost immediately, including the point man and Lt. Yatsko, who got hit in the chest by a 50-caliber machine gun bullet.

Joe was the first soldier from Lower Bucks County to die in this new war, and the first from Pennsbury, too. Mike Yatsko escorted his brother home from Vietnam. They arrived at Philadelphia’s airport on Dec. 24. The funeral was held on Dec. 26. It was the worst Christmas imaginable for the two families.

How did Mary Yatsko ever get through this emotional time?

“Joe was very strong,” she said. “We had that in common. I had to be strong for our families. But it was so emotional. When we were leaving the church after the Mass, I looked in the back row and there was First Sergeant Karlinski, sitting by himself and crying. It was so difficult to see the pain in people who served with Joe.”

During that terrible time, Mary got a visit from her school principal, Howard Stringer, who had taught Joe in junior high school.

“Mr. Stringer came to me and said, ‘Mary, I know you need some time but I am telling you the best thing you can do is come back to work.’ He said I could teach one period and go home. That would be okay. I went back to work pretty quickly and it was the best thing for me, being around the kids and the teachers who were so supportive of me.”

Mary Yatsko finished out the year at William Penn and then decided to switch career paths.

“After seeing Joe’s body in the casket, I thought about becoming a nurse and helping those soldiers who were fighting overseas,” she said. “I went to the University of Florida for nursing school. And then I got a job at Cape Canaveral. I met my second husband there. He was a Navy dentist. This was about four years after Joe died. The whole Yatsko family was wonderful to me. Mom Yatsko sat me down and said, ‘Mary, you are young. I want to tell you one thing. If the situation were reversed, Joe would marry again.’ What she was doing was giving me permission to get married again.”

The second marriage lasted seven years. Mary and her husband adopted a young boy named Todd who became the joy of her life. Near the end of this marriage, Mary Yatsko Sanders completed work on a master’s degree in health at West Florida University. The chairman of her department, Dr. Schwick, left for Bermuda to set up a health program for the Department of Defense.

“He was a very nice man who helped me with some financial aid grants during college,” Mary said. “When Dr. Schwick reached Bermuda, he learned that his nurse had quit. They didn’t have another nurse on the island who had the qualifications to work with this project. I had those qualifications. They called me at home and asked if I wanted the job in Bermuda. My mother was living with me by then, as my father had died in 1968. My son was 3 ½ years old. We packed up and went to Bermuda. That was in 1976.”

During her time in Bermuda, Mary rented out her house during the summer and traveled.

“One day, a Reserve Navy nurse that I met in Bermuda asked me what I was going to do that summer and I said the usual stuff. She said, 'Why don’t you go to into the Reserves?’ I was 38 at the time. I went on reserve duty for two years and then the Army sent me to Fort Sam Houston. I became a community nurse there and loved it. I applied for active duty in 1983. I was very much at ease in the military. My father had served and my mother was an Army nurse in World War II. My husband had served. I learned so much about the Army from Joe and his fellow officers. Some of them had stayed in touch with me over the years.”

Mary served at Fort Knox from 1984-87 and then decided to extend her career beyond the normal six years of active service.

“I made the application and got denied by a civil service worker up in Washington who was a stickler for details,” Mary said. “It seems I was too old. I was four months short of getting 20 years in by the retirement age of 61. I told Tony Coleman, who had served with Joe in Vietnam, about this and he got in touch with their commanding officer during the war. This man was now a senior officer, still on active duty. Tony got back to me with a phone number and said to call him. I was reluctant to do that. Tony said, ‘When a senior officer says to call him, you have to call him.’ I got on the phone and it was just like we had talked yesterday. He asked me, ‘Mary, what do you want?’ I said I just want to serve in the Army for as long as I was qualified and my performance ratings were outstanding. He said he would get in touch with the Assistant Secretary of the Army’s office, where my case would be reviewed. As a result, I received a waiver and was able to go on indefinite duty with the Army and retired as a Lieutenant Colonel at the age of 61.”

Mary never lost the feeling that Joe Yatsko was still in her life, serving as her guardian angel.

“I always felt like when things were bad, Joe was looking over me,” she said. “Either Joe or his friends or other soldiers from the 173rd. You know, the 173rd's emblem patch is an angel wing with a sword running through it. I wear an ornament depicting that emblem.

“Joe really had a great start on his Army career,” Mary continued. “He enlisted in June 1962 and served as an enlisted man for six months before applying to Officers Candidate School. Joe graduated from OCS in September 1963. As a 2nd Lieutenant in 1964, Joe did so well as a company commander training troops at Fort Dix that he was promoted to 1st Lieutenant in February 1965. That was very rare to see an officer promoted to 1st Lieutenant so quickly. Joe was always proud of the fact that he started in the Army on the ground floor, as an enlisted man. I know his Top Sergeant at Fort Dix always appreciated Joe for being an enlisted man first.”

The details of Joe’s death took a strange turn nearly 20 years after he died in Vietnam.

“I didn’t learn the real story of Joe’s death until I went to a 173rd reunion in 1985 and even then I did not understand what I was hearing,” Mary Sanders said. “I sat at dinner with the chaplain from Joe’s unit and he apologized to me. He said, ‘We didn’t get to Joe right away.’ I didn’t understand what he meant at the time. But the chaplain said Joe did receive last rites and he was sure Joe’s spirit was still there because Joe had received communion the night before he left on his last patrol.

“Many years later, after I retired, I would attend singles dinners at our retirement village in Florida. I sat down one day and this man, John Leech, was seated across the table. I looked over and he had a 173rd emblem on his ball cap. I asked if he had served in Vietnam and he said he had, back in 1965-66. I asked him what unit and he said A Company, 2nd Battalion. I asked if he knew Lt. Yatsko and he said he didn’t remember the name. A lot of people had trouble with Joe’s last name. They thought it was Japanese or Chinese. So I asked him if he knew Tony Coleman and he did. Tony was his platoon leader. I told him I just saw Tony last week in California. The guy looks at me like I have three heads. He is just now remembering that he knew Lt. Yatsko and he was sitting with his widow. It must have been a terrible shock for the fellow.

“A few weeks later, John called me aside and told me the story of how Joe’s platoon left five dead soldiers in the field overnight and that he was one of the soldiers who went out the next day to bring them home. The commanding officer at base camp was very upset that those soldiers had been left out in the jungle. He ordered several soldiers to go out in helicopters at sunrise the next morning. And that’s how I learned the full details of Joe’s final return to his unit. How many widows can say they met the man who helped bring their husband home from battle?”
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When Mary Sanders flew up from Florida for her 50th college reunion in October 2014, she stayed at her mother-in-law’s home in Levittown. Helen Yatsko was still sharp as she approached her 89th birthday. Mary is treated as a loving daughter within the Yatsko family. She returns the favor, checking to see if John Yatsko is taking his medicine after suffering a minor heart attack the week before. Mike Yatsko lives 50 miles away and is approaching his 70th birthday. The only family member missing is Mary’s first husband, Joe.

