
BOB KALSU : COUNTRY OVER FOOTBALL

––––––––

DEREK HURLEY


Table of Contents

Title Page

Bob Kalsu : Country Over Football

James Robert “Bob” Kalsu – He Chose Country Over Football

James Robert “Bob” Kalsu was an esteemed member of the United States military. A veteran of the Vietnam War, he made the ultimate sacrifice of giving his life for his country. While most used their celebrity status and wealth to avoid going to war, Kalsu, an offensive lineman in the National Football League, chose to commit to active duty.  A Second Lieutenant in the United States Army, he served from 1969-1970. Tragically, only eight months after joining the fight, Kalsu was killed in A-Shau Valley, Vietnam. In honor of his service, Kalsu’s name has become a permanent part of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial Wall in Washington, D.C.  

Kalsu’s Rearing, Character and Faith

Born in 1945, Kalsu was the only child of Frank and Leah Kalsu. His parents were middle-class and raised him in Del City, a small town outside of Oklahoma City. Kalsu’s family took great pride in their Czechoslovakian heritage. They would also raise young Bob to be a committed Catholic and man of faith. As a part of that faith, Kalsu learned to be true to his word and to think of others above himself. These teachings would influence him in both his football and military career, and would lead him to make the choice to serve in Vietnam. 

Kalsu in High School

At a young age, Kalsu became interested in all types of sports. But aspiring to be like his Uncle Charles (an All-American and college basketball star), he focused mainly on basketball and football.  Kalsu’s father Frank had also aspired to be an athlete but didn’t have the talent. Early on however, Frank saw the talent in his son and not only encouraged, but pushed him to work and train hard.  Consequently, young Bob Kalsu became a remarkable athlete.  While attending Del City High School, along with sports, Kalsu served as a newspaper reporter. 

Playing on the varsity football team, Kalsu became an exceptional player. He was an offensive lineman but the coach would often use him to both kick and punt. Soon the word got around about his skills and abilities resulting in many college recruiters coming to watch Kalsu play. This included the pride of Oklahoma, the University of Oklahoma Sooners where his Uncle Charles had once excelled on the basketball team. 

Outside of school sports, Bob Kalsu also enjoyed bowling, golf and playing board games. 

Years as an Oklahoma Sooner

Although Kalsu had offers from numerous colleges, desiring to stay close to home and follow family tradition, Kalsu accepted a football scholarship from the University of Oklahoma Sooners. He also wanted very much to play for Bud Wilkinson, a coach known for his candor, assertiveness and powerful presence in the football world. Nevertheless, Kalsu would not get this opportunity as Wilkinson retired from the University of Oklahoma just before his freshman season. Instead, Chuck Fairbanks coached and helped Kalsu become a championship player during his college career. 

As a Sooner, Kalsu thrived on the gridiron. He was an offensive lineman known for his powerful tackles and quick feet. An All-American, he was a hard worker and both a respected and commanding team leader. In fact, Kalsu played a crucial role on the team that defeated Tennessee in the 1967 Orange Bowl. 

He also succeeded in the classroom, especially in the Reserve Officers Training Corp (ROTC) program. In 1968, Kalsu graduated with a Bachelor’s Degree from the University of Oklahoma and also became a commissioned officer in the United States Army. 

Kalsu Gets Married

In the second semester of his senior year of college, Bob married his bride Jan after a long courtship. Jan was the daughter of a local physician and came from a very large family. Bob having been an only child, quickly gained lots of siblings which was a joy to him. By graduation, Jan was already pregnant with their first child. 

Drafted by the Buffalo Bills

Also in his senior year of college, Kalsu’s dreams of playing professional football would come true. In the eighth round of the 1968 NFL draft, the Buffalo Bills selected Kalsu as one of their team picks. Both the Dallas Cowboys and Denver Broncos had also shown interest and strongly considered him, but would shy away concerned about his military commitment. 

In his first and only season of the NFL, Kalsu would have the chance to play in all 14 games and start in 8. As a Buffalo Bill, Kalsu excelled as a rookie; so much so, he was selected “Rookie of the Year”. 

Kalsu Chooses Country Over Football and Goes to Vietnam

Having become a commissioned officer upon graduation from the University of Oklahoma, Kalsu had a commitment to the United States Army. A successful player in the NFL, Kalsu could have gone to the Bills’ front office to seek help in getting out of his orders to Vietnam. He could have also requested transfer to a reserve unit to avoid active duty as many others had done. But despite the urging of his coaches, family and friends, Kalsu would do the opposite and accepted his orders as passed down. When asked why, he said he felt it was his duty to serve in the war. He also stated that he took his commission serious and believed going was part of his obligation as a military officer. 

Kalsu in Vietnam

As a Second Lieutenant in the United States Army, Kalsu was part of the 101st Airborne Division. His subordinates described him as a fair and inspirational leader who always led by example. Although he didn’t talk much about his professional athlete status while in Vietnam, Kalsu used many of the skills he learned as a football player to lead his platoon. 

Although he was a military officer, Kalsu would often help with menial tasks, a trait that earned him the loyalty and admiration of his men. One of those men was David Johnson, a young African-American from a small town in Arkansas. In the 101st Airborne Division, many considered Kalsu and Johnson best friends.  Perhaps they bonded over their love for sports and family, or maybe it was their faith. No matter the reason, their relationship was genuine and built upon trust, love and respect.  

In the midst of the Vietnam War, Kalsu exhibited a great sense of humor and relaxed attitude. He was often the prankster in his unit, and loved to play games (although he would cheat whenever he could). Forever the athlete, because he planned to return to his football career after the war, Kalsu continued to train while in Vietnam. He would run up hills carrying sacks and ammunition to keep his body in condition. 

A Fallen Hero – Kalsu Dies in Action

In the summer of 1970, the 101st Division engaged in an intense, near month long battle with the North Vietnamese Army on the hilltop of Ripcord. Their mission was to destroy the supply base for the Viet Cong leaving them with inadequate equipment, food and other necessities thus weakening their power. Unlike other officers, in this battle, Kalsu would get right in the trenches with his men. He didn’t seek safety giving orders from his bunker like many officers did, but instead he moved around checking on his men to make sure they were okay. 

On July 21, 1970, as Kalsu always did, he was out and about in the midst of the fire fight giving orders and seeing about his team.  Although he’d been able to
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