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COVENTRY - For more than three decades, the state has been without a memorial
to its 612 Vietnam War dead. A Coventry
woman, inspired by her brother's wartime
service and a major project by local middle
school kids, is doing her damedest to plug
the gap.
Jean Risley and a cadre of American Legion motorcycle riders, veterans, families
and well-wishers have raised .nearly half
the $24,000 they need to order the black
South African granite for the memorial,
which is designed to reflect the national
Vietnam War Memorial in Washington.
Her Connecticut Vietnam Memorial Inc.
recently received tax-exempt status and has
widespread support from veterans' groups.
The town council has voted unanimously
to place the memorial on the Memorial
Green across from Patriots Park where
Coventry dead from several wars are honored.
Risley writes in a solicitation letter,
"After 41 years there is still no individual
memorial within the state to honor these
men. As American Citizens we should be
tripping over ourselves to make this right. n
Who could argue?
But last week, a spokesman for the town's
veterans' memorial commission told the
council that, while the group supports the
concept, they don't want it installed on the
green. They fear they may run out of room
to honor Coventry's war dead.
"The rural atmosphere of a small town
like Coventry does not lend itself to be used
for statewide memorials," Eric J. Ohlund,
chairman of the town-appointed memorial
commission, wrote in a Dec. 13 letter he
read aloud last week to the town council.
The letter asked the council to reconsider
its promise to Risley, suggesting Hartford
as a better site.
Ohlund's committee, founded in the
mid-'80s to establish Korean and Vietnam
war memorials in town, installed them in
the 1990sand now is taking bids for the engraving. The delay was due to setbacks in
research and verification of veterans'
names, Ohlund says.
In 2001,Capt. Nathan Hale Middle School
students, under the direction of gifted program director and veteran Tom Dzicek, collected the names and stories of the 612men
from the state who died in Vietnam. After
more than a year of research and interviews
with veterans and families, they published
a book in 2002, named the school auditorium Veterans Memorial, and listed the
names in the hallway outside. State dignitaries lauded their efforts, which culminat- .
ed in a visit by The Moving Wall, the traveling version' of the national Vietnam
memorial, to the school grounds.
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Risley was one of the family members the students interviewed ... and
impressed.
"The kids are the ones who found
out there were 612men ill Connecticut," Risley said, praising how raptly they listened to the veterans during the project.
Her brother, Robert Tillquist, a
combat medic, died Nov. 4, 1965,and
posthumously received the Medal of
Honor. But she credits the kids for
inspiring her to push for a statewide
-memorial, which seemed like a
natural outgrowth of their toil.
In July 2006,backed by American
Legion Riders from Rockville Post
14,Risley went to the town council to
ask for a site. The council agreed to
find one. The Memorial Green, town
hall and the school grounds, were
considered. A council flap ensued
when school officials rejected the
school site for security reasons.
Other spots had drawbacks, and the
Memorial Green drew the most favor.
At its Nov. 20meeting, the council
voted to allow the memorial to go on
the green, and reinforced that decision at its March 5 meeting.
Risley was pleased.
"It was here that it started and so
it should be here that it's finished,"
she said in defense of a Coventry
site.
The design calls for four angled,
granite panels to sit on a gray gran-

ite base. The 612 names will be engraved on the panels, adorned with
the five armed service emblems and
etched versions of the men's and
women's monuments in Washington.
The laying of the concrete foundation has been offered by a private donor in town, Risley said. The entire
project is estimated to cost $38,000.
Several fundraisers are planned:
a spaghetti dinner April 14 at the
Rockville Legion post; a motorcycle
fun run May 6 in Coventry; a dinner
, honoring veterans May 23 at a Milford school; a benefit game Aug. 19at
the Bridgeport Bluefish. "So you see
I've 'got support all over the damned
place," Risley said with a laugh.
She was surprised that Ohlund
and other veterans on the town commission would oppose the proposal.
"I'm sorry ifhe feels the way he does
but I think it's more important that
we memorialize these men," she
said.
For the record, Ohlund admires
Risley's idea, but cannot in good conscience approve of the precedent it
sets.
"If you're a member of a board or a
commission, your first concern
should be the town and not necessarily what is most popular at the
time," he said.
Councilman William Zenko says
a precedent exists. "We've already
put up a monument there to Rochambeau, who certainly wasn't a
Coventry citizen."

Proposals for state war memorials have fallen flat on numerous
occasions in the legislature, where
hotter matters prevail.
Linda Schwartz, the state commissioner of veterans affairs, said
no statewide memorials exist, and
she heard about the Coventry effort
secondhand.
"Since no one has approached the
department, I've kind of stayed out
of it," she said, but she called Risley's plan "very doable." Schwartz
should know. An Air Force nurse
during Vietnam, she was the treasurer of the group that raised millions for the national women's memorial to that war.
"The effort in Coventry is coming
from individual donations, so that
gives them the juice, ,.. When the
state does it, it has the say pretty
much how it comes down."
Schwartz said she would be ready
to assist any effort to build a memorial and noted there was plenty of
room on the Veterans'
Home
grounds in Rocky Hill or the State
Veterans Cemetery in Middletown,
sites Ohlund suggested to the council. But, she said, Coventry has a speciallink through its 612Project.
"Vietnam was a different kind of
war and maybe people feel more
comfortable having it in Coventry
because they would give it a good
home."

Contact Stephanie Summers at
ssummers@Courant.com.