“I think about Joe every day,” Mary said. “Mom Yatsko dreams about Joe and he is always fine in her dreams. She tells him he got killed in Vietnam but he says he’s right there with her.”

Helen Yatsko, in an earlier interview, had a ready answer when asked what her son would have done with his life had he survived the war.

““I think Joseph would have come home and used the G.I. Bill to get his college degree. He would have become a teacher and a wrestling coach. Joe loved wrestling,” Helen said.

Mary Yatsko Sanders would have given the world to see that happen. Instead, she must deal with the reality of what happened to her first husband, the love of her life.

“I am seeing a VA therapist now for a delayed reaction to the loss of Joe,” Mary said. “I knew all along that something wasn’t right with me. I never slept well. I just couldn’t pin down what was wrong with me until I went to see a therapist. I guess losing my husband so suddenly when I was 22 years old really was a traumatic event in my life. It’s good for me to talk about him now. And I am happy that he is being remembered nearly 50 years after he died in Vietnam. I do feel like Joe is still watching over me.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN:

PENNSBURY’S WALL OF HONOR

FOUR DECADES AFTER PENNSBURY GRADUATES began heading off to Vietnam, the comfortable existence of American citizens changed dramatically following events of Sept. 11, 2001. More than 3,000 Americans died on their own soil in a series of attacks orchestrated by Osama bin Laden and his radical followers.

The patriotism that may have been lacking among anti-war activists during the Vietnam War showed itself after 9/11. Young men and women signed up for the military in increasing numbers. Female soldiers would fight alongside males in combat situations in Iraq and Afghanistan.

In the months before 9/11, Pennsbury High School principal Thomas Finnegan teamed with top aide Jack Massielo to develop a “Wall of Honor” project.

“I had seen this amazing photograph of the Vietnam Memorial Wall,” Finnegan said in the autumn of 2014. “Everyone has probably seen it by now. It shows a man standing against The Wall down in D.C. with one of his hands outstretched, touching the wall. On the other side, there are reflections of soldiers leaning from their end. The fingers meet in the middle. I wanted to get a copy of this photograph and hang it somewhere in the school, to remind our students how we are all linked.”
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NEVER FORGET – Pennsbury’s Wall of Honor, established in 2001, is dedicated to preserving the memory of every veteran connected to the school who died in a war. Plaques on the wall honor soldiers going back to the Civil War.



Finnegan put Massielo on the job.

“I remember Tom and I were talking one day about whether the kids knew why they got a day off for Veterans Day,” Massielo said. “We wanted to do something to inform them. Tom gave me the project. We developed a letter that went out to all of our students and their parents, asking them to contribute names of loved ones who died in combat in any war. We didn’t know if anyone would respond. But we received a fair amount of names that first year. I found an engraver who would make up little plaques for each soldier. We found some pictures that were appropriate and enlisted a few sponsors, including, among others, State Senator Tom Tomlinson, Peruzzi Motors and Morris Electric, to maintain our project.”

The two men decided to hang the Vietnam Wall photograph at the end of a long bridge connecting two branches of the school.

“Every student walked over that bridge a couple times each day,” Finnegan said. “We held our first Wall of Honor ceremony on Memorial Day 2001. A lot of families who had lost one of their relatives in combat showed up.”

Over the years, the ceremony has taken center stage prior to Memorial Day weekend. It is now held in a more prominent location at the foot of another well-traveled hallway in the main building of the West Campus. Teachers and administrators have rotated responsibility for the project. Paul Greiner handled the event for several years.

“I think Paul was one of the first contributors to The Wall,” said Massielo, who retired in 2003. “He had a relative who fought in the Civil War.”

“The students have really taken to it,” said David Evans, a member of Pennsbury’s physical plant team who has his own connection to the Wall of Honor. “It’s very personal for me. I have two family members on our wall. One of them was killed in action; the other went missing in action. We get a wide variety of reactions from our students. Some of them just don’t get it at all. Others are just phenomenal. At the ceremony every year, we have kids do readings, and the Falconaires’ chorus provides music.”

Those devastating events of Sept. 11, 2001, awakened everyone to the reality of a new world order, in which the United States would be sending troops to fight in Iraq and Afghanistan. Pennsbury High would be impacted once more.

Joe Zizzo, who graduated from Pennsbury in 2003, signed up for the Marines in March 2004. His father, Mike Zizzo, had served in Vietnam as a Marine officer. The two of them sat down for an interview in October 2014.

“I had seen pictures of my dad in uniform,” Joe admitted. “I heard some stories. I always figured if I did join the military, it would be the Marine Corps. I tried college first but I didn’t know what I wanted to major in. I struggled with school. Although the war in Iraq had been going on for a while and I knew it was a dangerous time to enlist, it just seemed like the right thing for me at the time.”

The younger Zizzo wrestled and played football for Pennsbury. He enjoyed physical sports. And he loved to compete, one-on-one.

“Wrestling got me in great shape,” he said, “but boot camp at Parris Island was really hard. I lost 20-25 pounds during those three months.”

Zizzo, who began boot camp in June 2004, graduated as the Company Honor Graduate, earning an automatic promotion to Lance Corporal. It didn’t take long before his orders came for the war zone. Zizzo arrived in Iraq in March 2005. Most of his high school pals were sophomores in college by then. Or they were working for a living, maybe even getting married as their 20th birthdays approached. Not Joe Zizzo. He entered this hot, dusty, dirty Middle Eastern country as a member of 1st Battalion, 6th Marines, 2nd Marine Division, out of Camp Lejeune, N.C.

“My first deployment lasted from March until October of 2005,” he said. “I went to Fallujah, where we relieved the unit that had done most of the fighting in that city. By the time I arrived, Fallujah had settled down a lot. Mortars were mostly unnecessary by then. My typical day pretty much involved convoy operations. We were converted to a mobile convoy unit, doing patrols and providing convoy security. We suffered a few casualties, mostly due to IEDs (improvised explosive devices).”

Zizzo came home in October, and then went back to Iraq in September 2006, less than one year after his first tour ended. Multiple tours became common for soldiers in the new century. They were only optional during the Vietnam War, and rarely acted upon.

“My second tour was in Ramadi,” he said. “Nobody knew much about this place … but it was dangerous. We were told beforehand that it was worlds apart from Fallujah. The people we were fighting in Ramadi and Fallujah did not wear uniforms. They blended into the population, making it very difficult to identify the enemy.”

Mike Zizzo spoke up at this point.

