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King High Remembers: Bob Barden

In the United States of America, millions of brave citizens enter military service in order
to defend our country and its values. Though we honor them now, with the political climate
being as is was at the time, there was no big fanfare for the soldiers returning from the Vietnam
War. In fact, when Bob Barden came home, he met a hippy who said she’d spit at him. It is
because of this kind of response that whenever veterans of the Vietnam War meet each other,

they say “Welcome home brother”, because no one had welcomed them home. Mr. Barden has a
patch that says “We met as strangers, we parted as brothers” as a tribute to this.
Bob Barden was born on October 23, 1936 and joined the Air Force on March 16, 1954
at age 17. It wasn’t uncommon for people to enlist at a young age. There were people enlisting at
age 15. In fact, there was even a twelve-year-old who managed to get past basic training before
he was found out. Still, when Mr. Barden enlisted, he was going through the “typical teenage
bullshit”. He had been in love with airplanes since he was six years old and had entered the Air
Force in order to learn about airplanes and how to fly. However, he’d also enlisted in order to
escape his father, who he thought was mean. At 17, he could not understand how his father got
so successful being as dumb as he was. Later, he realized that his father was preparing him for
life, though his education was tough. On his first day of boot camp in Geneva, NY, he wondered
what the hell he had done, signing up to have people scream at you if you didn’t get up fast
enough. However he would get used to doing told what to do and doing it. In fact, when he
re-entered civilian life, he had to adjust to people telling him how to do stuff.
Mr. Barden would become a master sergeant during his time in the Air Force. In his
position, he would sometimes have to defend people who did not share the same religion as he,
or were atheists. However, he figured that, in his Oath of Enlistment, he had sworn to defend the
Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic, so how could he say
someone couldn’t say something when they had the right to. His fundamental belief wasn’t based
in a specific religion anyways, he simply believed that we were put on this earth to do
something. You may not know what that thing is, or when you’ll get it done, and once you do get
it done, you’ll get to go home.

During his service, Mr. Barden did a lot. A funny story he told was about the time he and
the flight of airmen he was in charge of was stopped by a colonel. The reason why was because
they were marching wrong, with their right hand moving with their right foot instead of left and
vice versa. Though the colonel noticed something was wrong, he couldn’t pinpoint what and
ended up letting them go, resulting in the airmen exploding with laughter shortly after. Another
story he told was about why he was awarded a Purple Heart. He had gotten shot and was
wounded by mortar fragments that had gotten through his vest, which had big armholes. He had
been so focused on moving the troops he was responsible for onto the helicopter, he didn’t even
realize he had been injured. He even demanded to know “which one of you clowns is bleeding”
before realizing it was him and subsequently passing out from blood loss.
Regardless, Mr. Barden asserts that raising kids was the hardest thing you’ll ever do, and
he has plenty of experience. Since marrying his wife, Aleda, in 1961, after making wedding
plans over HAM radio, they’ve raised children, grandchildren, and even great-grandchildren. Mr.
Barden loves his family, and holds the younger generation in general in high regard. Once, while
he was stationed in Ethiopia for six months, he saw how his Imperial Majesty, Emperor Haile
Selassie personally gave certificates to the top 10% of students in the nation. When Mr. Barden
asked a liaison why his he did that, he was given the reply, “Because his Imperial Majesty
considers our youth our country’s wealth, youth, and future”, a belief Mr. Barden holds strongly.
Mr. Barden has been retired from service for over forty years now, however, he continues
to wear a bracelet in memory of one of his pilots. The bracelet is engraved:
Col Charles E Shelton
USAF 4-29-65 LAOS

Mr. Barden also carries a coin he bought from a gas station in Oklahoma. The coin is engraved
with the words:
Follow the footprints of the Lord. They will lead you through troubled times and brighten your
life
The words reference the poem “Footprints in the Sand”, a poem that reminds the reader to have
faith.

