
  



Kenneth Swain was born in St. Louis in 1942 and graduated from 
Ritenour High School in 1960.  After graduation Kenneth attended 
UMSL in St. Louis for one year.  He would complete his degree at the 
University of New Mexico in Albuquerque.  Ken was an Army brat, so 

after graduation, rather than be drafted, Kenneth joined the Army.  He completed 
his basic training at Fort Leonard Wood.  Because he had his college degree, he 
was sent to Officer Candidate School (OCS) where was graduated as a Second 
Lieutenant.  Kenneth quickly was promoted to Captain and served in the 1st Air 
Cavalry in Vietnam from 1969-1970.   
 
In Vietnam Kenneth spent most of his time in a forward area bunker guarding top 
secret documents.  This paperwork included all the orders that would come to the 
forward base, such as the invasion of Cambodia, and all orders were kept in a 
safe.  Other responsibilities included the grim task of writing letters home 
informing families about the loss of their love one.  He also wrote out 
recommendations for Purple Hearts.   
 
Being on a forward base guarding top secret information was dangerous.  There 
were a number of times the base received mortar fire.  Kenneth was lightly 
wounded twice by mortar fire while serving at the forward base.  Once when a 
round hit a wooden outhouse sending splinters in his direction and a second time 
when shrapnel torn through his uniform and grazed his arm.  Kenneth dismissed 
the injuries saying that other soldiers were far more deserving.   
 
Kenneth had three men serving under him guarding and administering the 
paperwork.  One morning the men came in and stood before him naked and 
covered from head to toe in mud!  They explained to him they had “lost his jeep.”  
They continued, they went into the town and visited a “house of ill repute” and 
became intoxicated.  Driving back to the base, they ran off the road and 
completely buried the jeep in a bog or pond.  They didn’t want their uniforms to 
get dirty so they stripped and tried to push the jeep out naked.  They were 
unsuccessful.  The next morning a new jeep appeared at his bunker.  He didn’t 
know or ask how they procured the new jeep.   
 
Kenneth has been described as true leader devoted to his troops.  From that day 
on, whenever his troopers went into town the visit the “house”, he would drive 
them and visit with the momma-san.  Momma-san would cook Kenneth a Buffalo 



steak and play the only American record she had (Johnny Cash’s “Ring of Fire”) 
over and over again.  When the men finished their visit, Kenneth would drive 
them safely back to the base.   
 
Kenneth’s second wife Gale Swaim remarked, “When Kenneth came home from 
Vietnam, he was changed.”  Like many that served in forward positions, he had 
nightmares.  He continued to serve in active duty after Vietnam, and spent time in 
Germany where he visited battlefields, museums, cemeteries whenever possible 
with his family.  After 6 years in active duty he entered the reserves with the rank 
of Major.   
 
After the death of his first wife, Gale and Kenneth met at a reunion for the 
Ritenour class of 1960 reunion.  Gale was four years younger (also a Ritenour 
graduate) than Kenneth and only went because a friend asked her to help work a 
registration table.  They started dating and later married.  Gale described Kenneth 
as a “true officer and gentleman.”    
 
Kenneth returned stateside and worked full time for the U.S. Army Recruiting 
Command.  He would visit colleges across the country evaluating schools and 
endeavoring to get permission to send a recruiter on campus to speak.  This was 
during the turbulent early 70’s and across America there was widespread 
protesting against the Vietnam war.  Though Ken and the other Vietnam Veterans 
simply did their duty, there was resentment directed to those who wore the 
uniform. Gale described one time while Kenneth was in the reserves, he told his 
work colleagues that he was a Vietnam Veteran.  When he returned from lunch, 
his desk was covered in dog feces.   
 
Kenneth would never talk about the his “Vietnam experiences.”  He would only 
tell Gale the humorous stories that happened in the military.  He told Gale that his 
saving grace was his time in the reserves. Most of the reservists were Vietnam 
Veterans and this afforded them the opportunity to would sit and talk among 
themselves. These conversations brought some healing to the troubled veterans. 
 
Kenneth became disabled with acute diabetes, likely complicated by exposure to 
Agent Orange when he was with the First Air Cavalry.  When he walked into the 
Veterans Administration office for the first time and told them he was Air Cavalry,  



they said, “enough said, you get disability.”  Kenneth retired with a rank of 
Lieutenant Colonel. He and Gale spent three months traveling the country visiting 
museums and battlefields everywhere.  Gale explained that Kenneth would walk 
the battlefield and explain every troop movement thoroughly.  Kenneth never 
tired of visiting such places.   
 
Gale and Kenneth have a lot of family living around St. Louis.  In Wright City, Rolla, 
St. Peters, St. Louis County, Dardenne Prairie.  Though they loved living in Nevada, 
Kenneth suggested they move back to St. Louis - somewhere in St. Charles County 
along Highway 70 – to be closer to family and the new grandkids.  They moved 
back to St. Charles County in 2014.   
 
“First Cavalry was his baby.  He loved being a part of the Unit”, Gale said.  Gale 
and Kenneth loved to attend the reunions.  The last reunion they attended was in 
July 2016 in Nevada where they had lived for so long.  They were blessed to be 
able to visit their longtime friends one last time.   
 
Kenneth died on November 6, 2016.  Gale and Kenneth were married for 14 years 
wonderful years. He now rests in Jefferson Barracks Cemetery.  While preparing 
for the funeral, the Chaplain called Gale and asked if Kenneth had a favorite song.  
She told him, “yes, but it is not appropriate.”  The Chaplain continued, “what is 
it?”  Gale replied, “AC/DC’s Highway to Hell.”  The Chaplain agreed, “You’re right, 
it isn’t appropriate.”   
 
Instead, they played Ave Maria.   
 
Kenneth was a “true officer and a gentleman,” remarked Gale.  He served his 
country with distinction during a time when military service was not appreciated.  
Among Kenneth’s medals are a Bronze star and Air medal.  Kenneth reached out 
to every Vietnam Veteran he ever saw to say “Welcome home.”  He was deeply 
touched when a couple of young men – much younger than him – paid for his 
meal one day.  Kenneth was moved by their respect and gratitude.  Gale 
continued, “I know how much he would like to have his uniform displayed in the 
museum.  He was a devoted father, grandfather, husband and a man who loved 
his country.” 
 
Kenneth Roland Swaim, July 1, 1942 -- November 6, 2016.   


