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As a child I heard stories about my Uncle Bob’s brother Doug.  I never quite put a face to him, yet like all young children I placed him into a general category of soldier.  I pictured this brave, handsome young man dressed to look his best in his uniform heading into battle alongside his fellow soldiers ready to fight for my life.  He always died valiantly and had a military funeral.  That’s how I, as well as many other young children were taught to view soldiers.  They never taught in school that some of them just simply d not come home with no explanation why.  Some of them go Missing in Action.  Just like Doug O’Neill.

Hearing about Vietnam I always imagined a picturesque place where a few soldiers died and the rest just came home and continued on with their lives.  I never realized how wrong I was.  I never realized that so many men sacrificed their lives to help not just their own country, but to help a deteriorating country were most soldiers did not know a thing about the culture.

When first arriving at the memorial I had not a clue as to how much my viewpoint on the Vietnam War would change that very day.  Walking around the memorial I was very entranced with the model of a typical United States Military base in Vietnam.  I was amazed at the number of dangers the men faced on a daily basis, not just from the enemy, but from the surrounding nature.  I was also taken with the letters written to and from soldiers from New Jersey over in Vietnam.  Seeing some of the towns the soldiers came from created more of a connection to these men for myself.  These soldiers became not just a name in a textbook, but real, live men with feelings and thoughts, not just a story on a page.

Continuing outside I learned not just of the commitment of men in the war, but of women and animals as well.  The first realization that the war really was larger than I ever could have imagined began to truly set in staring at the statue of a soldier and his faithful canine.  As we continued to the pathway to enter the actual memorial I began to feel like a soldier myself.  Walking down the path with the trees and lights spaced as if they too were soldiers walking on a path in Vietnam I could not help but to imagine that I were a soldier as well.  With each rustle of leaves from the wind the feeling that someone from the Viet Cong were about to shoot at me took over my senses and sent an alertness through me.

The passage under the large concrete entrance was the next sense I had of being a soldier myself fighting in the war.  As I walked through the tunnel I had a feeling of leaving that which I knew and felt safe with and traveling to an area where I did not know what to expect.  Emerging from the tunnel I was instantly struck with a sense of awe.  The black marble that encircled the memorial seemed to brighten the surrounding flowers that led up to the wall itself.  The immense beauty of the memorial instantly struck me with a feeling of wonder.

Glancing down below me I noticed the names of other soldiers that had died recently who fought in Vietnam.  After being informed that many of those men were affected by wounds and chemicals such as Agent Orange, I was amazed that men could not only lose their lives from a war in the war itself, but from many aftereffects as well.  Images of men who I have grown up with that fought in Vietnam War popped into my head and I wondered how many of them would befall the same fat as the men on the bricks below me had.  Gratitude washed over me at the fact that many of these men had to suffer after such horrible fighting, yet they rarely let on to the suffering they had to endure.

Walking around the large tree in the center of the memorial the group could not help but to be amazed at the looming statue that emerged before us.  Viewing the mix of races and genders working to help save the life of a wounded comrade was extremely touching and gave a new viewpoint to what really happens to a person in a time of crisis.  The soldiers were able to put aside their differences and come together for a common cause.

Advancing up the stairs towards the marble panels felt as if I were walking towards heaven, towards the angels of the Vietnam War watching over me.  Slowly the names began to become clearer and the vast number who gave their lives became a reality.  Seeing the great number of names I realized that Doug was not alone.  So many people gave the greatest gift of all to fight for a cause so far from the safety of home.  The number of individuals from New Jersey alone was astounding and I could only imagine how many were lost in total for the entire country.  As I began walking around the panels each name took on a new face and a new story.  Each story came together to me and I gained a new viewpoint into this often untold war.

Walking to the April 3rd column and gazing at Doug O’Neill’s name staring back at me, I realized that his name is not just a name anymore, but that he is a real person- a person who was taken at a young age in a war while fighting to make sure that one day I could be standing there pursing my dreams.  Just like every person whose name is, unfortunately, lining that wall, he gave the ultimate gift to protect the freedom in this country that so many of us take for granted.  Staring at the reflection glancing back at me in the marble I had never felt more proud of being an American and of those who stood and fought for the freedom of the Vietnamese and of myself and my fellow citizens.  As I walked back to my car to head home from learning so much about a time so often untold I could not help but to reflect on how grateful I was not just for my Uncle’s brother who went Missing in Action, but for each and every life that was taken from us, both then and now, in wars that often have many pieces left untold.

