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To the members and associ-

ates of Chapter 196, 

    Happy Veterans Day! With 

so many people staying in-

doors or not participating in 

any events, you probably will 

not be hearing this as much as 

you would normally during this 

time of the year. Usually there 

are countless opportunities to 

take advantage of: free meals, 

discounts etc. There are sever-

al things that I know about at 

this time. 

    1) There will be a Veterans 

Day program at Monument 

Terrace. Steve Bozeman is 

putting it on this year as he 

and I take turns with this pro-

gram. 

    2) There will be a drive thru 

lunch at Miller Park on Novem-

ber 5, 11:30 – 1:00. Veterans 

will need a ticket for this. Non 

veterans will pay $5.00 for the 

meal. It will be at the main 

entrance across from the Sal-

vation Army on Park Avenue. 

    3) All Great Clips will be 

giving free haircuts on Veter-

ans Day. If you have just had a 

haircut don’t worry, stop by to 

pick up a coupon which is 

good thru the end of Decem-

ber. 

    4) At 3 PM on the 11th, 

there will be a ribbon cutting 

ceremony at the National Cen-

ter for Healthy Veterans at 

908 Wards Road, Altavista. 

Colonel Ollie North is the guest 

speaker. The location is on Rt 

295 just pass the Ford dealer-

ship. There is a 16’ sign on the 

right hand side of the road 

leading to the center. All are 

invited to attend. 

    I still have not heard about 

our order that was placed for 

the chapter shirts. Maybe this 

virus has affected the compa-

ny. 

    On Saturday December 5th, 

we are again assisting the 

Salvation Army with our annual 

bell ringing event. We will be at 

Walmart on Wards Road at the 

main entrance. This will be our 

16th year and I will have a 

sign-up sheet at our meeting. 

Not only is this a worthwhile 

event, it gives us exposure in 

the community as there are 

people and VN vets who still 

don’t know about us. 

    Unless the Governor shuts 

us down again, our meeting 

will be on the 10th at 7:00 

PM. Hope you can attend. 

Keeping you informed, 

David Stokes, President 
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Minutes for October 13, 2020 Membership Meeting 

Chapter President David 

Stokes called the meeting 

to order at 7:00 followed 

by The Pledge of Alle-

giance, Prayer and drap-

ing of the POW/MIA ban-

ner. 

COMMITTEE REPORTS 

MEMBERSHIP VVA-214 

members AVVA-31 mem-

bers 

FINANCIAL Report was 

given by Financial Secre-

tary. 

OLD BUSINESS 

Chapter 196 received 

thank you notes from St. 

Francis of Assisi and Loui-

siana VVA State Council 

for contributions by our 

chapter. 

Virginia State Council 

Meeting/elections is still 

up in the air. 

NEW BUSINESS 

David Stokes explained to 

members present how to 

apply for travel reimburse-

ment to clinic appoint-

ments. 

The Parks and Recreation 

Dept of Lynchburg is hold-

ing the Annual Veterans 

recognition dinner by 

drive thru this year on 

Thursday November 5 at 

Miller Park from 11:30AM 

until 1:00 PM. Meals are 

free for Veterans and for 

non-Veterans the cost is 

$5. 

A motion was made and 

seconded to donate $200 

to the Quilts for Valor 

Foundation. Motioned 

passed. 

Meeting adjourned at 

7:45 PM. 

Respectfully submitted 

Robert Crowder, Secretary 

VVA Chapter 19 
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Army Veteran recalls his time as POW during Vietnam   Posted in Honoring Vets, Top Stories by VAntage Point Contributor 

    On Dec. 8, 2020, U.S. Army Veteran David 

Harker will celebrate his 75th birthday. He may 

recognize the accomplishment while on his 

daily five mile walk, or by taking a drive in his 

47-year-old car – a 1973 Corvette he’s owned 

since it was given to him by classmates when 

he returned from Vietnam after spending 

more than five years as a prisoner of war. 