“Being a father, I was always concerned about Joe when he was in Iraq,” Mike admitted. “As a former Marine, what bothered me was you always want to know where the enemy is. ‘You fight us, we fight you.’ The IEDs really worried me. Joe spent a lot of time in armored vehicles, and we would see them blown up on the television news all the time. It was on the news constantly, stories about soldiers and Marines who died in their personnel carriers from explosive devices triggered by a cell phone. There were some similarities between Vietnam and Iraq. IEDs made combat in the Middle East more worrisome, for soldiers and Marines and for families waiting back home. But we dealt with (explosive) mines in Vietnam, too.”

Joe Zizzo put into plain words what his father thought about 21st century warfare.

“We felt like targets,” he admitted. “They could hit us anytime they wanted but we had to obey our rules of engagement and escalation of force. We couldn’t return fire until we knew where the fire was coming from. You couldn’t do anything until you had a positive ID of the enemy.”

His father’s generation of soldiers faced their own restrictions in Vietnam.

“We fought in a war where the only thing that mattered were body counts,” Mike said. “That’s not any way to fight. I was more concerned with the safety of my men, making sure they were in the best position to survive contact with the enemy. If there is any lesson to be learned from Vietnam, it is that our leaders must think before they send people into combat. Let’s spell out our goals, know what our tactics will be, and understand how we want to get out of there when the fighting is over.”

Joe Zizzo returned from his second Iraq tour in June 2007.

“My transition back to civilian life has always been ongoing,” he said. “I don’t have any struggles with the combat aspect. I became so used to the military. I felt like I was pretty good at it. There are parts of me that miss being in the Marines. I guess I liked the structure of military life. Being in the Marines changed me for the better. I try not to take things for granted anymore. You probably hear that from anyone who served in a war zone. And it’s all true. Soldiers miss the little things civilians take for granted.”

The two Zizzos were asked about the differences between their wars.

“Oh, I think people have been much fairer to Iraq veterans coming home from war than they were to Vietnam vets,” Joe said. “I have never dealt with any disrespect from people since I got out of the Marines. The reception has been great. You’re going to run into people who have different opinions than you but I have never really had a negative experience with them.”

Mike Zizzo smiled as he listened to his son speak.

“I always felt like the Vietnam War was an honorable war,” he said. “The people who fought in it were honorable. I felt like we were trying to protect the South Vietnamese from a pretty bad group of Viet Cong and NVA. I still feel that way.”
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One of Joe Zizzo’s former Pennsbury wrestling teammates died in Iraq. Nathan DeTample graduated in 2004 and joined the Pennsylvania National Guard. He was among four soldiers killed when a mine exploded under his vehicle on August 9, 2005.

Nate had spent several summers as a Boy Scout at Camp Ockanickon in Upper Bucks County – the same camp Pete and Stew Koontz frequented four decades earlier.

Stew Koontz, Class of 1966, played a role in the first memorial ceremony Pennsbury held for its fallen soldiers from Vietnam back in 1989. Following an emotional first visit to the Vietnam Memorial Wall, Koontz, who earned four Bronze Stars during his combat tour, began to wonder how to honor those forever young soldiers, some of whom he had known in high school.

“The Vietnam Memorial Wall got me thinking about all the Pennsbury guys who had died in Vietnam,” Koontz said. “I had kept track of them in the newspapers. I had about 12 names for sure. I called up the school and got my old cross-country coach, Bill Burger, on the line. He had coached me and Alan Schultz when we were runners in high school. I said we needed to memorialize these guys who died in Vietnam. We had to do it at Pennsbury. And that’s what happened. They invited me down to a ceremony in November 1989 and asked if I could give the keynote speech.”

Koontz spoke with passion and emotion about the former Pennsbury students who sacrificed their lives in Vietnam, fighting as much for their fellow soldiers as they did for their country or the Vietnamese people.

“We are gathered to honor those who lost their tomorrows, who understood the love of their country,” he told the assembled crowd. “They knew what it was to go to Vietnam. They knew the devotion felt for fellow soldiers. Why did they have to die? Not for any great cause but so that others might live. The whispering winds that carry each name perhaps may one day fade. But to live on in the hearts of others is to never, never die.”

Carolyn (Beers) Simmons and two of her daughters participated in the ceremony. The girls read a poem they wrote called “The Uncle We Never Knew.”

Hal Blaisdell, Class of 1965 graduate and a Vietnam veteran, had been teaching Art classes at Pennsbury for more than a decade when the 1989 ceremony took place. He participated in the event, representing the Army’s 9th Infantry Division.

After that initial ceremony, it would take nearly 12 years before Pennsbury officially developed its own Wall of Honor, thanks to the efforts of Tom Finnegan and Jack Massielo.

“I served in the military from 1960-63,” Finnegan said. “My younger brother was drafted into the Marines and sent to Vietnam. It was a rather traumatic time for him. Almost everyone in his unit got killed. So as an educator, I think it gets you to thinking when you hear that a student is joining the military. You wonder if you will ever see him again. I think that’s only natural. You worry about the kids who join the military.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN:

HAL BLAISDELL CAME BACK TO PENNSBURY
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CIRCLE OF LIFE – Hal Blaisdell, Class of 1965, joined the Army and fought in Vietnam, then went to college and came back to Pennsbury for a 33-year career teaching Art.

HAL BLAISDELL HAS A UNIQUE viewpoint on Pennsbury High and the Vietnam War. The Class of 1965 alum enlisted within months of his graduation and landed in Vietnam two years later. He came home, earned a college degree, and taught at his alma mater for 33 years. If anyone could provide perspective on how the war in Vietnam impacted the Pennsbury community, it would be Hal. And here is what he told me in an email right before Thanksgiving 2014.

“Most (Pennsbury) students were not particularly motivated to join the military, even after the attacks of Sept. 11, 2001. You have to keep in mind that the demographics had changed greatly since we were students back in the 1960s. A majority of parents were not veterans. In our youth, there were World War II veterans everywhere. There is no established tradition of military service today. Many – but not all -- of these parents whose sons and daughters I had as students were at one time either antiwar or anti-establishment. They had no desire to have their children serve. And that is understandable, from their perspective.”

Over the years, Blaisdell has noticed that it’s harder to find anti-war protestors from his generation.

“It’s funny how you can’t find many people our age who will admit they were against the war,” he said. “Here in my retirement paradise down in South Carolina, everyone tells me they supported us Vietnam veterans. Only one guy told me he dodged the draft and had no desire to serve. Him, I respect. The others are fooling themselves.”

Polls taken in the late 1960s showed that more than half of American citizens were against the war. And many of those people were very vocal against not only the war but the soldiers who fought in that politically-driven conflict. Celebrity protestors like Jane Fonda and Tom Hayden, who both visited North Vietnam during the war, still inspire scorn on military-oriented websites. This is the most common attribute of Vietnam veterans. Very few ever forgot that lack of support from so many fellow citizens, even if many veterans did learn to forgive after enough healing time had passed.

