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By Mary Schmich
Sunday, May 29, 2011

The woman walks toward the wall. 
She presses a fingertip into the shiny, dark stone, 

traces it down the wall, left to right, left to right, 
name after carved name, a roster of the dead pal-
pable against her skin. 

Jim Zwit is about to leave when he catches sight 
of the woman. He has been on the Washington, D.C., 
mall with two old Army buddies for several hours 
on this sunny April day, the 40th anniversary of the 
1971 firefight that killed eight of his fellow soldiers. 
He has cried a little, reminisced and prayed, talked 
to the kids who arrive by the busload to see the me-
morial and learn what the Vietnam War was really 
like. He’s ready to go home. 

The woman bends, her eyes scan lower. 
Zwit, noting that she is middle-age and black, 

thinks: It can’t be. Can it? 
Zwit knows this stretch of wall as well as he 

knows his scars, the pink welts that run from below 
his navel to his right nipple, the sinkhole of puck-
ered skin where he once had ribs. 

This is Panel 4W. The names of the eight men 
who died the night he earned his scars begin close 
to the bottom, at Line 123. 

Robert. Jerry. Charles. Terry. Ronald. Rex. Paul. 
William. 

Over the past four decades, Zwit has dedicated 
himself to finding their families so he could tell 
their mothers or fathers, their brothers or sisters or 
cousins, how they fought, how they died, and that 
they weren’t alone. 

He has tracked down relatives of all the men. All 
except one. William. William Ward. No matter how 
he searched, every clue went cold. 

The woman drops onto a knee. Zwit walks over, 
kneels down next to her, rests a hand on her shoul-
der. He feels the rustle of a dormant hope. 

“Can I help you find something?” he says. 

In April 1971, Jim Zwit, the second in a family 
of nine children from Chicago’s South Side, 
trekked with his infantry company down into 

the A Shau Valley and up onto an enemy ridge to 
retrieve the body of a soldier killed two days before. 

Like the other 77 men known as the Delta Raid-
ers, he carried 80 pounds in his rucksack. His M60 
machine gun weighed 28 pounds more. He had just 
turned 20 years old. 

At dusk on the second day, the men trudged up a 
trail littered with trees toppled by American bombs, 
swatting machetes at the suffocating jungle. They 

could sense, but couldn’t see, the underground tun-
nels and bunkers of the North Vietnamese soldiers 
who had lured them deeper into danger by moving 
the body they came to get. 

Shortly before 7 p.m., in the dying light, the quiet 
jungle erupted. 

Explosions, the pop of machine guns, shouts 
and screams, bullets, blood, shrapnel, the stench of 
sweat and burnt gunpowder. 

Then silence. 
From up the trail, in the kill zone, a voice floated 

back toward the men hunkered behind a felled tree. 
I’m hurt. I need a medic. 
Zwit recognized the voice. It belonged to Paul 

McKenzie, the only black lieutenant in the com-
pany, a guy who never put you in danger without 
standing next to you. 

Zwit was big and blond in those days, a wrestler 
and a hockey player whose Chicago friends called 
him a Pollock even though his parents were of Slo-
vakian and German stock. He’d also been called hy-
peractive. Outgoing. Life of the party. 

Now he jumped over the protective log and 
darted up the trail. 

From the brush, he heard Vietnamese chat-
ter. Spying the entry to a camouflaged bunker, he 
walked over, aimed his gun into the hole and fired. 

Forty years later, in his La Grange Park kitchen, 
he will close his eyes and squeeze his crossed arms 
tight across his scarred chest when he recounts 
how the bunker suddenly went quiet. He had never 
killed before. 

Zwit lugged McKenzie over his right shoulder 
and was halfway down the trail when the second 
mad minute — that’s what the soldiers called the 
bursts of violence — struck. 

McKenzie died almost instantly, hurled to the 
ground, riddled with metal fragments and looking 
Jim Zwit in the eye. 

Without the shield of McKenzie’s body, Zwit 
may have been killed too. As it was, he was just 
bloodied and broken. When the rescue helicopter 
finally arrived, it couldn’t land, so Zwit was reeled 
up, slamming from tree to tree as the chopper 
lurched to avoid gunfire from the ground. 