    A native of Lynchburg, Virginia, Harker is the 

third of seven children. He was an athlete in 

high school and received his associate’s de-

gree from Bluefield College before transferring 

to Virginia Tech in 1966. By 1967, however, 

his fortunes had changed. 

Drafted 

    “I was doing my junior year at Virginia Tech 

and my grades were low, so I had to take a 

quarter off in 1967 and during that time, be-

cause I wasn’t a full-time student, I had to let 

the government know. They got me,” he said. 

    When the draft notice came, Harker’s fa-

ther, an electrical engineer took the news 

hard. 

    “My dad was really upset. He had worked 

for a power company during World War II and 

so was exempt from the draft,” Harker re-

called. “I didn’t think about the possibility of 

being killed. My dad’s supervisor said he 

could get me in the National Guard, but I 

thought that would be shirking my responsibil-

ity. I was called on to serve my country and 

that’s what I was going to do.” 

    After basic and advanced infantry training, 

Harker was approached and offered an oppor-

tunity to go to Officer Candidate School. 

    “I was interested in flying helicopters, but 

they said I’d have to extend for another year 

or two, so I said, ‘no, I’ll do my two and go 

home’.” 

Heading to Vietnam 

The trip to Vietnam brought Harker through 

Hawaii, and Guam, before landing in Vietnam 

Nov. 15, 1967. The recollection of arrival is 

still fresh even 53 years later.  

 

David Harker stands next to the 1973 Corvette he received. 

   “There were men on the airstrip who had 

finished their year and were going to take the 

plane we had arrived on back home. So, they 

open the door and it was such a rude awaken-

ing when the door opened. The oppressive 

heat – and I’m sure Vietnam Vets will tell you 

– the country had a smell of its own.” 

    The soldiers on their way home watched 

them deplane and Harker heard them say, 

‘there’s my replacement.’ 

    “They wished us well,” Harker said. 

    Although trained on a vehicle-mounted re-

coilless rifle, Harker was made an infantryman 

upon arrival in-country and reassigned from 

the 9th Infantry Division to the 196th Light 

Infantry Brigade. Six weeks later, he was a 

POW. 

    “I was in the 3rd of the 21st in an area of 

operations at Que Son,” Harker said. “We 

operated out of a fire base, with one company 

pulling security while the other three were out 

doing search and destroy missions. While out, 

we’d move about 1,000 meters a day and get 

resupplied every fourth day with c-rations if 

the helicopters could get through.” 

    As a 22 year old, Harker was among the 

older men in his unit. His commanding officer, 

Capt. Roland Belcher, told the company while 

they were enjoying in-country R&R at brigade 

headquarters in Chu Lai, that he was proud of 

the work they were doing. 

    “Captain Belcher had been in a province 

southwest of Saigon where we were providing 

security for elections,” Harker said. “He said it 

meant a lot to him that we were able to do 

that – to make sure those people could go to 

the polls and not get hurt. I remember that 

because he died in the rice paddies when we 

were ambushed.” 

    Harker’s first sergeant, nicknamed Top, was 

a 41-year old Veteran of World War II and 

Korea who had earned a Silver Star before 

joining the company. 

    “After the ambush, he was the ranking per-

son and he held us together.” 

Capture 

Harker and his company were on patrol when 

they broke contact with the enemy in a creek 

bed. The North Vietnamese unloaded on the 

unit and killed two men. As the most forward 

man, Harker was pinned down. 

“I’m thinking, ‘I’m going to die.’ Top is behind 

me telling me to switch to auto and fire. They 

tried to get behind us and eventually I hear a 

Vietnamese voice and do a 90 degree and 

within arm’s reach at the top of this creek 

bank is an NVA soldier with a pith helmet and 

Top is there with no helmet. There’s a guy with 

a rifle telling me to get up. The NVA are strip-

ping everything off us – anything they can use. 

I tried to bury my M-16 in the creek bed but I 

think they got it.” 

After being taken, Harker was left with a sol-

dier with a sidearm who walked in front of 

him, leading him away from the creek. 

