
1 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Warriors on the 

Mountain  
 

Written and photographed by Daniel Barnes 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

Dedicated to the warriors in this story and all those who inspire 



2 
 

In the Ring 

 
ñOne, one-two, one-two-three, weaaaave é hook to the body, hook to the head!ò A hard-nosed 

trainer barks at a gray-haired boxer throwing punch combinations against his padded mitts and 

athletically moving around the ring with a determined look in his eyes. ñGoooood,ò says the 

traineré ñOne-two-three, right uppercut, left hook, jab!ò 

 

It is my first time in the gym, and I figure the boxer to be in his 

late fifties.  ñMan,ò I say to the guy putting on his gloves next to 

me, ñI hope I can move around like that when Iôm his age.ò 

ñYouôre telling me. Itôs incredible,ò he replies. I begin to wrap 

my hands in a corner and continue to look on.  

 

Four glove-pounding rounds later, the bell rings to end the round. 

Dripping with sweat and breathing heavily, the boxer snakes 

through the ropes, strips off his gloves and plops down on the 

metal folding chair next to me.  

 

ñBoy! Does that guy work you out!ò he says between breaths. 

 

ñYouôre really something,ò I tell him. 

 

ñEh, I try,ò he replies. ñIôm still learning.ò 

  

That was the first time I met Dave Nichols.  

 

Hooked on boxing from that day on, I continued to go the gym just about every day. Dave was 

usually there and would always say hello and give me pointers on 

the basics: how to wrap my hands, throw a jab, find a rhythm with 

the speed bag and all of the other things you think you know about 

boxing until you actually try it. ñIôve been boxing for about a year, 

and itôs the best workout Iôve ever had,ò Dave would say. I 

continued to watch him in the ring, studying his punch 

combinations and the way he moved and set his feet when throwing 

them, a key to being a good boxer.  

 

One month later, I was finishing up a workout and un-strapping my 

gloves in the corner of the gym. Dave was doing the same a couple 

feet away. ñSo Dave, what do you do for a living?ò  I asked. ñIôm a 

wounded veteran. I was injured in Vietnam,ò he replied.  At hearing 

this, I was a bit confused. I had read about Vietnam vets and the 

troubles that many faced, both physically and mentally: the 

depression, the alcoholism, homelessness, the whole bit. Weôve all 

seen movies like Forest Gump and Born on the Fourth of July.  But 

Dave Nichols boxing (Kingston, 

NY)  

Nichols after training four 

rounds  
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this guy? A guy who boxes four rounds in the ring and then hits the heavy bag for three more, all 

while happily chatting with just about everyone that comes through the door.  

 

 

I thought about it for a second, not sure if it was right to ask. ñDo you mind if I ask you what 

your injury is?ò I finally replied. ñNo problem,ò he answered.  He then un-strapped the second 

glove, bent down, and picked up both pant legs to expose two prosthetic legs. ñYup, lost them 

both below the knee in Vietnam,ò he said, tapping the hard plasticéI couldnôt believe what I 

was seeing.  

 

On June 5, 1969, Dave Nichols received a notice in the mail from the United States Army telling 

him to report for his physical, where he was then informed that he was being drafted to go to 

Vietnam. This came as no surprise to the nineteen-year-old foster child from the working class 

town of Trumbull, Connecticut.  When leaving the physical, Dave decided to head downtown to 

the Army draft board to see if he could enlist right away. ñWe were the kids of World War II 

veterans, so there was a certain expectation to serve your country. It was a very blue-collar 

mentality. You would do two years and move on,ò Dave remembers. ñMy whole approach being 

a nineteen year old kid was that if I  upped my draft and went in at the beginning of the summer, 

it would be the beginning of summer when I got out in two yearsétherefore, I could party the 

summer and then start to look for a job in the Fall,ò he recalls with a grin, forty-two years later.  

 

 

Fear 

 
As part of the 173d Army Airborne Brigade, based at Camp LZ Uplift near Qui Nhon, Vietnam, 

Dave and his unit were often flown out to the bush for 20 to 

25 days to set up base camps in local villages. ñMost of the 

guys were like me - young, blue-collared and for the most 

part replacements. We would break up into six to eight man 

teams and head into the jungle to patrol designated five mile 

grids on reconnaissance missions,ò he recalls.  

 

The hit and run tactics and guerilla warfare fighting style of 

the Vietcong (VC) caused Dave and his fellow soldiers to 

learn to live in fear. ñDuring the daytime, in the villages 

things were very calm. The locals would go about their lives 

working on their farms and carrying out their daily business, 

but as soon as night fell, a certain sense of fear would come 

over you,ò he remembers. ñOne night in the village, some 

VC came down from the mountain and hit us pretty good. 

The soldiers from the South Vietnamese Army that were 

with us immediately abandoned the fight and we simply got 

overrun. In all, five of our guys were killed and a three were 

wounded,ò he recalls. ñThey would hit and runéand they 

were good.ò  

 

Dave Nichols: Age 19 (Vietnam) 

 1970    photo provided by Dave 

Nichols 