This is how Zwit remembers it. Others who 
were there that night tell a similar story. There are a 
few hard documents that testify to what happened, 
like the handwritten military report for April 15, 
1971, that noted Zwit’s condition when he arrived 
at the hospital: 

“Multiple frag wounds to chest ... Doctors do not 
believe he will live.” 

A memorial mission
Vietnam veteran Jim Zwit has made it his life’s mission 

to locate the families of the 8 friends he lost 40 years ago
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He lived. 
He lost his right kidney, a piece of his 

liver and four ribs. He would spend the 
rest of his life with shrapnel in his abdomen. But 
he did what eight men he fought beside that night 
weren’t allowed to do. He lived. 

After a couple of years of surgeries, he got a job 
as a Chicago cop. He married, had two kids, di-
vorced, remarried in 1987, would soon have two 
more kids. He left the police force to go into busi-
ness as a process server who also did investigations 
for law firms. 

And through it all, he kept thinking about the 
promise he’d made to Bob Hein. 

Hein was one of the men who’d carried him 
over the log to safety the night of the firefight. In 
the hours before the rescue helicopter came, Hein 
dashed back repeatedly from the combat to bring 
Zwit water, until, at some point, he didn’t come 
back. 

Months earlier, the two had made a pact: If only 
one of us gets out, the survivor has to find the fam-
ily of the other guy and tell them how it happened. 

Somewhere between Vietnam and home, Zwit 
lost Hein’s address, and in those days, it was hard to 
find people. There was no Internet, no Facebook, 
no email. War documents were classified. Nothing 
was digitized. 

Zwit remembered Hein was from Sacramento, 
though, and once a friend visiting California ripped 
the “Hein” pages from the Sacramento phone book. 
Zwit called every one. No luck. 

When he heard about a Sacramento TV anchor 
involved in a California memorial for Vietnam vets, 
he wrote and asked for help. The anchor sent his 
letter to the commission handling the memorial. 
One of the men on the commission was a vet and 
a property appraiser; he scoured property tax re-
cords. No luck. 

Finally, in 1988, a chain of coincidence led Zwit 
to Hein’s mother. She still lived in Sacramento, but 
she’d remarried and changed her last name. 

The day he called her, she told him that Bob had 
received a posthumous medal for carrying one of 
his comrades to safety. 

“Mrs. Hein,” Zwit remembers saying, “I’m the 
guy he carried back.” 

After that, Zwit went, in his words, a little bon-
kers. He vowed to find the families of the other sev-
en dead soldiers. 

He made call after call to the National Archives 
in pursuit of leads. He phoned newspapers in tiny 
towns, searching for obituaries. He narrowed one 
search with the help of a private investigator buddy 
who had access to a credit-check company. 

One by one, he found the dead men’s relatives. 
In West Virginia. Oklahoma. New York. 

One by one, they thanked him, for giving them 
more details than what came in the curt govern-
ment notification, for bringing what was lost brief-
ly alive again. 

“We got no personal belongings of Terry’s back,” 

one mother wrote him in a shaky hand, from Nash-
ville, N.C. “Not even his glasses. He had worn them 
since 2nd grade and wore them all the time except 
when sleeping or bathing. I’m sure he died with 
them on his face ... I am sending a picture of Terry 
that I have cherished for years.” 

Only once did Zwit feel that his overture was 
unwelcome, and he understood. 

And only one family’s whereabouts eluded him. 
William Ward’s. 

‘Can I help you find something?” the man 
asks. 

But Lois Daniels has just seen the one 
name, the one out of the more than 58,000 names 
on the black wall, that she’s looking for. 

“William Ward,” she murmurs. 
She points her camera. The gleaming stone re-

flects the image of the big guy in blue jeans, with 
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wispy faded blond hair, who has appeared beside 
her. 

“Did I hear you right?” the man says. “Did you 
say, ‘William Ward?’ “ 

Does he say it before she stands up? After? When 
they tell it later, they won’t remember it exactly the 
same. 

