
If you are able, 
save for them a place 
inside of you 
and save one backward glance 
when you are leaving 
for the places they can 
no longer go. 
Be not ashamed to say 
you loved them, 
though you may 
or may not have always. 
Take what they have left 
and what they have taught you 
with their dying 
and keep it with your own. 
And in that time 
when men decide and feel safe 
to call the war insane, 
take one moment to embrace 
those gentle heroes 
you left behind. 
 
—Major Michael Davis O'Donnell  
1 January 1970  
Dak To, Vietnam 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Michael O'Donnell, from Springfield, Illinois, was a helicopter pilot assigned to the 
52ndAviation Battalion, 17th Aviation Group, 1st Aviation Brigade, based at Dak To and 
Pleiku. On 24 March 1970, attempting to rescue eight soldiers, his chopper was shot 
down. He and three crew members were declared missing in action. In 1977, he was 
promoted to major. A year later, he was officially declared killed in action. He was 
posthumously awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross, the Air Medal, die Bronze Star, 
and the Purple Heart. 



18 April 6718 April 6718 April 6718 April 67    
 
Dear Dad,Dear Dad,Dear Dad,Dear Dad,    

I aI aI aI ammmm writing this letter to you at your office because I want you to  writing this letter to you at your office because I want you to  writing this letter to you at your office because I want you to  writing this letter to you at your office because I want you to tell tell tell tell 
mommommommom in your own words. I didn't think writing home would get in your own words. I didn't think writing home would get in your own words. I didn't think writing home would get in your own words. I didn't think writing home would get anything  anything  anything  anything 
straight. Wstraight. Wstraight. Wstraight. Well here it isell here it isell here it isell here it is————    

We hWe hWe hWe have been told that ourave been told that ourave been told that ourave been told that our whole company will be shipping to  whole company will be shipping to  whole company will be shipping to  whole company will be shipping to Vietnam Vietnam Vietnam Vietnam 
after AIT [Advanced Infantry Training]. We will get a twoafter AIT [Advanced Infantry Training]. We will get a twoafter AIT [Advanced Infantry Training]. We will get a twoafter AIT [Advanced Infantry Training]. We will get a two----weekweekweekweek, of, of, of, of course, and  course, and  course, and  course, and 
after that we will go.after that we will go.after that we will go.after that we will go.    

WWWWe are are are areeee in the third training brigade. It is the only brigade at Jackson in the third training brigade. It is the only brigade at Jackson in the third training brigade. It is the only brigade at Jackson in the third training brigade. It is the only brigade at Jackson    
training ftraining ftraining ftraining for Vietnam. Our company commaor Vietnam. Our company commaor Vietnam. Our company commaor Vietnam. Our company commander and our battalion andnder and our battalion andnder and our battalion andnder and our battalion and brigade  brigade  brigade  brigade 
commanderscommanderscommanderscommanders told us that there is no sense trying to fool ourselves, told us that there is no sense trying to fool ourselves, told us that there is no sense trying to fool ourselves, told us that there is no sense trying to fool ourselves, we are going  we are going  we are going  we are going 
ffffor sure. The only thing that makes me mad is how do theyor sure. The only thing that makes me mad is how do theyor sure. The only thing that makes me mad is how do theyor sure. The only thing that makes me mad is how do they expect you to tell expect you to tell expect you to tell expect you to tell    
your parents. They act as though it is an everydayyour parents. They act as though it is an everydayyour parents. They act as though it is an everydayyour parents. They act as though it is an everyday experience,  experience,  experience,  experience, andandandand that we  that we  that we  that we 
should feel that way. I don't mind going, butshould feel that way. I don't mind going, butshould feel that way. I don't mind going, butshould feel that way. I don't mind going, but there are some there are some there are some there are some guys here who just  guys here who just  guys here who just  guys here who just 
won't make it, and I don't think theywon't make it, and I don't think theywon't make it, and I don't think theywon't make it, and I don't think they will make it out will make it out will make it out will make it out alive. Tell Mom I wished I  alive. Tell Mom I wished I  alive. Tell Mom I wished I  alive. Tell Mom I wished I 
could have told her myself,could have told her myself,could have told her myself,could have told her myself, but I just didn’t but I just didn’t but I just didn’t but I just didn’t know how. know how. know how. know how.    
    

