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Better late than never

Vietnam veteran

By DEVON HUBBARD SORLIE
Soundings Staff

Thirty-eight years after Ramon De
Palm Sr. retired from the Army, he finally
got what he deserved: an Army
Commendation Medal for Meritorious
Service. The medal was pinned on him
June 8 in a ceremony held at Fort Eustis.

In the scheme of things, De Palm’s
Bronze Star for Valor outranks an Army
Medal of Commendation. Yet that’s not
how De Palm sees it.

“The Bronze Star recognized me for a
single incident while I was in the Army,”

De Palm, 76, said. “The Army Medal of

Commendation
career.”

It was a commendable career, indeed.
But it didn’t start off that way. De Palm
was a l6-year-old from Brooklyn, N.Y.,
with a chip on his shoulder when he joined
the Army in 1946.

“When 1 joined the Army, they were
taking anybody,” De Palm joked.

He was assigned to a transportation
outfit in California where he met a first
sergeant who *“‘talked softly and carried a
big stick,” De Palm recalled. The sergeant
saw through the teenager’s cockiness and
made him a company clerk.

“He taught me to stand taller than the
tallest man in the crowd,” De Palm said.
“We were*friends until he died last year.”

That first sergeant also engouraged De
Palm, a high school dropout, to go back for
his general education diploma (GED). De
Palm did. Suddenly, the kid who couldn’t
stay in school couldn’t keep out of them.

“If there was a vacancy at a school,
then I filled it,” De Palm said.

He attended the Army Language
School, becoming fluent in Korean. That
got him a job as an interpreter with the
United Nations Commission in Seoul dur-
ing the early 1950s, where he would listen
to what the North Koreans were saying,
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ABOVE: Maj. Gen. Brian Geehan, commanding officer at Fort Eustis, pins the Army Commendation Medal on
the jacket of 1st Sgt. Ramon De Paim Sr. (ret) June 8. De Palm, 76, was awarded the medal 38 years after he
retired from the Army. RIGHT: Once De Palm’s friend and fellow Army retiree Al Compton heard about De
Palm’s remarkable Army career, he worked for more than three years to get the medal presented to his
kuddy. Both men wore their Army uniforms, thanks to creative sewing, De Palm’s son joked.

translate it and type up a report.

De Palm also worked for the Joint
Operations Detachment, “but I can’t talk
about that,” he said mysteriously.

He was an interpreter for the first
Republic of Korea (ROK) Army, and
worked with the Korean Military Advisory
Group.

At one point, officials wanted De Palm
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to take American Army aviation manuals
and translate them into Korean.

“But I didn’t know anything about hel-
icopters, so the Army sent me to aviation
school to learn about helicopters,” De
Palm said.

He was clearly a quick study. They
decided to keep him as an instructor.

Please see Medal, page D4
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“So they lost their interpreter,” De Palm said. Their
loss, aviation’s gain. He would eventually earn a mas-
ter’s degree in aeronautical engineering.
~ “I can tell you the number of rivets in a Huey,” De
Palm said.

The Army life was his life for 22 years, and he loved
it. On Dec. 23, 1967, he arrived home from his final tour
in Vietnam, filed his retirement papers, and he got his
214 separation form in the mail. After 22 years, he was
done.

“It hurt,” De Palm
said of the lack of cere-
mony. “But [ accepted
the Army and the way it
ran.”

Most soldiers would
have been satisfied with
being awarded the
Bronze Star, the third-
highest award given to
the military for valor
and courage. De Palm is
proud of that medal, but
felt his role was over-
stated somewhat during
a battle with the Viet
Cong on Nov. 9, 1967.

De ° Palm was
attached to the 18th
. Aviation Company. The

+ unit had 31 aircraft with
two guns each, and all of the enlisted crew chiefs and
gunners had taken their guns off the aircraft and back to
the barracks to clean them.

During the night, the Viet Cong attacked their posi-
tion.