But he has heard her right. 
She says she grew up in the North Carolina 

countryside near Ward’s family, is married to his 
cousin. She says Ward’s mom and six younger sib-
lings are still alive, though no longer on the North 
Carolina farm. 

Two men who have come to the wall with Zwit 
today join them. One is the helicopter pilot who 
pulled Zwit out after the firefight. The other is Bob 
Gervasi, a platoon buddy who carried Ward’s body 
away. 

Soon, they’re all hugging and, as Gervasi will say 
later, a little wet behind the eyeballs. 

“It’s great you came for the anniversary,” Zwit 

tells Daniels. 
She says, “What anniversary?” 
She doesn’t realize that April 15, 2011, is the 

40th anniversary of Ward’s death. She’s here only 
because it’s grandparents day at her grandkids’ 
school. Her daughter in nearby Maryland has in-
vited her to join them on a drive to D.C. It is her first 
visit to the wall. 

“It was,” she’ll say afterward, “a divine appoint-
ment.” 

A month later, in May 2011, the Ward family 
held a reunion. 

Among other events, they gathered to 
watch a video Jim Zwit sent of the slim, young guy 
they called Spooky. 

For years, Ward’s family didn’t talk about his 
death, though year after year, on the anniversary, 
his mother placed a photo of him, in uniform, in 
the local paper. 

They knew little about how Ward died, noth-
ing about his comrades. They are grateful for what 
Zwit has told them, especially for the reassurance 
that, unlike so many other men, he went fast and 
didn’t suffer. 

“It feels good to know the full story,” said his sis-
ter, Ethel Carter. “Maybe that’s why I couldn’t talk 
about it. I didn’t know what I was talking about. 
Now I know.” 

When they played the video at the reunion, sev-
eral people whooped in delight. 

Look. Spooky, in Vietnam, down by some water, 
in his green uniform. Smiling, just like he did the 
day he left for the airport and said, “I’ll see you all.” 

But then someone noticed Ward’s mom. The 
video had upset her. 

They cut it off. 
Later, several of William Ward’s siblings made 

plans to go to the wall this Memorial Day, for the 
first time in many years, for which they thank Jim 
Zwit. 

R emembering is a mixed blessing. 
Some people like to remember what’s 

difficult as a way to preserve life or to un-
derstand it. Others try to forget. 

Jim Zwit has wanted the knowledge he has 
shared with the families of eight dead soldiers to 
give them a choice about what and how they re-
member. 

And he has, no doubt, wanted something for 
himself, too, something to do with his own memo-
ries, even if he’s not sure what. 
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sisters or cousins, how they
fought, how they died, and that
they weren’t alone.

He has tracked down relatives
of all the men. All except one.
William. William Ward. No mat-
ter how he searched, every clue
went cold.

The woman drops onto a knee.
Zwit walks over, kneels down
next to her, rests a hand on her
shoulder. He feels the rustle of a
dormant hope.

“Can I help you find some-
thing?” he says.

In April 1971, Jim Zwit, the
second in a family of nine
children from Chicago’s

South Side, trekked with his
infantry company down into the
A Shau Valley and up onto an
enemy ridge to retrieve the body
of a soldier killed two days before.

Like the other 77 men known as
the Delta Raiders, he carried 80
pounds in his rucksack. His M60
machine gun weighed 28 pounds
more. He had just turned 20 years

old.
At dusk on

the second day,
the men
trudged up a
trail littered
with trees
toppled by
American
bombs, swat-
ting machetes
at the suffocat-
ing jungle.
They could
sense, but

couldn’t see, the underground
tunnels and bunkers of the North
Vietnamese soldiers who had
lured them deeper into danger by
moving the body they came to
get.

Shortly before 7 p.m., in the
dying light, the quiet jungle
erupted.

Explosions, the pop of machine
guns, shouts and screams, bul-
lets, blood, shrapnel, the stench of
sweat and burnt gunpowder.

Then silence.
From up the trail, in the kill

zone, a voice floated back toward
the men hunkered behind a felled
tree.

