
A Soldier’s Story
By John F. Hall

Before I became a soldier at Fort Campbell, I was a Boy Scout. Sir Robert Baden- Powell founded
the Boy Scouts. In his last message to the Boy Scouts, he said: “Try to leave this world a little better
than you found it.” He was a British Army officer and a writer. In this story, I tell about how I tried to
make Fort Campbell a little better place, than I found it. T also weave in memories from my service
as a teenage paratrooper, and my wife’s Civil Service on Fort Campbell. I tell about two medical
helicopters, that collided, seconds after passing about a foot, over the top of my house. I recognize
the grace upon grace, and the inspiration from, Jesus Christ, in my stories.

Sixty-four years ago, I arrived at Fort Campbell, Kentucky. It was the last week in December of 1962.
I never realized that Fort Campbell would become such a significant part of my life. I remember when
I was a 17-year-old paratrooper, and I was assigned to B Company, 327" Infantry. On April 17, 1965,
I married the former Paula Andree Oakley of Golden Pond. We were married at South Chapel, on the
Tennessee side of Fort Campbell. All of the soldiers, from the Fort Campbell Security Platoon, came
in military uniform, to the wedding. My three-year Army enlistment ended on June 28,1965, one day
before my 20" birthday. That year, Paula went to work on Fort Campbell, as a clerk/typist. As time
went on, she transferred to forms design, and later to records management. From job after job,
promotion after promotion, she was hired as the Chief of Administrative Services, at the Fort
Campbell Army Hospital. She retired after 35 years of Civil Services on Fort Campbell.

I first started as an ammo bearer in the 3rd Platoon, B Company, 327th Infantry, 101st Airborne
Division. I then became the assistant gunner, and then I was the M-60 machine gunner. I was also
issued a 45-caliber automatic handgun and a holster. The two M-1 rifle pouches, on my web gear,
were empty. So, I kept a small transistor radio with an earphone in one pouch. I kept a soft paper-
back book in the other pouch. At night, during field training exercises, I would listen to rock and roll
songs on my radio. The earphone allowed only me to hear the songs. One of my favorite songs is,
“Sukiyaki.” Its sung by Kyu Skamkto, a Japanese singer. I did not understand a single word in the
song, but I enjoyed listening and singing the song. The song reached the U.S. Billboard Hot 100 in
1973. It became one of the world’s bestselling singles of all times, selling over 13 million copies
worldwide. Kyu Skamkto was killed in the Japan Airlines Flight 123 plane crash on August 12, 1985.
He was 43 years old.

The Japan Airlines Flight 123 crash was the deadliest single-aircraft accident in aviation history. The
structural failure of the plane, was caused by a faulty repair by Boeing technicians, following a tail
strike seven years earlier. When the faulty repair eventually failed, it resulted in a rapid decompression
that ripped off a large portion of the tail and caused the loss of function of all hydraulic systems and
flight controls. The aircraft was carrying 524 passengers and 15 crew members. Only four people
survived the crash.

In 1966, I enrolled at the newly opened UK Hopkinsville Community College, under the GI Bill. I
transferred to Murray State University in 1968. I graduated in 1970. I had student loans because the



GI Bill only paid for books, fees, and tuition. The Trigg County Farmers Bank (which no longer
exists) wanted me to start repaying my student loans. So, I accepted the first job that I could find, as
the manager of the Fort Campbell Rod & Gun Club. I decided to make the Fletcher’s Fork Creek RV
Park. I requested the help of the Garrison Commander for the 21 sites. The Post Engineers installed
electrical and water service for each site. Sewer service was connected to the club’s sewer system. It
became the first RV Park in 3" Army. The Commander gave me a “Grand Job Pennant Award.” I tried
to make Fort Campbell, a little bit better than I found it.

I use to grumble, to myself, when the H-47 Chinook heavy-lift helicopters would fly over the top of
my two-story farm house. The vibrations from the Chinook’s tandom rotor blades would shake my
entire house. It would cause minor cracks to the drywall in the house. Two years ago, I stopped
grumbling. On March 29, 2023, at approximately 9:40 pm, two HI60 Blackhawk helicopters collided
in midair before going down. The two medical evacuation helicopters were practicing night missions
and were wearing night-vision googles during the exercise. Seconds before they collided, they were
flying at tree-top level, directly over the top of my house. They were about a foot above the roof ridge
of my house. I believe that it was only by the grace of, Jesus Christ, that the two helicopters did not
crash into my house. The soldiers killed in that crash include Warrant Officer Jeffery Barnes, Cpl.
Emilie Bolanos, Chief Warrant Officer 2 Zachary Esparza, Sgt. Issac Gato, Staff Sgt. Joshua Gore,
Warrant Officer Aaron Healy, Staff Sgt. Taylor Mitchell, Chief Warrant Officer 2 Westen Smith, and
Sgt. David Solinas. About a year later, the Vinson Family Cemetery, donated an unused section of the
cemetery. It is several hundred feet, south, from the intersection KY 272 & US 68/80. It is called the
Trigg County Veterans Memorial Park, in their honor.

I was a soldier at Fort Campbell, once, and young.

John F. Hall
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