Your son, Your son, Your son, Your son,     
BobBobBobBob    

P.S. Tell P.S. Tell P.S. Tell P.S. Tell her nher nher nher not to worry. It's nothing I can't handle.ot to worry. It's nothing I can't handle.ot to worry. It's nothing I can't handle.ot to worry. It's nothing I can't handle.    
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sp/4 Robert Devlin served with the 71st Infantry Detachment (Long Range 
Reconnaissance Patrol), attached to the 199th Light Infantry Brigade, based at Long 
Binh, from July 1967 to July 1968. He is now associate director of Open Arms, Inc., an 
outpatient program for alcoholics. He lives in Haverstraw, New York. 



8-17-68  
 
Dear Mrs. Carlson, 
 
 

I received your letter and I'm very sorry about the death of your son Richard. I often 
wonder if it was worth the sorrow and the pain which so many of us fret over now each day. I 
guess this is a [situation] nobody can explain. 

Richard and I were very good friends, as [we] were the two medics attached to Delta 
Company. During the month of May our company was on a search-and-destroy mission in the 
South Vietnam National Forest. We had been searching the area from the beginning of May up 
until the 20th without making any contact with the enemy. On the 21st day of May we met 
enemy resistance consisting of heavy automatic weapons fire, which caused our company to 
pull back and call in artillery and air strikes. Our commanding officer received reports that we 
were up against a regimental-size force, so for three days we called in artillery and air strikes 
before moving back into the area of contact. 

We advanced without any contact whatsoever when our lead element spotted two 
enemy soldiers and killed them both. As we continued on farther, Charlie had concealed himself 
and set up an ambush, which he let us walk right into before he sprung the trap. The enemy 
opened up, hitting one of our men in both legs. At this time we pulled back, but in the excitement 
we didn't know that we had a man laying back there wounded until we heard his shouts. 

At this time we couldn't get to him because the firing was so heavy, so I crawled forward 
and aided the man, but I couldn't pull him back because they had me pinned down. A five-man 
team was sent forward to provide a base of fire for me while I carried my wounded buddy back. 
But those five men never made it to my position. They were all shot down and wounded. So I 
left the other man and began applying aid to the other wounded members of my company. 
Richard crawled up to my side and began patching up the nearest man to him when he was 
shot in the leg. He was bleeding badly and in great pain. I applied morphine to his wound to 
ease the pain. 

He finally told me the pain had subsided a great deal, so I told him to lay there until I 
could drag him back. But he saw that an officer had been hit in the head and was losing a lot of 
blood. Richard rolled over several times until he was by the officer's side. He then began to treat 
the man as best he could. In the process he was hit several more times, twice in the chest and 
once in the arm. He called me, and I went to his side and began treating his wounds. As I 
applied bandages to his wounds, he looked up at me and said, "Doc, I'm a mess." He then said: 
"Oh, God, I don’t want to die. Mother, I don't want to die. Oh, God, don't let me die.” We called a 
helicopter to take him and the rest of the wounded to the hospital. Richard died before the ship 
arrived. 

I did everything in my power to save Richard. Every skill known to me was applied. I 
often wonder if what we're fighting for is worth a human life. If there is anything that I can do 
please, call on me. 
 
 

Sincerely,  
 

Charles Dawson 
 
 
 
Charles Dawson wrote this letter to the mother of Cpl. Richard A. Carlson, a fellow medic with 
Company D, 2nd Battalion, 8th Cavalry, 1st Calvary Division (Airmobile). Carlson, from San 
Francisco, California, had been in Vietnam four months when he was killed on 24 May 1968. He 
was 20 years old.  



11 Aug 1965 

 

Dear Tracy 

  

 I find it very hard to begin this letter. The things I want to say to you can 

never be fully expressed in words. 

 I want so much to say the right things. I want to say the things that will 

make you understand how very much I love you. Before you were born I, like most 

men, wanted a son. But when I saw you for the first time just a few minutes old, I 

knew I could never love a son the way I loved you. For a son grows and becomes a 

man while a daughter is always a child to be loved and cared for. More than 

anything I want you to know me and love me. I want the love that will grow between 

us to be one of understanding, just as the love that exists between your mother 

and I. 

 The next time I see you, you will be a little lady, walking and talking. Learn 

how to say “Daddy.” 

 I love you with all my heart. 

 

Love,  

Daddy 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Marine 2Lt. Tyrone Sidney Pannell, born in West Virginia and raised in New York City, 
arrived in Vietnam in July 1965, assigned to the 1st Battalion, 7th Regiment, 3rd Marine 
Division. He was killed on 30 November 1965 near Chu Lai when a land mine exploded. 
He was 24 years old. Exactly six months earlier, his wife Marlene gave birth to their 
child, Tracy Renee. 