“I had a hard time in college as a veteran,” Blaisdell said, speaking of his stint at Emporia State University in the heartland of what was then President Nixon’s ‘Silent Majority.’ I left active duty in the Army in September 1969, and entered college. This was during one of the high points of anti-war protest that was sweeping the country. From day one on campus, I had a problem. There I was, with short hair, clean-shaven, wearing my old G.I. glasses, and no hippy clothes. Comments were made as I crossed the quad for my first class. I remember hearing the word ‘asshole’ being used.

“A woman working in the administration office, after looking over my G.I. Bill papers, spread word all over campus that I was a Vietnam veteran. I had an English professor for creative writing during my first semester who gave me Fs on my first few papers. I asked her what was I doing wrong and her answer floored me.

‘Killers of innocents like you don’t deserve to attend college and would never receive a passing grade in my class.’

“She then advised me to drop her course. The drop-add period was over. If I dropped her course, I would lose G.I. Bill money. I stuck it out and received the promised F. The next semester, I retook the class with another teacher and got an A.

“My biggest problems were outside my Art major. The professors in those other classes felt they should address the Vietnam War with lively debate during class. Since everyone knew I was a veteran, I was asked the standard questions. Only one time was I stupid enough to engage. Somebody asked me, ‘How does it feel to shoot someone?’ My answer was this: ‘It was better than if the enemy shot me or one of my men. ’Then I left the room. The professor marked me for cutting class.

“Comments were made throughout my undergraduate career which I learned to ignore. It wasn’t worth debating an 18-year-old who thinks he knows all the answers to life. I was 22 at the time and had been around the block a few times. I made no friends outside the Art Department and kept to myself. The Art Department was different. They were much more accepting of people who were different. After the first couple of weeks, some of the students began talking to me. As time progressed, I even made a few friends.”

Blaisdell’s college experience was not atypical of Vietnam veterans who went back to school. The age difference came first. Teenagers who had only recently left their parents’ nest were more carefree and frivolous than veterans home from a war. That was also true after World War II when the G.I. Bill first came into use. Veterans understood something about them had changed during their time in a war zone. They had lost two or three years of their transition time from teenager to adult. Some of them got older in a hurry. They were more serious about life. Little seemed funny to them with a war still going on halfway across the world.

Blaisdell found bias in a place he thought would be a safe haven for Vietnam veterans.

“My wife and I were invited to a VFW post for dinner,” he recalled. “I showed them my discharge papers at the door and we were seated at a table with two other couples. Dinner was nice but we were ignored, for the most part. After an hour or so, a table of World War II and Korean War veterans behind us started to make comments. ‘We won our war … this guy is a loser … what does his wife see in him … he doesn’t know what real combat is.’Those comments were fueled by alcohol but they still hurt. We left early and I told the post commander why. He told us they didn’t really mean it but he did not apologize. To this day, I will never set foot in a VFW post.”

At one point late in his active Army stint, Blaisdell actually thought about making the military his career. His wife, Sherry, listened to those thoughts and gave her young husband a choice.

“Sherry and I got married 30 days before I went to Vietnam,” Hal recalled. “When I came home in early 1969, I started to tell her I was thinking of making the Army a career. I knew the Army would help me get through college and I would be commissioned a Captain once I got my degree. Sherry listened to me and said, ‘You have to make a choice. I went through an entire year not knowing if you were alive except when I got a letter.’ She said she was not going to go through that ever again.

“I knew the Army would send me to Vietnam again,” Hal said, chuckling at the memory of his young wife’s strong stand. “Sherry said I had a choice and I got out of the Army.”
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THE REAL BOSS – Hal Blaisdell has been taking orders from his wife Sherry ever since he got home from Vietnam.



Blaisdell’s father had served in the Pacific Theatre during World War II. He didn’t talk about his experiences. Like his father, Hal would not speak in detail about his time in a war zone.

“I was in the Army Security Agency,” he said. “We were in the Army but worked for the NSA (National Security Agency). This was intelligence work. We were funded and supplied by the NSA. We answered to the NSA, not the DOD (Department of Defense). I did a tour with the 2nd Infantry in Korea. Then I went to Ethiopia before volunteering for Vietnam. I joined the 9th Infantry in the Mekong Delta. I saw a fair amount of action …”

Blaisdell came home a different person, as most soldiers do.

“My dad could see I was struggling,” he said. “He had never talked to me about his war. He just said nothing much happened to him. One day, though, he took me out for a beer. We talked a bit and then went back home. Sherry and my mom were going shopping. Dad and I spent the rest of the afternoon talking. He told me about being in the islands of the Pacific – Saipan, Tinian and Iwo Jima – for more than three years. He told me about invasions and other things they had to do. He asked me questions about my tour and I told him things that I had seen and done.

“I asked my dad … does it ever get any better?” Blaisdell recalled. “And he said … not really.”

Blaisdell got his degree from Emporia State and came home to teach Art at Pennsbury High well into the next century.

“We finally retired and moved to South Carolina,” he said. “Near Savannah. I am a member of the United States Coast Guard Auxiliary and serve as Flotilla Commander on Hilton Head Island. It keeps me busy.”

Hal remains second in command around his house to Sherry.

“I met Sherry in 10th grade history class over 50 years ago,” Hal said with a laugh. “We’ve been married almost 47 years … and she still calls the shots!”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN:

LISTENING TO VIETNAM VETERANS
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FORGET ABOUT IT! – Bob Merryman, Class of 1965, said his tour of Vietnam was mostly boring, except for 10 days of insanity.

NOT EVERYONE WHO WENT TO Pennsbury and served in Vietnam wanted to share details of their combat experience for this book. In fact, quite a few declined to speak, living up to the stereotype of the stoic combat veteran who only talks about war with guys who fought alongside him.

Bob Merryman, Class of 1965, used his typical brand of Irish humor to answer my inquiry about his Vietnam War service. Using capital letters in an email, Bob let me know that his tour of Vietnam could be summed up quite succinctly.

“350 BORING DAYS, 10 SHIT YOUR PANTS DAYS AND 1 WAKEUP! END OF STORY.”

That’s only 361 days, of course. The Army sometimes let soldiers go home a few days early from Vietnam, no doubt for bureaucratic reasons. Nobody ever complained.

Several Vietnam vets ignored my email inquiries and phone calls. I learned early on not to press the matter. Some soldiers saw things in Vietnam they would rather leave stored in the recesses of their minds, perhaps for fear of triggering bad memories. One has to respect the way those men handled the after-effects of their combat tours. Nobody knows the horrors some of them saw.