“I thought it was odd he was in front of me 

and I had been taught that you always try to 

escape. Next thing I know my hand is over his 

mouth and I have his arm at his side. I know I 

have to kill him and do it silently, but his bayo-

net won’t come out of the scabbard, and by 

that time my hand has come off his mouth 

and he’s yelling bloody murder. Before I could 

get his .45, he stabs me in the side with his 

bayonet. By that time there are a bunch of 

rifles pointing at me. I’m surprised they didn’t 

just shoot me, but they took some commo 

wire and duck-winged me that night.” 

Continued on Page 4 
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    Of the 15 men who entered the rice paddy 

that evening, only four made it out. More 

men would join Harker in his prison in the 

Trung Son Mountain Range where he would 

spend the first three years of captivity. By 

Harker’s estimation only about 150 U.S. sol-

diers were captured in South Vietnam – most 

of whom were taken during the Tet Offensive. 

    Harker’s first prison was in Quang Nam 

Province, a difficult, mountainous country 

that made food scarce and meant deplorable 

living conditions for the POWs. 

    “We buried nine Americans there,” Harker 

said. “That’s how horrific our living conditions 

were. We had very little to eat so people died 

from starvation, infectious diseases – malar-

ia was rampant – dysentery. Between Sep-

tember of 1968 and Jan. 4, 1969, we buried 

six, including the youngest person we had 

there, a 19-year-old Marine. 

    “That first year of adjustment to jungle life 

was really hard on us. You didn’t know what 

to do. At first you looked out for yourself, but 

as time went on, you got more altruistic – you 

realize, it’s not about me, but about the guy 

next door and you realize you had to take 

care of each other. We came together really 

well in that respect.” 

During the Vietnam War only one American 

doctor was ever taken prisoner. Hal Kushner, 

who grew up in Danville, Virginia, was injured 

in a helicopter crash in late November. By 

Dec. 4, North Vietnamese forces found him 

and marched him toward the camp where he 

found, according to a speech he gave in Feb-

ruary 2018, “four of the saddest looking 

American creatures I had ever seen in my 

life.” 

 

A newspaper clipping from the time shows support from 

his hometown. 

     “They wouldn’t let him practice medicine,” 

Harker said of Kushner. “We couldn’t call him 

doc, but he was a big source of information 

and help to us. He led the way and showed 

us how to nurse and take care of men, and 

that became our goal – to make people in 

their last hours and days as comfortable as 

possible – it was our mission, and he was a 

big inspiration to us.” 

    In the mountains the men had to forage for 

food, mostly the manioc root, also known as 

kasava root. 

    “There wasn’t a place to grow food, so 

most of our calories came from manioc,” 

Harker said. “We were under a 1-to-1 prison-

er-to-guard ratio, and the guards would trade 

manioc and so we would put baskets on our 

backs and go back and forth over miles of 

mountain trails carrying 70-80 pounds of 

root. It’s amazing to think that we could even 

do it, but we did what we had to do. The little 

bit of rice they gave us as a ration wasn’t 

enough to keep a bird flying, so the roots 

kept us going.” 

    The guards of Trung Son didn’t physically 

abuse their prisoners. They didn’t need to. 

    “We were separated from civilization in the 

middle of nowhere and we couldn’t communi-

cate; had no food, and no medical attention 

– that’s torture enough for an individual. We 

were interrogated when we were captured,” 

Harker said, “but we knew the Code of Con-

duct and so we’d give that information. But 

they’d have a guy with a lantern and they’re 

asking for information about your unit, it’s 

size, and I just kept repeating. They didn’t 

pursue it much. They wanted to get us away 

from the battlefield but a few days later they 

did it again. When you have a rifle and you’re 

in front of the enemy, it’s different. But if they 

put a blindfold on you and all you can hear is 

round being chambered – that’s different 

too. In the north they beat pilots and used a 

lot of torture techniques.” 

