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When an active duty member of the U.S military is awarded the Medal of Honor, that soldier, sailor, Marine or airman is usually given an assignment far from the battlefield until their tour of duty or time in the service has ended. During World War II, Medal of Honor recipients were utilized on bond drives and recruitment tours. The armed forces, realizing both that these men (to this date, only one woman has won the Medal of Honor, and that was during the Civil War) have gone far above the call of duty and can potentially be more away from the battlefield than on it usually only reluctantly allows Medal of Honor winners to serve in combat once again.

The most well-known case of a Medal of Honor winner returning to combat is that of WWII Marine Gunnery Sergeant John Basilone (1916-1945). Awarded the nations' highest citation for his actions in the defense of a vital position in the early stages of the Battle of Guadalcanal in 1942, Basilone returned to a heroes' welcome in the United States. Among the nations first World War II heroes, Basilone was given parades, took part in bond tours, appeared in newsreels urging men to join the Marines and for American's to contribute to the war effort with all they had. 

Basilone (who had already served in the Army before joining the Marines in 1940) did not adjust well to life “stateside”, despite his happy marriage to Marine Reserve Sergeant Lena Mae Riggi. He refused promotion and an assignment as an instructor, and pushed for reinstatement for active front line duty, which was finally granted in time for the run up to the invasion of Iwo Jima in February 1945. It was there while leading his men on an assault on a Japanese position that Basilone was killed by enemy fire. Just over twenty years later, a Medal of Honor winner named David Dolby voluntarily returned to combat in Vietnam.

In 1964, when David Dolby first joined the US Army,  the United States was becoming more and more involved in the war between communist North Vietnam and pro-Western South Vietnam. Vietnam had been a French colonial possession from the late 19th century onward, but after the disaster of WWII and its defeat by the forces of the Vietnamese communists at Dien Bien Phu in 1954, France relinquished control of its possessions in Southeast Asia. By agreement, Vietnam was split into two nations, and it was hoped by the French that the United States would support the new anti-Communist government in the South, based in Saigon (today's Ho Chi Minh City). 

By the late 1950's and early 1960's, the United States had been involved in a political and ideological battle with the communist Soviet Union (and its ally the People's Republic of China) for over a decade. In the minds of politicians of both sides, inroads by the other side anywhere in the world had to be countered by the other. Politicians from both parties as well as the bulk of the American people viewed any gains by Soviet sponsored communism as a defeat and a threat and were determined to counter any communist moves with military, political and economic maneuvers of their own.

Though the Treaty of Paris which ended French involvement in Vietnam was supposed to secure peace between the new nations of North and South Vietnam, no one really believed that the forces of the North would stop fighting for the unification of Vietnam under communism. By the early 1960's, an increasingly intense civil war had developed between the North and South.

Supplying the North with weapons, equipment, money and advisers were the Soviets and the Chinese. Conversely, the United States supplied and supported the South. Facing each other on the battlefield were the North Vietnamese Army (“NVA”) and the guerrillas of the National Liberation Front (better known by their Vietnamese name: “Viet Cong” - “VC” to the Americans) against the South's Army of the Republic of Vietnam (“ARVN”) and their American advisers. 

From the late 1950's and especially after the election of President John F. Kennedy in 1960, US involvement in Vietnam had steadily increased. In 1963, most of the American troops in South Vietnam were Army Special Forces (better known then as the “Green Berets”). By 1965, events both military and political had led to a massive escalation in US involvement in the country. In 1963 there were some 16,000 men US servicemen in Vietnam. By 1966 when David Dolby arrived “in-country”, there were nearly 400,000.

David was born in the small city of Norristown, Pennsylvania on May 14, 1946 to Charles ( a WWII veteran and POW) and Mary Dolby. Mary and Charles also had a younger son named Daniel. At Spring Ford High School, David was on both the football and wrestling teams – his brother called him “the toughest guy in three counties”. Upon graduation, David almost immediately went to the local recruiting center and enlisted in the US Army. By the time he entered the army David was a solid and muscular six feet tall.

In 1964-65 when David joined the army, most Americans, while perhaps not rabid supporters of the war, felt that America's interest in Southeast Asia was warranted. It did not take long for these opinions to change, and by the late 1960's and early 1970's more and more Americans were urging both the Johnson and later, the Nixon administrations to end our involvement there. 

When Americans look back on the 1960's today in relation to the Vietnam War through documentaries and movies we are bombarded with images of anti-war demonstrators and activists demanding that the US government end its involvement in Vietnam. There is no mistaking that as time went by the anti-war movement grew in strength. Many Americans began to see that the war was un-winnable, that perhaps the United States did not have vital interests in Vietnam, and that the war was at the center of much of the strife that was beginning to tear the nation apart. 

