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 It was different from what I thought it would be, and harder to look at.  
Much, much harder. 

 
I thought it was on top of the ground, this wall, the wall with the names of 

the 58,000 dead. 
 
But the wall has grass behind it, to the top, and you look as if into an open 

grave—with the 58,000 names etched in black granite altogether there. 
 
It’s quiet. 
 

Though hundreds gather, the only voices are those of small children with 
wandering words, not yet able to understand the world of their elders. 
 

Then a man in words I cannot hear talks in tones familiar to his weeping 
wife.  It is the tone and not the words that seem to matter most. 
 

The wall begins at ground level and peaks in the middle, then continues to 
ground level and ends—like a moment come and gone—a fragment of history, a 
shiny granite-faced memory of an era which was the best of times and the worst 
of times. 
 

It’s not a straight wall but reaches out, like embracing arms, one in the 
direction of the Lincoln Memorial, the other toward the tall monument dedicated 
to George Washington. 
 

One speaker calls it a “healing wall,” talks about an incident not long ago 
where on Vietnam veteran moved his hand along the wall to find the name of his 
friend, the place where it ought to have been, the day he probably died. 
 

But there was another hand moving along the wall, also looking for the 
name of a friend, for the place where it ought to have been, the day he probably 
died. 
 

Two hands neared each other, touched, and the faces turned to see that 
neither friend had died. 
 

Ducks fly silently overhead, winged wonders without malice or munitions, 
as the chaplain prays that American not forget “these honored dead.”  He says it 
in the shadow of the Lincoln Memorial—Lincoln, that political prophet who said 



similar words at Gettysburg, said it of another war that tore brothers and friends 
and families apart. 
 

It’s not easy to remember now how war can push people to extremes, but 
the wall helps.  The wall with the names on it.  The wall of polished granite that 
reflects the trees, and the grass, and your own face.  And you remember who you 
were then, and what you felt, and why the tears fall now. 

 
The average age of the names on the wall is 19.  Nineteen.  That magical 

age just out of high school when the world still seems small enough to shape and 
to mold and to be remembered in.  Nineteen—that moment between boy and 
man.  A time of strength, and bravado, and endless dreams.  Nineteen. 
 

A speaker quotes Rudyard Kipling:  
“God help us for we knew the worst too 
you.” 
 

A lone bugle begins to play “Taps.” 
 

From behind, a Vietnam veteran 
with sandy hair and beard begins to 
weep.  He mutters, in affectionate curse, 
“Rest in Peace.  Rest in peace, you 
bastards.” 

 
The roar and whirl of a helicopter mixes with the haunting sounds of the bugle.  
From the crowd another voice says, “Do you heart that?  A goddamn chopper.  
Isn’t that fitting, man?” 
 
A third veteran leaves the women he’s with to join the other two.  He’s crying, too. 
I know where you’re at, brother,” he says, as the three of them hold onto each 
other, three strangers who shared a place called Vietnam. 
 
"Can you smell it?” one of them asks. 
 
“Yes,” answers one voice. 
 
“I’m with you,” says the other. 
 
The bugle stops and people move slowly to the wall, the wall with that 
unforgettable world at its base, a place of roses and wreaths and newspaper 
clippings, dying daisies and a baseball cap, pictures and poems, and notes—such 
as the one from Greenwich Connecticut, that said, “To our long neglected hero.”  
It’s signed, “A grateful American family.” 
 

A mother turns to a guide.  She is weeping, holding her stomach.  “Can you 
help me find my son?” she asks, seeming to ask for much, much more. 



 
Another mother nearby, arm over her son’s name, leans against the wall 

sobbing and shaking in that unutterable grief that misses the smile, the voice, the 
hand touched no more. 
 

Chrysanthemums in milk jars.  A grown man trying to explain to his 
teenage son why he cries.  Hands reach up from the crowd.  Hands point to the 
wall.  Hands cover eyes.  Hold other hands. 
 

An old man with white hair leans on his wooden cane watching without 
expression. 
 

I touch the crease in the center, the place between two granite panels.  The 
panel on the right has “1959” on it, at the top, the year when the first Americans 
began to die.  The one on the left has “1975” on it, at the bottom, when the body 
counts stopped, when the war ended, after we had all been drawn in. 
 

In the open field some hundred yards away is a statue of three American 
soldiers.  They look like ghosts, have looks of uncertainty on their faces—of fear—
as if hesitating before taking the next step. 
 

The three of them seem to be listening rather than looking, heads slightly 
turned to the wall.  They are turning in the slow recognition of the wall—of the no 
end to their war. 
 

It seems like only a moment before I had heard these three men, heard 
their voices when the chopper came by, after the ducks went by, heard their 
voices when they had fully turned and seen the wall. 

 
The wall is a headstone.  A reminder of an era when boys became men too 

fast, when war spilled over from our television sets onto the living room rug, 
when America awakened to its own capacity for meanness and duplicity, and also 
to another kind of power. 
 



It’s the power that comes from having been wounded, from having suffered, from 
having felt the healing that comes from understanding hands and sympathetic 
voices rather than the cleansing—and sometimes deceiving—waters of victory. 
 
At the wall on Memorial Day, America tries to find the power called compassion. 
 
“Rest in peace.  Rest in peace, you bastards,” he said. 
 