Dear Madeline, 
 Hello my dear sister. 
 Boy, I sure feel close to you. Since your last letter, I almost feel as if you 
are my sister. It’s good to have someone to tell your troubles to. I can’t tell 
them to my parents or Darlene because they worry too much, but I tell you 
truthfully I doubt if I’ll come out of this alive. 
 In my original squad I’m the only one left unharmed. In my platoon 
there’s only 13 of us. It seems every day another young guy 18 and 19 years old 
like myself is killed in action. Please help me, Mad. I don’t know if I should stop 
writing my parents and Darlene or what. 
 I’m going on an operation next month where there is nothing but VC and 
VC sympathizers. The area is also very heavily mined. All of us are scared cause 
we know a lot of us won’t make it. I would like to hear what you have to say 
about it, Madeline, before I make any decisions. 
 Oh, and one more favor. I’d like to know the truth now. Has Darlene 
been faithful to me? I know she’s been dating guys, but does she still love me 
best? Thanks for understanding. See ya if it’s God’s will. I have to make it out 
of Vietnam though, cause I’m lucky. I hope. Ha ha. 
 Miss ya, 
 

 Love, 
Ray 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PFC Raymond C. Griffiths went to Vietnam just after Christmas in 1965 and was 
assigned to Company A, 1st Battalion, 9th Marines, 3rd Marine Division. He wrote this 
letter to Madeline Velasco, a friend from high school in San Francisco, California, in 
June 1966. He was killed a few weeks later, on the Fourth of July. He was 19 years old. 



29 December 1969 
 

Hi all, 
 …I don’t know where to start except to say I’m tired. It seems that’s all I ever say 
anymore. Thank you both for your tapes and all the little goodies in the Christmas packages. 
Christmas came and went, marked only by tragedy. I’ve been working nights for a couple of 
weeks and have been spending a great deal of time in post-op. They’ve been unbelievably busy. 
I got wrapped up in several patients, one of whom I scrubbed on when we repaired an artery in 
his leg. It eventually clotted, and we did another procedure on him to clear out the artery—all 
this to save his leg. Well, in my free time I had been working in post-op and took care of him. I 
came in for duty Christmas Eve and was handed an OR slip—above knee amputation. He had 
developed gangrene, The sad thing was that the artery was pumping away beautifully. Merry 
Christmas, kid, we had to cut off your leg to save your life. We also had three other GIs die 
that night. Kids, every one. The war disgusts me. I hate it! I’m beginning to feel like it’s all a 
mistake. 
 Christmas morning I got off duty and opened all my packages alone. I miss you all so 
much, I cried myself to sleep. I’m starting to cry again. It’s ridiculous. I seem to be crying all 
the time lately. I hate this place. This is now the seventh month of death, destruction, and 
misery. I’m tired of going to sleep listening to outgoing and incoming rockets, mortars, and 
artillery. I’m sick of facing, every day, a new bunch of children ripped to pieces. They’re just 
kids—eighteen and nineteen years old! It stinks! Whole lives ahead of them—cut off. I’m sick 
to death of it. I’ve got to get out of here…. 
 

Peace, 
Lynda 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
From June 1969 to June 1970, Lynda Van Devanter worked as an Army nurse with the 
71st Evacuation Hospital in Pleiku and the 67th Evacuation Hospital in Qui Nhon. She 
has written a book about her Vietnam experiences, Home Before Morning. She is now a 
teacher, counselor and freelance writer living outside Washington, D.C. 



I Must Go On 
 

We fought together, six months today, 
As I rolled over, there he lay. 

His eyes were open, his hand clenched tight, 
The look of death, a look of fright. 
 

I knew right then that he was dead, 
And wondered why, not me instead. 

His life was short, not many years, 
Full of hope yet full of fears. 
 

We’d talked and laughed of times gone by, 
And never thought that we might die, 
But here he lay, no breath of life, 

No thought of home, or his young wife. 
 

I turned my head and looked away, 
I fought the words I could not say. 
HE’S DEAD, He’d Dead and gone, 

But I am here and must go on. 
 

I must go on. 
 

—Timothy F. Schlink 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1Lt. Timothy Schlink was assigned to Company C, 2nd Battalion, 1st Infantry, 196th Light 
Infantry Brigade, Americal Division, based at Tay Ninh and Chu Lai, from September 
1966 through June 1967. After his best friend was killed by a land mine, Lt. Schlink 
wrote this poem to his father while trying to find words to express his feeling to the new 
widow. Today he is financial manager for Pacific Bell in San Jose, California. 