I’m hurt. I need a medic.
Zwit recognized the voice. It

belonged to Paul McKenzie, the
only black lieutenant in the com-
pany, a guy who never put you in
danger without standing next to
you.

Zwit was big and blond in those
days, a wrestler and a hockey
player whose Chicago friends
called him a Pollock even though
his parents were of Slovakian and
German stock. He’d also been
called hyperactive. Outgoing. Life
of the party.

Now he jumped over the protec-
tive log and darted up the trail.

From the brush, he heard Viet-
namese chatter. Spying the entry
to a camouflaged bunker, he
walked over, aimed his gun into
the hole and fired.

Forty years later, in his La
Grange Park kitchen, he will
close his eyes and squeeze his
crossed arms tight across his
scarred chest when he recounts
how the bunker suddenly went
quiet. He had never killed before.

Zwit lugged McKenzie over his
right shoulder and was halfway
down the trail when the second
mad minute — that’s what the
soldiers called the bursts of vio-
lence — struck.

McKenzie died almost in-
stantly, hurled to the ground,
riddled with metal fragments and
looking Jim Zwit in the eye.

Without the shield of McKen-
zie’s body, Zwit may have been
killed too. As it was, he was just
bloodied and broken. When the
rescue helicopter finally arrived,
it couldn’t land, so Zwit was
reeled up, slamming from tree to
tree as the chopper lurched to
avoid gunfire from the ground.

This is how Zwit remembers it.
Others who were there that night
tell a similar story. There are a
few hard documents that testify
to what happened, like the hand-
written military report for April
15, 1971, that noted Zwit’s condi-
tion when he arrived at the hospi-
tal:

“Multiple frag wounds to chest
... Doctors do not believe he will
live.”

H e lived.
He lost his right kidney,

a piece of his liver and
four ribs. He would spend the rest
of his life with shrapnel in his
abdomen. But he did what eight
men he fought beside that night
weren’t allowed to do. He lived.

After a couple of years of sur-
geries, he got a job as a Chicago
cop. He married, had two kids,
divorced, remarried in 1987,
would soon have two more kids.
He left the police force to go into
business as a process server who
also did investigations for law
firms.

And through it all, he kept
thinking about the promise he’d
made to Bob Hein.

Hein was one of the men who’d

carried him over the log to safety
the night of the firefight. In the
hours before the rescue helicop-
ter came, Hein dashed back re-
peatedly from the combat to
bring Zwit water, until, at some
point, he didn’t come back.

Months earlier, the two had
made a pact: If only one of us gets
out, the survivor has to find the
family of the other guy and tell
them how it happened.

Somewhere between Vietnam
and home, Zwit lost Hein’s ad-
dress, and in those days, it was
hard to find people. There was no
Internet, no Facebook, no email.
War documents were classified.
Nothing was digitized.

Zwit remembered Hein was
from Sacramento, though, and
once a friend visiting California
ripped the “Hein” pages from the
Sacramento phone book. Zwit
called every one. No luck.

When he heard about a Sacra-
mento TV anchor involved in a
California memorial for Vietnam
vets, he wrote and asked for help.
The anchor sent his letter to the
commission handling the memo-
rial. One of the men on the com-
mission was a vet and a property
appraiser; he scoured property
tax records. No luck.

Finally, in 1988, a chain of coin-
cidence led Zwit to Hein’s mother.
She still lived in Sacramento, but
she’d remarried and changed her
last name.

The day he called her, she told
him that Bob had received a

posthumous medal for carrying
one of his comrades to safety.

“Mrs. Hein,” Zwit remembers
saying, “I’m the guy he carried
back.”

After that, Zwit went, in his
words, a little bonkers. He vowed
to find the families of the other
seven dead soldiers.

He made call after call to the
National Archives in pursuit of
leads. He phoned newspapers in
tiny towns, searching for obituar-
ies. He narrowed one search with
the help of a private investigator
buddy who had access to a credit-
check company.

One by one, he found the dead
men’s relatives. In West Virginia.
Oklahoma. New York.

One by one, they thanked him,
for giving them more details than
what came in the curt govern-
ment notification, for bringing
what was lost briefly alive again.