Moving day 

    On Feb. 1, 1971 there were a dozen men 

still alive in the mountains and they were 

taken in groups of six to begin their march 

north up the Ho Chi Minh Trail. Harker 

watched battalions of Vietnamese troops 

heading south during the 60-day march, as 

they ground out 10 to 15 miles a day. During 

the journey an interpreter would give them 

extra rice. 

“He was a military guy who had fought in 

Laos as a 17-year old in the early 1960s, and 

he looked out for us. I think he understood 

the condition – there was a common situa-

tion and appreciation among soldiers.” 

    “We’d get to a camp every day where we 

got hot white rice – better than we had at the 

mountain camp. The next morning they’d put 

a ball of rice on a banana leaf and we’d carry 

that with us for lunch as we moved. Eventual-

ly we were put on a train, in a box car, and 

taken to Hanoi, to Plantation Garden, an old 

French plantation with bars in the walls. We 

were kept in a 15×17 warehouse – six of us 

on a wooden pallet. Unlike the mountain 

camp we couldn’t roam around, and the 

boredom would overtake you and the heat 

was oppressive, but we had plenty to eat 

compared to the south. We also had better 

medical care there as they had a doctor to 

attend to us.” 

    In October of 1972 the Vietnamese al-

lowed prisoners to be outside together for the 

first time since they arrived, and it looked like 

the war might be over. 

    “We had a communication system where 

we’d put a note on the lid of the waste buck-

et, or use the tap code, and we had to do that 

because we were only allowed out of our cell 

for about an hour a day, and never more than 

one cell was let out at a time. So, when they 

let everyone out, and then gave us reading 

material, they knew it was over. Or they 

thought it was, because before you know it, 

the doors are all slammed shut again.” 

    Soon after, Linebacker II started. From 

Dec. 18-29, 1972, the U.S. Air Force conduct-

ed an operation called Linebacker II, a 

‘maximum effort’ campaign to destroy targets 

using B-52 heavy bombers that dropped 

more than 15,000 tons of ordnance on more 

than 30 targets. 

    “B-52s bombed all night long after talks 

broke down. The SAMs (surface-to-air mis-

siles) shot down a bunch of planes on the 

third night, after they figured out the flight 

patterns, and one night they pulled up a 

deuce and a half and told us to crawl in the 

back. We thought we were being taken to 

China.” 

Harker would spend his last three months as 

a prisoner at the Hanoi Hilton. 

Continued on Page 5 
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Repatriation 

    Half a world away, in Paris, a peace accord 

was signed January 27, 1973, and soon after 

Harker and other American POWs heard the 

news they had longed to hear. 

    “We were ecstatic,” Harker said. “We’d 

hear doors open and activity and they came 

and said, ‘you’re going, and you’re going, and 

you’re going’ dividing us up into groups that 

would be repatriated. They gave us western 

clothing and a travel bag and when they 

pulled us out of a holding cell wearing our red

-striped pajamas we were given the clothes. 

By noon, nothing had happened. They gave 

us food and told us the peace agreement 

was broken – and we were right back down 

in the depths of despair. But a few days later 

we got out. 

 

 

A newspaper clipping shows when David Harker returned 

home. 

    “I remember saluting an Air Force general 

who was sitting with a North Vietnamese 

officer, and when we saluted, we had been 

officially repatriated. On the plane home, the 

pilot told us when we had entered interna-

tional airspace and there was a great cheer.” 

    The cheers continued when they landed in 

the Philippines, Hawaii, and Andrews AFB, 

Maryland. From Maryland, Harker went to 

Valley Forge in Pennsylvania where he went 

through medical treatment and rehabilitation, 

and he was reunited with his family. 