“I had this big brass shell that I beat to use as an
alarm,” De Palm said. “The enlisted ran to the perimeter
with the guns, while the officers went to the airfield to
protect the aircraft, which was basically SOP (standard

operating procedure).”

When “Charlie” started cutting through the concerti-
no wire, they opened fire.

“We were in foxholes,” De Palm said. “Within 15
minutes, we had them either dead or running. After it was
_over, we counted 214 bodies and none of our guys were
hurt. They did good.”

De Palm was cited for directing the fire in that fight,
among other things.

“It was a minute thing I did, but the Army
Commendation Medal, that would recognize my career,”
he explained. ¢

BUDDIES FOR LIFE

Back in 1973, De Palm, who retired from the'Army at
age 38, was working for a company known as Jeffco
Manufacturing, now called Ball Metal Beverage
Container Operations out of Williamsburg. They made
aluminum cans for a beer company. He and 10 other
workers were sent to Colorado for training.

Immediately, he noticed another man, Al Compton.

“He was the only one who impressed me about being
diligent in what he did,” De Palm said. “There’s some-
thing about a military man and the way he carries him-
self. I recognized that in him, and we have been friends
for the past 30 years.”

There were a lot of similarities to their careers. Both
were in the Army, and both had been in Korea and
Vietnam. Compton had served with the 45th Infantry
Division as a machine gunner. After Korea, he decided
he had done enough infantry and went into wheeled vehi-
cle maintenance:.

As many men will do, they compared ribbons and
medals. De Palm had the Bronze Star and Compton had
the Purple Heart. But Compton had something De Palm
had wanted for years: the Army Commendation Medal.

“It just came up in conversation one day, and I men-
tioned I had wanted an Army Commendation Metal, and
the next thing 1 know, Al is getting a hold of the proper
authorities trying to make that happen for me,” De Palm
said.

It wasn’t easy. The trick was finding the right person
to carry the ball.

“It was very frustrating,” Compton said. “Just getting
them to return a phone call was tough. So much time
would lapse between phone calls, 1 thought it would

1st Sgt. Ramon De Palm, Sr. (ret)

never come to an end.”

Three years into his quest, Compton -called
Congresswoman Jo Ann Davis and found the point per-
son he needed: Carol Shulenburg, the district representa-
tive for Davis’ Yorktown office.

“We went through some hoops, but afier Mr. Compton
got all of the Mr. De Palm’s paper work filled out and his
service record, it was obvious Mr. De Palm merited get-
ting the medal,” Shulenburg said.

After the Pentagon’s medal department approved the
application, the medal and certificate were mailed to
Davis’ Yorktown office.

But that wasn’t good enough. Compton, who now
lives in Columbia, S.C., wanted De Palm to get the
recognition ceremony he deserved. Fort Eustis personnel
were happy to oblige.

“This is long overdue, but I'm proud and humbled today
to present this retirement award for 1st Sgt. Ramon De
Palm from 1946 to 1967,” Maj. Gen. Brian Geehan, com-
manding officer of Fort Eustis said June 8. “This was an

administrative error and oversight, and it is now corrected.”

Having the ceremony at Fort Eustis was fitting. It was
where De Palm and his wife, Ruth, of nearly 52 years,
got married in 1953 after a whirlwind romance.

“We met in April, were engaged by May and married
in June,” De Palm said. “We got married in that chapel
they just tore down.”

De Palm wasn’t the only De Palm in the room wear-
ing a uniform. Son Ricardo, 36, is a staff sergeant in the
Army after a stint in the Marines. A single channel radio
operator, he just returned from a tour in Iraq.

“He’s a character, you can trust me on that,” the
younger De Palm said of his father, who was basking in
the attention, adroitly taking the floor and keeping the
audience amused with his stories.

“This is the only life I know, and the only one like it
there is,” the elder De Palm said. “Hooorah.”

To reach the writer, e-mail her at devon.sorlie@mili-
tarynews.com.