“We got no personal belongings
of Terry’s back,” one mother
wrote him in a shaky hand, from
Nashville, N.C. “Not even his
glasses. He had worn them since
2nd grade and wore them all the
time except when sleeping or
bathing. I’m sure he died with
them on his face ... I am sending a
picture of Terry that I have cher-
ished for years.”

Only once did Zwit feel that his
overture was unwelcome, and he
understood.

And only one family’s where-
abouts eluded him. William
Ward’s.

‘C an I help you find some-
thing?” the man asks.

But Lois Daniels has
just seen the one name, the one
out of the more than 58,000 names
on the black wall, that she’s
looking for.

“William Ward,” she murmurs.
She points her camera. The

gleaming stone reflects the image
of the big guy in blue jeans, with
wispy faded blond hair, who has
appeared beside her.

“Did I hear you right?” the man
says. “Did you say, ‘William
Ward?’ ” 

Does he say it before she stands
up? After? When they tell it later,
they won’t remember it exactly
the same.

But he has heard her right.
She says she grew up in the

North Carolina countryside near
Ward’s family, is married to his
cousin. She says Ward’s mom and
six younger siblings are still
alive, though no longer on the
North Carolina farm.

Two men who have come to the
wall with Zwit today join them.
One is the helicopter pilot who
pulled Zwit out after the firefight.
The other is Bob Gervasi, a pla-
toon buddy who carried Ward’s
body away.

Soon, they’re all hugging and,
as Gervasi will say later, a little
wet behind the eyeballs.

“It’s great you came for the
anniversary,” Zwit tells Daniels.

She says, “What anniversary?”
She doesn’t realize that April

15, 2011, is the 40th anniversary of
Ward’s death. She’s here only
because it’s grandparents day at
her grandkids’ school. Her
daughter in nearby Maryland
has invited her to join them on a
drive to D.C. It is her first visit to
the wall.

“It was,” she’ll say afterward,
“a divine appointment.”

A month later, in May 2011,
the Ward family held a
reunion.

Among other events, they
gathered to watch a video Jim
Zwit sent of the slim, young guy
they called Spooky.

For years, Ward’s family didn’t
talk about his death, though year
after year, on the anniversary, his
mother placed a photo of him, in
uniform, in the local paper.

They knew little about how
Ward died, nothing about his
comrades. They are grateful for
what Zwit has told them, espe-
cially for the reassurance that,
unlike so many other men, he
went fast and didn’t suffer.

“It feels good to know the full
story,” said his sister, Ethel Cart-
er. “Maybe that’s why I couldn’t
talk about it. I didn’t know what I
was talking about. Now I know.”

When they played the video at
the reunion, several people
whooped in delight.

Look. Spooky, in Vietnam,
down by some water, in his green
uniform. Smiling, just like he did
the day he left for the airport and
said, “I’ll see you all.”

But then someone noticed
Ward’s mom. The video had upset
her.

They cut it off.
Later, several of William

Ward’s siblings made plans to go
to the wall this Memorial Day, for
the first time in many years, for
which they thank Jim Zwit.

R emembering is a mixed
blessing.

Some people like to
remember what’s difficult as a
way to preserve life or to under-
stand it. Others try to forget.

Jim Zwit has wanted the
knowledge he has shared with
the families of eight dead soldiers
to give them a choice about what
and how they remember.

And he has, no doubt, wanted
something for himself, too, some-
thing to do with his own memo-
ries, even if he’s not sure what.

mschmich@tribune.com

A memorial mission

Continued from Page 1

Over four decades, Jim Zwit sought the families of soldiers in his unit who were killed in a firefight in the
jungles of Vietnam. During his careers as a police officer and a private investigator, he never forgot.
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In a video, Jim Zwit
discusses his search for
closure. Photos tell the tale

at chicagotribune.com/zwitpics

chicagotribune.com/zwitvid

Mary
Schmich

Not pictured: Rex M. Daniels
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Over four decades, Jim Zwit sought the families of soldiers in 

his unit who were killed in a firefight in the jungles of Vietnam. 

During his careers as a police officer and a private investigator, 

he never forgot. 