As a newspaperman for 45 years, it’s hard to go against my journalistic training. I needed to report the story of how Vietnam impacted my generation. Specifically, how it impacted the people who graduated from my high school and went off to fight in a controversial war. It took a suggestion from Bill Sheehy, head of the 50th Reunion committee for the Class of 1965, to get this book project off the ground. Back in the spring of 2014, Bill asked me to compile a list of military veterans for the class reunion. Using Facebook as a meeting ground, a group of former classmates managed to come up with 147 veterans from the Class of 1965. Of those, 33 served in Vietnam. We knew that two of our classmates had died in the war (Ed Beers and Pat Roy). The more sobering news was that another 23 veterans from our class had died over the ensuing years. And that’s when I realized we needed to document these stories before time ran out on our generation.

It seemed fair to expand the scope of the story and account for each of the 15 former Pennsbury students who died in Vietnam. After all, there is a common bond that ties the school’s alumni together. Each of us walked the hallways of our alma mater, a school that kept growing and growing through the 1950s and 1960s. We numbered 725 graduates in the Class of 1965 and succeeding classes only grew larger. Many of us were lost in the crowd during high school. And after we graduated, a further separation occurred, a more natural parting as teenagers spread their wings and flew off into the world.

Statistics tell us that only one in 10 males who came of draft age from 1964-69 ended up in Vietnam. The odds got a lot shorter if college wasn’t in their plans. After my own departure from Pennsbury, I worked in the steel mill for a year to raise money for college, and that 15-month delay gave Uncle Sam the opportunity to draft me into his Army. Once I realized there was no way out, I began to have dark thoughts about my future. American soldiers were dying in Vietnam. It was only natural, as a 19-year-old kid stuck in basic training, to wonder if you were going to come home alive.

And if you didn’t survive the war, would anyone, outside of your family and a few friends, remember you? That question lingered in my mind over the years. Did we really remember Ed Beers and Pat Roy? Or Joe Yatsko, Michael McGinnis and so many others, not only from Pennsbury but all over our country? Were they forgotten heroes of a controversial war?

While doing interviews for the book, I found the answer to my question. Yes, we do remember the soldiers who died in Vietnam so many years ago. I have spoken to widows, brothers, sisters, sons, nephews, even one mother who has endured after all this time. The answer to my question became clear early on. These fallen soldiers have never been forgotten by family and friends. And the value of that lost life is immeasurable to those who loved their fallen soldier.

It was gratifying to know that my fellow classmates never forgot, either. Among the Class of 1965 alumni, there is a special place reserved in each of our hearts for Ed Beers and Pat Roy. They would be remembered at the 50th year reunion along with all of their deceased classmates. Dying so young, though, put those two in a special category. Ed Beers and Pat Roy never got the chance to celebrate their 21st birthdays.

The tragedy of these unfinished lives weighs most heavily on people who lost family members in Vietnam. What resonated to me is how valuable those lives were, and how important it is for today’s high school students to cherish every moment of their existence, especially when they are young and vibrant, full of energy and certain they are going to live forever.

Most of us who served in Vietnam were fortunate enough to come home and lead productive lives. That is why I expanded the scope of this project one more time to include the stories of approximately 25 veterans who survived Vietnam. After all, most soldiers who went to war did come home. Almost as though hitting the lottery, they had won the chance to lead a full life.
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Many U.S. citizens were still ambivalent about the Vietnam War back in 1965. As Mary Yatsko Sanders admitted many years later, people didn’t often think about the soldiers serving in Vietnam during those early years of the war. It was only when soldiers started dying in larger numbers during 1966 that the anti-war movement began to take hold around the country, primarily on college campuses and in big cities. Within four years of Joe Yatsko’s death, Pennsbury High would be the site of an anti-war moratorium. This presented emotional issues for families of soldiers who had died in the war, including the siblings of Michael McGinnis, who died in September 1969. His grieving sister, Peggy, came home from school in tears after witnessing the anti-war exercise. She found herself caught in the middle of a generational schism over a complicated war.

That ideological divide still rankles Vietnam veterans four decades after the war ended. Why did so many Americans fail to back soldiers its government had sent to war? There is no simple answer. One obvious explanation concerns the critical media coverage of Vietnam that did not exist during World Wars I and II. Back then, media accounts of war were censored before they reached their editors. Existing protocol between the U.S. government and various media outlets allowed for inspection of stories before they were published. Government propaganda efforts also painted a glossier image of the war, as evidenced by many Hollywood movies and newsreels of the 1940s.

This agreement between government and media did not extend into future American wars. Coverage of the Korean War painted a more realistic portrait of not only the fighting but of the battles between military elite and government leaders, i.e., General Douglas MacArthur and President Harry Truman.

The Vietnam War became a shining example of modern media coverage as applied to the dirty business of combat. With television bringing Vietnam into American households each night of the week, there was no turning away from these images on the screen, not for citizens who might have a son in Vietnam, or knew soldiers serving in the combat zone. Media coverage also dramatized the split among Baby Boomers. Some went to college and protested against the war. Others went to work and got caught in the draft. Did one side hate the other? Not really, as Susan French told us 49 years after “Operation Christmas Vietnam” backed Joe Yatsko’s soldiers. Protestors hated the war. Soldiers became collateral damage, caught in the middle of a fight back home between the government and anti-war activists.

There were several incidents in the war that ignited the protest movement across the country during the late 1960s. The Tet Offensive of 1968 led to President Johnson’s decision not to run for re-election. In the same year, Associated Press photographer Eddie Adams snapped a photo of a South Vietnamese police chief executing a Viet Cong prisoner on a Saigon street by firing a bullet into his head. The image became one of the most famous photographs of the war.

The biggest image-changer may have been the uncovering of 1968’s My Lai massacre by free-lance journalist Seymour Hersh in November 1969. Here was a story that painted American soldiers in a harsh light. The war crime, which involved the killing of several hundred Vietnamese non-combatants, including children, had been covered up by the U.S. Army for 18 months, evidence that some form of censorship still did exist in the war zone.

A total of 26 American soldiers were charged with war crimes. Following a trial, only a scapegoat lieutenant named William Calley was found guilty. He received a pardon from President Nixon three years later. But the damage had been done. The image of American soldiers in Vietnam would be colored more by My Lai than by all the instances of kind interaction with civilians that occurred every day, all over the war zone.

After news of the My Lai incident became public, American soldiers were more frequently targeted by protestors when they came home from the war. Those who faced verbal abuse, and worse, have never forgotten the treatment they got when they returned from the war zone. Because of this mistreatment, the U.S. government and military changed the logistics for bringing soldiers home from war. No longer would soldiers come home alone from a war zone, as so many did from Vietnam.
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There were certain truths that I learned while writing this book. From interviews with soldiers who survived the war, it became clear that most were proud of their service. Many used lessons learned in the military to good advantage as they integrated back into the workforce. They also developed a greater appreciation of America after seeing so much poverty in South Vietnam.