    “It was different,” Harker said. “I had broth-

ers who were married, and children had been 

born, but it was exciting coming home. A pri-

vate airline flew me and my father back and 

the local TV station had sent a reporter who 

interviewed me all the way back. There must 

have been 10,000 people at the Lynchburg 

airport when we arrived – I had no idea there 

would be that welcome and response – my 

big extended family – the high school band 

was there. It was a long journey and I was 

glad to be home and for them to be there for 

me meant so much. I was led to a blue 1973 

Corvette and handed the keys. A group of 

school mates had gotten together and sold 

bumper stickers for a dollar each to buy me a 

car and they handed me the keys and a 

check for $1,100.” 

    Being home with his family, Harker said he 

learned how much anxiety and frustration 

and worry his parents went through while he 

was captive. 

    “Every POW gets a casualty assistance 

officer whose job it is to let the family know 

when they hear something – anything – 

about their son,” Harker said. “My family 

never heard anything from their CAO. It was-

n’t until 1969, when three prisoners were 

released that they knew I was alive. My par-

ents found out that a couple of those who 

were released were at Fort Jackson, and so 

they went there and got onto base and met 

with them and heard from them that I was 

alive. That’s all the knew for five years. So 

they became involved in the National League 

of Families who organized and tried to have 

some involvement with North Vietnam to get 

information about prisoners and try to make 

the process more transparent as far as infor-

mation was concerned.” 

Life after war 

    After he returned from Vietnam, Harker 

took some time off, but eventually returned 

to Blacksburg and finished his business de-

gree from Virginia Tech in 1976 and found 

his way to work as a probation and parole 

officer. In 1977 he married Linda, his high 

school sweetheart whom he had dated since 

1962. 

    His family now includes his two children, 

Megan and husband Mike, and Adam and his 

wife Anza. David and Linda also enjoy their 

grandchildren: 13-year old Emily, 11-year old 

Ethan, and 6-year old Eli, children of Megan; 

and Adam’s 23-month old daughter Ava. 

    While Harker is open to discussing his time 

in Vietnam to serve as an education for 

younger people, he said it was a part of his 

life that he’s put behind him. 

    “Kush and I talk about that all the time – 

we’re not professional POWs. By the grace of 

God and the help of other men, we made it 

out. We all serve our country one way or an-

other. This country is what we love. My life 

has been a real blessing since then, and the 

staff at the VA hospital, what they do is mar-

velous, and I appreciate each one of them. I 

know they have a heart for those Veterans, or 

they wouldn’t work there,” Harker said. “I 

love the Veterans, too, and appreciate their 

service, and institutions like the VA are a 

great service to our country.” 

    In the early 2010s Harker had the Corvette 

he received in 1973 – the car he and his 

youngest brother Louie drove across the 

country after his return – restored. He still 

drives it today. 

    “I think of all the love behind it every time I 

drive it.” 

Steve Bozeman sent an email 

with a link to this story in Oc-

tober.  I figured there might 

be some who do not get email 

or missed this story.  The story 

is really moving and this is a 

fitting place for a story like 

this. 

Andy Anderson, Editor 
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Give This to a Fellow Vietnam Veteran... 

www.vva.org 

www.vva-vasc.org   

The  Vietnam Veterans of America associa-

tion is a "home of our own" - a community of 

fellowship with people who share your expe-

riences, needs, and hopes for the future. 

Agent Orange is still with us and our num-

bers are dwindling, probably at a much fast-

er rate then we would like it. That makes it 

even more important for Vietnam Veterans 

to have a viable and strong organization to 

represent us in Washington 

Membership is open to U.S. armed force 

veterans who served on active duty (for oth-

er than training purposes) in the Republic of 

Vietnam between Feb.. 28, 1961 and May 7, 

1975, or in any duty location between Aug. 

5, 1964 and May 7, 1975. 

To have a fellow Vietnam Veteran join, either 

cut out the application and give it to the Vet 

or better yet, give your copy of our newsletter 

to him or her. Don’t forget that a copy of 

their DD-214 with their membership applica-

tion is required. 

Families, friends, supporters, and veterans 

of other eras can join the Associates of Vi-

etnam Veterans of America and receive the 

same benefits, including a subscription to 

The VVA Veteran. 

http://www.vva-vasc.org