We must remember two things however. First, opposition to the war, while always vocal, was not as popular then as it might seem now – especially in 1964-67 when force levels increased and many believed the war was winnable. Second, not all, but much of the anti-war movement and its support came from large urban centers, colleges and on the coasts. In the American heartland and in small towns and rural areas such as Norristown, Pennsylvania, support for the war was much stronger. 

From 1940 to 1972, American men were drafted for military service. In time of war, the numbers of those drafted increased. Though the number of those drafted reached over two million during the Vietnam War, during the conflict (from 1964-75) over eight million men were stationed in Vietnam at one time or another. Most of those men did not see combat. 

Still, hundreds of thousands of Americans in Vietnam were draftees and many of them did not want to be there. Hundreds of thousands more get deferments of one kind or another. Full-time college students were not drafted (among the many factors contributing to the accusation that the poor fought overseas while the rich stayed home (the economically backward state of West Virginia saw the highest percentage of deaths per population), many married men (especially those with children) were exempt, those with serious criminal convictions were also not drafted, as well as those with jobs considered vital to the “national interest”. Medical reasons also kept many out of the military. Pressure on local doctors for a deferment letter was great. Of course, the men who garnered the most notoriety were those who fled the country to avoid the draft (most of these one hundred thousand men were pardoned by President Gerald Ford in 1974). Most of those sent to Vietnam did not see combat and were well away from the battlefield. 

Still, despite all of the news stories, demonstrations, and lack of wholehearted support for the war, many more men enlisted rather than wait for the draft. Many of those from poor backgrounds joined in order to perhaps further themselves. Many just wanted to get out of their rural or small town lives. Some wanted to get away from family or sought adventure. During the war years, about 25% of those who served in Vietnam were drafted. The rest were career military or enlisted themselves (either out of a sense of duty or to beat the draft). About 30% of the Americans killed in Vietnam were draftees (almost 18,000). 

David Dolby's father was a veteran of WWII, and had imbued both his sons' with the importance of duty and service, and that combined with a desire to challenge himself compelled David to enlist in the Army before he could be drafted and perhaps sent to a branch of the service in which he had no interest.

By all accounts, David Dolby was a tough, athletic young man who yearned to prove himself.   At the beginning of 1966, David left for Vietnam, joining with what would become one of the most famous American units of the Vietnam War, the 1st Cavalry (Airmobile). The 1st Cavalry (or “1st Air Cav”) was involved in some of the most intense fighting of the war from the moment they were deployed to Vietnam in 1965. The division was commanded by General Harold “Harry” Kinnard, who had come to the attention of command for his role as General Anthony McAuliffe's aide during the Battle of the Bulge in WWII (it was Kinnard that suggested that McAuliffe's comment of “Nuts!” to a German surrender command be the reply the Americans gave the Nazis).

The first major engagement fought by the 1st was in the heavily forested the Ia Drang river valley east of the provincial South Vietnamese city of Plei Me near the Cambodian border. The book “We Were Soldiers Once, and Young” by Harold Moore and Joseph Galloway and the subsequent Mel Gibson movie (2002) “We Were Soldiers” were based on this battle. Over 300 hundred American and South Vietnamese soldiers were killed and an estimated 1,000 NVA soldiers were killed during the four day battle. In May, 1966 Dolby was a member of the 1st AirCav's 8th Cavalry Regiment, 1st Battalion, Company “B” commanded by Captain Roy D. Martin. Dolby's platoon commander was Lieutenant Robert H. Crum.

By the time David Dolby joined with the 1st Air Cav, the division had already seen its first action and many of its men were combat veterans. As a newly arrived and green Specialist 4 (a rank which does not exist in today's US Army, but can be roughly compared to a corporal), Dolby was likely given some of the more unpleasant tasks in camp in addition to his responsibility as his squads' machine gunner. 

In his account of his time in Vietnam, Forsaken Warriors: The Story of an American Advisor who Fought with the South Vietnamese Rangers and Airborne, Robert Tonsetic speaks of running into (then sergeant) David Dolby on one of Dolby's later tours of duty:  “Dolby was a bit of a loner, and spent hours stripping and cleaning the team's M-60 machine guns. Sergeant Roberts told me later that Dolby would walk point for the entire 400-man Ranger battalion armed with the M-60...” 

Tonsetic's account is from 1969, three years after the action which resulted in Dolby's being awarded the Medal of Honor. Perhaps the Dolby of 1969 was a war weary veteran who had seen a number of his comrades die and wished to remain as aloof as possible, but most people who knew the man give accounts of a friendly, but reserved man, before and after the war. Many years later, his brother Daniel spoke of David as someone who was able to talk about his war-time experiences despite the pain the memories sometimes engendered. "You could see the pain in his eyes, but he would chuckle. . . . He wasn't fractured." 

Three years earlier, David carried the M-60 machine gun into combat during Operation Crazy Horse. Still in use today, the M-60 is generally (but not always) handled by a three man crew. Though
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