Some Vietnam vets suppressed terrible memories rather than burden others with their problems. They dealt with their own images of fellow soldiers maimed on the field of battle. They tried to forget the sights of dead enemy soldiers, horribly disfigured. They looked back and remembered when U.S. airplanes sprayed a deadly herbicide (Agent Orange) over portions of South Vietnam in order to “defoliate” the jungle.

American soldiers took it on the chin from both sides of the Vietnam War debate. They were spat upon by protestors and poisoned by their government with toxic chemicals sprayed from the sky. No wonder many carried resentment with them when they came home. This was an emotion that took decades to overcome, if at all.

Bob Merryman had it right when he spoke about 350 days of boredom in his one-year tour of Vietnam. Most war veterans will remember the long days of inactivity along with those 10 days where they almost pooped their pants. Still, there was an adrenalin attached to each one of those days in Vietnam, a feeling of excitement and fear that stalked soldiers from the moment they awakened in the morning until they went to sleep at night, and stayed with them in their dreams, keeping them alert to the danger that could come crashing into their lives at any moment.

It is this memory of constant adrenalin that all war veterans share. They miss it when they come home, at least for a while, and then the fortunate ones replace that adrenalin with an energy that results from the pursuit of work, love, family and relaxation.
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This unofficial Class of 1965 veterans list shows the names of 147 Pennsbury students who served in the military in some capacity. We may have missed a few names and military branches while gathering this information over Facebook. (Apologies offered in advance.) Also, compiling a list of veterans from every Pennsbury class of the 1960s would have been an impossible undertaking. Again with the apologies.

Class of 1965 veterans list

1. Ed Beers, Marines, KIA, Vietnam; 2. Pat Roy, Army, KIA, Vietnam; 3. Bob Bogdan, Marines, Vietnam, deceased; 4. Vernon Blank, Air Force, deceased; 5. George Gordon, deceased; 6. Steve Inciardi, deceased; 7. Pat McManus, Marines, deceased; 8. Dave Berish, Army, Vietnam veteran, died in 2011 from complications due to Agent Orange exposure; 9. Harold Ohler, Army, deceased; 10. Bob Stoddart, Coast Guard, deceased; 11. Denny Beuchler, Navy, Vietnam, deceased; 12. Mark Hazara, Navy Reserves, deceased; 13. Rolland “Moe” Walko, Army, deceased; 14. Joe Hendrix, Navy, deceased; 15. Donald Spedding, Army, deceased; 16. Louis F. Melchiondo, Jr., Navy, deceased; 17. Richard Wittmeyer, Army, deceased; 18. Brian Doster, Army, deceased; 19. Jim Massey, Army, deceased; 20. Glen Solar, Navy, deceased.

21. Paul Fretts, Army, Vietnam; 22. Sam Elonis, Marines, Vietnam; 23. Gene Darrah, Army; 24. Jim Niemiec, Army; 25. Martin Kenneally; 26. Jon Stroop, Army, Vietnam; 27. Terry Nau, Army, Vietnam; 28. Jeff Konover, National Guard; 29. Ross Burgess, Navy; 30. Dave Churchill, Army, Vietnam; 31. Bob Smith, Navy; 32. Bill Thomas, Army Reserves; 33. Bob Litz, Army; 34. Ron Meyers, Marines, Purple Heart recipient; 35. Wayne Mettinger, Army; 36. Bob Ross, Army, Vietnam; 37. Russell Hellings; 38. Bob Tracy; 39. Tom Dinges, Navy; 40. Mike Tapper, Army.

41. Calvin Day, Air Force, Vietnam; 42. Bob Keiger, Army; 43. Dick Spickler, Army; 44. Mike Strawmyre, Navy; 45. Mike Felt, Army; 46. Dave Anderson, Coast Guard; 47. Jim Mazenko, Army; 48. Bill Loftus, Army; 49. Tom Hetherington, Army Reserves; 50. George McGuigan, Navy; 51. Clinton Spedding; 52. Bill Sheehy, Army Reserves; 53. Fred Carmen, Army, Vietnam; 54. Ed McGurk, Army, Vietnam; 55. Hal Blaisdell, Army, Vietnam; 56. Ed Horan, Marines, Vietnam; 57. David DeDonato, Army; 58. Jim Grauel, Marines, Vietnam; 59. Dave Hadley, Army; 60. Jack Urban, Air Force.

61. Joe Reilly, Air Force, deceased; 62. Rodger Barto, Air Force; 63. John Freimann, Air Force; 64. Dan Forester, Coast Guard; 65. Charles Stevenson, Marines, Vietnam; 66. Tim Stives, Army, Vietnam; 67. Jim Black, Navy; 68. Merle Wilhide, Army, Vietnam; 69. Dave Lenhart, Air Force; 70. Richard Norris, Air Force; 71. Jim Glen, Army, 5 years; 72. Tom Hanna, Army, Vietnam; 73. Charlie Holcomb, Army, Vietnam; 74. Chuck Gormley, Army; 75. Michael Duermyer, Marines, Vietnam; 76. Jim Bugler, Army; 77. Richard Arnold, Army; 78. Bob Merryman, Army, Vietnam; 79. Tom Johnston, Air Force, Vietnam; 80. David Auge, Navy.

81. Raymond Barnes, Army; 82. Joe Baron, National Guard; 83. Tom Bates, Navy; 84. Fred Beck, Army; 85. Charles Boyle, Army Reserves; 86. Bob Burkhart, National Guard; 87. Dennis Carr, Navy; 88. Ron Clunn, Air Force; 89. Richard Coia, Army Reserves; 90. Lawrence Coleman, Air Force; 91. Jay Crawford, Army; 92. Thomas Crust, Army; 93. David Curley, Army; 94. Patrick Curran, Navy; 95. Eila Daugherty, Army, 2nd Lieutenant; 96. Robert Davis, Army; 97. Daniel Delacourt, Army, Vietnam; 98. Edward Dugan, Army; 99. Gilbert Gauck, Army; 100. Brian Harvick, Army.

101. Keith Hazelet, Air Force; 102. Bruce Herdman, Coast Guard; 103. Joseph Hodgson, Army; 104. William Hoffman, Marine Corps Reserves; 105. David Hughes, Navy Reserves; 106. Jakob Inthout, Air Force; 107. William Kelly, Air Force; 108. Indulis Kregers, Navy; 109. Joseph Lind, Navy; 110. Edward Lohan, Marine Corps; 111. John Lutz, Army Reserves; 112. Leslie Miller, Army; 113. Michael Moninger, Navy; 114. Joseph Mormello, Army; 115. James Nemceff, Army; 116. Joe Park, Army, deceased; 117. John Pearson, Navy; 118. James Phillips, National Guard; 119. Rick Sarvat, Marine Corps; 120. Bill Scammell, Navy.

