REGION

The ceremonial first shovel full of dirt signals the beginning of the new state Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Coventry. Photo by AI
Hemingway.
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Ground broken for Vietnam memorial
By

ALHEMINGWAY

ReminderNews
n Nov. 4, 1965,Company B, 2nd
Battalion, 12th Cavalry Regiment, 1st Air Cavalry Division
was hacking its way through thick jungle near Plei Me, South Vietnam. Suddenly, the air was filled with the sharp
crack of rifle fire. as North Vietnamese
troops ambushed the lead platoon.
Within seconds, soldiers were struck by
automatic weapons fire, and the cries of
"medic" could be heard.
Disregarding his own safety, Specialist 4th Class Robert Tillquist, a combat
medic attached to Bravo Company,
leaped into action. He raced from man to
man and administered first aid as enemy
bullets narrowly missed him. When an
enemy machine gunner attempted to
fire upon the wounded, Tillquist used
his body as a shield to protect his fallen
conrrades. He was killed instantly as he
was struck by bullets. For his outstanding bravery, he was posthumously presented the Distinguished Service Cross,
the nation's second highest award for
bravery in combat.
With the passage of more than four
decades, Tillquist would have been forgotten, just another name on the Vietnam Veterans Memorial Wall in
Washington, D.C. This was not the end,
however, for the memory of 'I'illquist.
In 2001,Tillquist's sister Jean Risley, a
Coventry resident, became involved'
. with a project entitled "612," named after the number of men from Connecticut
killed during the Vietnam War. Students
at the Nathan Hale Middle School, under
the guidance of their teacher, Tom
Dzicek, conducted interviews with living veterans to compile their stories for
future generations. Extensive research
was also done to gather as much information as possible on the 612 men who
died from the state. This school project
took on a life of its own and became the
impetus for the Connecticut Vietnam
Veterans Memorial.
In July 2006,Risley formed the Connecticut Vietnam Veterans Memorial
Committee. She immediately wrote a letter to the Coventry Town Council and
asked for a small parcel of land to erect
such a monument. "We needed a memorial to thank them," Risley said. "I set:
out with strong convictions. Nothing
could stop me."
The town set aside a piece of property
on the Coventry Veterans Green, and
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Vietnam Veterans of America State Council member Billie Cullen presents Jean
Risley with an American Legion bear at the ground breaking ceremony.

groundbreaking ceremonies for the memorial took place on Sunday, Aug. 12.A
host of local officials were in attendance
and praised Risley for her determination in seeing her project through to the
end.
"This is a very important day," said
State Comptroller Nancy Wyman. "Jean
had a vision. This would not have happened if it weren't for her. Her brother
understood the importance of helping
people, and so does Jean."
Retired Army Brigadier General Dan
McHale, a Vietnam veteran, praised Risley as well. "Weare here to pay tribute to
our fallen brothers from Connecticut
who have paid the ultimate sacrifice," he
said. "It is so much better today. Returning veterans are cheered, and people
shake their hands. That's a far cry from
our'homecoming."
The crowd was filled with Vietnam
veterans, and the American Legion Riders posted the colors and stood guard
behind the speaker's podium. "Tillquist
-was with the 1st Air Cavalry, and I felt it
was important to come here today," said
Stan Kugler of Waterbury, a Vietnam
veteran who also served with the 1st Air
Cavalry Division in Vietnam.
"When the traveling Wall came to Coventry in 2002, I fmally came to terms
with my brother's death," Risley explained, her voice filled with emotion.
"That's when I decided we need a state
memorial to honor our dead."

Brig. Gen. Dan McHale, USA (Ret.)
attended the ceremony. Photos by AI
Hemingway.

To date, the committee has raised
more than $32,000dollars of the $40,000
dollars needed to complete the project.
The base for the memorial will be in
place before the end of summer. The memorial, a black granite wall with names
of Connecticut's dead, is being built by
Clark and Riley Memorials located in
Manchester.
"The rest of the funds will go to purchase granite benches and bronze
plaques with the service emblems for
each branch of the service," said Risley.
"Right now, the dedication of the memorial will take place on Armed Forces Day
on May 17,2008."