121. Barry Scheffler, Marine Corps; 122. Walter Slifko, Army; 123. Alan Stephens, Air Force, deceased; 124. Glenn Strong, Army; 125. Patrick Sullivan, Air Force; 126. Alan Suter, Air Force; 127. Charles Taraskewicz, Navy; 128. Eric Trease, Army, Vietnam; 129. Albert Vasvilla, Army, Vietnam, Purple Heart; 130. Terry Wallace, Marine Corps; 131. Dan Williams, Air Force and Army, deceased; 132. Greg Williams, Army; 133. Harry Mervin, Coast Guard; 134. John Zadnik, Air Force; 135. John Coutts, Army Reserves; 136. Mike Wilson, Navy; 137. Alan Slawter, Army; 138. Dennis Murphy, Army; 139. Donald Bentivoglio, Army, Vietnam; 140. Sam Marrazzo, Army; 141. Barry Linington, Army, Vietnam; 142. Craig Bussey, Army; 143. Don Reid, Marines, Vietnam; 144. John Horoschak, Navy, Vietnam; 145. Patrick McFadden, Army; 146. Thomas Perkins, Army, Vietnam; 147. Richard Bergmann, Navy Seabees.


EPILOGUE:

THE RESIDUE OF WAR

WAR DOES NOT END FOR soldiers when they return home to the comforts of civilian life. Many World War I veterans carried with them the effects of chemical warfare, mostly in the form of poisonous gases that were used by both sides. Soldiers also came home suffering from mental issues that were labeled “shell shock” at the time and traced to the stress caused by heavy bombardments. This same issue would be re-named “combat stress reaction” during World War II. By the early 1980s, the medical community had settled on the acronym PTSD (Post Traumatic Stress Disorder).

During the Vietnam War, the United States government authorized use of an herbicide known as Agent Orange to defoliate heavy vegetation in the jungles of South Vietnam. The goal was to eliminate hiding places for enemy soldiers. This chemical mix, featuring a heavy dose of deadly dioxins, was often sprayed over the countryside from airplanes while infantrymen looked up from their ground positions. The image reminded many soldiers of mosquito-spraying trucks seen in the hometowns of their youth. For soldiers who grew up in farm country, the planes appeared similar to crop-dusters that sprayed pesticides and fertilizers on growing plants.

Agent Orange was transported to the war zone and supporting bases or ships in 55-gallon drums painted with an orange stripe, hence the name. Rear-echelon soldiers in base camps unloaded the drums, unaware of the deadly contents inside. Aircraft crews fixed canisters of “AO” to the wings of planes. Unwitting soldiers were known to have stored food and other accessories in the empty drums, which were rarely, if ever, marked with a poisonous X symbol. Agent Orange was just another weapon in the war, sitting in a warehouse, waiting to be dropped from the sky on unsuspecting enemy soldiers, Vietnamese civilians and U.S. troops.

If any general officers knew of the deadly dioxins inside those canisters, their knowledge never got passed down to the troops. In the most ironic example of Agent Orange’s deadly effects, Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt Jr., commander of U.S. Naval forces in Vietnam from 1968-70, ordered the spraying of Agent Orange in an area of South Vietnam where his son, Elmo R. Zumwalt III, was stationed as a swift boat captain. Two decades later, the son, afflicted by two different cancers, died at age 42, and became the most prominent American victim of Agent Orange.

By this time, a small percentage of Vietnam veterans were just beginning to notice various cancers and other illnesses afflicting their generation of soldiers and, in some cases, their children. A class action suit resulted in the creation of an Agent Orange Settlement Fund in 1984. Heated debate played out for years in Congress over the use of Agent Orange in Vietnam. One of the leading voices in support of the afflicted veterans was Sen. John Kerry of Massachusetts, a Vietnam veteran and former swift boat captain in the Mekong Delta.

The U.S. government and Veterans Administration would not officially recognize the connection between Agent Orange and these cancers in Vietnam veterans (not to mention Vietnamese civilians) until late in the 20th century. They would deny disability claims from dying veterans, or prolong cases for years on end, until a suitable system for resolving service-connected issues was finalized early in the new century.

The frequency of service-connected illnesses among Vietnam veterans has increased with age. In researching this book, I came across several instances of old soldiers dying or battling for their lives against illnesses that could be traced to their service in Southeast Asia.

Yardley’s Ben Churchill, Class of 1961, was diagnosed in April 2013 with a soft tissue sarcoma that has been linked to Agent Orange exposure. Churchill performed his duties as an infantry officer in Vietnam during 1966-67, serving with the Corps of Engineers in the Central Highlands. Ben served as a paratrooper and platoon leader with the 70th Engineer Battalion, earning a Bronze Star for his meritorious service with the unit.

Capt. Ben Churchill received his Army discharge from active duty in 1971 and joined his father’s business, eventually becoming President/CEO of Mercer Oxygen and Supply Company in 1980. Ben’s young brother Dave, Class of 1965, also served as an infantry officer, spending 34 months in the Far East, including considerable time in the Republic of Vietnam.

After receiving his chilling diagnosis, Ben Churchill underwent a series of treatments that ultimately proved unsuccessful. He died on April 11, 2014. A military ceremony and memorial service were held at nearby Washington Crossing National Cemetery on May 24, 2014.

Here is an excerpt from the newspaper obituary of Ben Churchill:

“Ben was a 1961 graduate of Pennsbury High School, where he took great pride in playing football at the varsity level. Ben graduated from Pennsylvania Military College, Class of 1965. He served as a paratrooper with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and Platoon Leader in Vietnam with the 70th Engineer Battalion (Combat). Ben earned a Bronze Star for meritorious service, and was honorably discharged from the Army as a Captain in 1971. Ben received a Quilt of Valor in 2014 for his service in Vietnam, a source of great joy in his final months.”

Jake Rees, Class of 1964, quietly noted his health history, listing thyroid cancer (diagnosed in 1993), diabetes (2006) and chronic lymphocytic leukemia (2006) on his ledger. All three conditions are listed by the Veterans Administration as service-connected illnesses with Agent Orange as the common agent.
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SAD ENDING – Lee Miles passed away at age 70 from lung cancer possibly related to Agent Orange exposure.



Ray Parker, Class of 1964, deals with health issues related to Vietnam every day of his life.

“I spend six or seven hours per day on a respirator owing to the Agent Orange dripping off my fatigues and poncho in Vietnam,” Parker admitted. “I have PTSD but do not address it. I came back to the world from Vietnam and learned to get along.”

Lee Miles, Class of 1963, was diagnosed with lung cancer in his mid-60s.

“The cancer in Lee’s left lung was BAC (Bronchioloalveolar Carcinoma),” said his widow, Lynda Miles. “The doctors told us that BAC is a rare cancer. I looked it up on the Internet and learned that BAC is commonly caused by exposure to Agent Orange. By the time we found that out, Lee had already lost his right lung and the options were dwindling for him, so he didn't choose to seek any disability claims with the Veterans Administration. We learned that this type of cancer is very common among young Asian girls who never smoked. Seems pretty obvious, right? We really didn’t know how much time he had left and figured it would be useless (to pursue a disability claim).”

Lee Miles died at the age of 70 in December 2014. He left his wife, two children and nine grandchildren, each one of whom wished they had more time to spend with this genial father and grandfather.

Exposure to dangerous chemicals was not limited to Vietnam. Carl Easterling, Class of 1966, served in the Philippine Islands from October 1969 through July 1971, performing supply duties, which included moving barrels of chemical-based materials with a forklift. Easterling was diagnosed with Chronic Myleogeneous Leukemia two decades later.

“Carl and I served together at the Fleet Intelligence Center Pacific Facility,” a fellow soldier wrote to the Department of Veterans Affairs in support of Easterling’s benefits claim. “For the most part of that time, Carl worked in supply. On many occasions, I would go to see Carl and find him doing his work alone. When spills occurred, he had to clean them up with Benzene. He was also in charge of what they called the ‘Burn Detail.’ That was one of the ways the Navy got rid of their top secret and secret materials. Carl would be out there with a 45 (pistol) on his hip, burning whatever the Navy told him to (burn). This may have involved burning paper, or rags soaked with chemicals.”

Easterling has been taking daily chemotherapy treatments for the past 20 years. He is considered 100 percent disabled and receives financial compensation from the VA for his slow-moving leukemia. Easterling’s decade-long persistence in pursuing his claim to a service-connected illness opened the doors for similar claims by Iraq war veterans after the First Gulf War.

“An Army officer told me that a few years ago,” Easterling said. “He was taking me to the VA and told me how my case had helped some Iraq veterans get their claims approved. That made me feel really good, knowing I had helped other veterans get the treatment they needed.”

Just like in any other war, some veterans died prematurely due to wounds suffered in combat.

Terry Bender, Class of 1963, died in 2003 at the age of 58. His death, though not linked to Agent Orange, could be traced to his participation in the war. Bender, an officer who served three tours in Vietnam, suffered a serious head injury from an explosive device during his final tour.

“Terry told me that his brain was slowly dying,” classmate Nancy Milne Haldeman wrote in an email 11 years after his death. “It was very sad.”

At the Class of 1964’s 50th reunion, Ray Parker bumped into fellow Vietnam veterans Jim Spahn and Jake Rees.

“We didn’t really talk much about Vietnam until breakfast the next morning,” Parker admitted.


[image: ]

THANK YOU! – Ray Parker said his 50th Class reunion eased the pain he has felt over Vietnam because people he knew in high school thanked him for his service in a sincere manner.



Reunion committee chairman Barry Miner, a career Army soldier, had overseen the development of a biographical booklet for the Class of 1964, collecting input from alumni on what they had done over the prior 50 years. That document broke the ice and opened up intimate conversations among old friends who had once been so close during their teenage years.

“For me, Pennsbury is a very special place,” Parker, an Ohio native, admitted. “Everyone is so close and interconnected. At our reunion, I estimate that 40 to 50 classmates and guests spoke with me about my military service. Most rewarding were the many people who said, ‘Thanks for your service.’ It was very moving to me and I had tears in my eyes many times during the reunion. Hearing those words from people I went to high school with meant so much to me. Over the years, very seldom did I hear people sincerely thank me, or any Vietnam veteran, and that left a deep hurt. Our reunion eased the hurt I felt.”




IN MEMORIAM

Former Pennsbury students killed in the Vietnam War

Class of 1958: First Lt. Joseph Paul Yatsko Jr., Army, March 3, 1942-Dec. 18, 1965.

Class of 1960: Specialist Fourth Class John William Thomas, Army, Feb. 22, 1942-Jan. 10, 1966.

Class of 1964: Corporal Robert Warren Meiss Jr., Marines, Jan. 11, 1947-May 20, 1967.

Class of 1966: Lance Corporal Alan Robert Schultz, Marines, March 6, 1947-Aug. 11, 1967.

Captain David John Decker, Army, Aug. 30, 1937-Nov. 19, 1967.

Class of 1965: Private First Class Patrick Robert Roy, May 24-1967-Dec. 16-1967.

Class of 1964: Private First Class James Walker (Rick) Guest, Army, April 7, 1946-Feb. 20, 1968.

Class of 1965: Private First Class Edward Nelson Beers, Marines, Nov. 25, 1947-May 23, 1968.

Class of 1966: Specialist Fifth Class Arthur Michael Day, Army, July 18, 1948-May 8, 1969.

Class of 1966: Warrant Officer William Warren Breece, Army, May 3, 1948-Dec. 5, 1968.

Class of 1968: Private First Class Michael Brian McGinnis, Marines, Aug. 11, 1949-Sept. 17, 1969.

Class of 1963: Richard C. Williams, Army, Jan. 18, 1946-Jan. 4, 1970.

Petty Officer James Francis Brennan Jr., Navy, Nov. 22, 1949-Jan. 5, 1970.

Sergeant Robert Post Hampton, Jr., Army, Sept. 7, 1951-June 29, 1970

Private First Class Steven Richard Caucci, Army, Sept. 15, 1949-Aug. 5, 1970
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GOLDEN YEARS – Vern Von Sydow and his wife Gail live in the San Diego area, where the former Pennsbury football star works with high-risk students.

The McGinnis women, Mary Gallagher and Liz Peter, brought their fallen soldier, Michael Brian McGinnis, and his older brother Joseph back to life for me in a series of phone calls and emails, mostly the latter. I knew Joseph McGinnis Jr. back in 1969, around the time he learned his younger brother had died in Vietnam. So this was a special chapter for me, too. Seeing Joe’s reaction to the loss of his brother never really left my mind, and subconsciously laid the foundation for this book many years later. This one is for you, Joe.
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So much of this book is personal for Pennsbury High alumni who passed through the school in the late 1950s and during those crazy 1960s. We all seemed to either know each other or had met other family siblings. Lower Bucks County was a pretty big place, even back then, and Pennsbury High was our meeting ground, where students from Levittown, Fairless Hills, Fallsington, Lower Makefield, Morrisville and Yardley spent eight hours together each school day, going to class, laughing, arguing, joking, studying and sometimes even fighting one another. This is the shared bond that still unites us, five decades later.

---TERRY NAU
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