
Chapter 5: The Controversy  

 

Early on in the effort to get the Memorial built, there were traces of controversy. Some felt that the 

money to build a memorial could be better spent delivering the many services veterans needed. 

Others questioned the intent of the Memorial. 

 

Throughout, VVMF embraced the discourse. Only by no longer ignoring the war and its veterans 

could the country truly begin to heal. Besides, the controversy helped draw attention to the 

Memorial, something that was critical to fundraising. 

 

With a design selected, VVMF set a fundraising goal of $7 million in order to fund all costs, 

including the project, the fundraising, and administration of the organization.  The pressure was on 

for directors, staff and volunteers, particularly for Sandie Fauriol, the Campaign Director leading 

the fundraising effort.  She was closely advised by veteran Richard Radez, who had extensive 

business experience, and assisted by Karen Kendig Bigelow, who became the Deputy Campaign 

Director. 

 

At the same time, grassroots efforts to raise money had sprouted across the country. Organizations 

such as The American Legion, the Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW), and the American Gold Star 

Mothers launched internal fundraising efforts that led to large donations. Children in schools took 

up collections, and individuals across America continued to give through the direct mail program. 

 

When VVMF announced the selection of Lin’s design, the initial public reaction was generally 

positive. “We were finally getting the attention from the media that we had sought from the 

beginning,” Doubek wrote. “Though the unconventional design provoked some negative comments, 

a consensus favoring its elegant simplicity emerged on the part of the architectural critics, the staffs 

of the approval bodies, and veterans organizations.” 

 

But several weeks after the announcement, a handful of people began to protest the design. A few of 

the most vocal opponents, including James Webb and H. Ross Perot, had previously been strong 

supporters of a memorial. They complained about the walls being black. They did not like the idea 

that it was below ground level. They did not like its minimalist design. They felt it was a slap in the 

face to those who had served because it did not contain traditional symbols honoring service, 

courage, and sacrifice. Some opponents simply did not like the fact that Lin was a young student, a 

woman, and of Asian descent; how in the world could she possibly know how to honor the service 

of the Vietnam veteran? 

 

Then, in October 1980, veteran and lawyer Tom Carhart, also a former supporter, testified before 

the Commission of Fine Arts (CFA) against the design, saying that “One needs no artistic education 

to see this design for what it is, a black trench that scars the Mall. Black walls, the universal color of 

shame and sorrow and degradation.” 

 

He followed that appearance with an article in the New York Times. The media pounced on the 

controversy and helped his phrase, the “black gash of shame and sorrow,” sprout wings. 

 

According to Scruggs, when he first saw Lin’s design during the jury’s presentation, “I was 

convinced that we had some public relations challenges ahead and some controversy, although I 

didn’t really predict it would spin out of control. The opposition was a small group of influential 

people who were very good at politics. But they were not alone in their views. They represented 

many other people who didn’t understand the design.” 



 

While the controversy made headlines, it also made fundraising easier.  The VFW had solicited 

donations from its local posts, numbering nearly 10,000, through direct mail.  In December 1981, 

VFW presented a check for $180,000. (Over the course of the entire effort, VFW contributed as 

much as $300,000 through a combination of donations from individual members and the 

organization.)  The American Legion was also busy raising funds and approaching its $1 million 

goal. 

 

While Memorial Fund staffers were relieved that donations were pouring in, they struggled with 

how to react to the escalating controversy. There was no arguing that both sides wanted a memorial. 

Their goals were the same. At issue was what type of memorial would be most fitting.  Doubek 

believed that if they lost the battle to build the Lin design, they would lose the memorial entirely. 

“The strong consensus and momentum could never be regained, as each new design proposal would 

be second-guessed for decades,” he stated. 

 

“We talked about it [the controversy] constantly,” Jan’s wife, Becky Scruggs, recalled. “At times, I 

tried to help Jan keep things in perspective. Other times, I got emotional at what was happening. It 

was very much a rollercoaster ride. Although, I actually found it to be exciting, the ups and downs 

of it, occasionally it was overwhelming . . . but the good times outweighed the bad.” 

 

Lin moved to Washington and immediately became part of an internal struggle for control of the 

design. To bring the design into reality would require an architect of record.  Lin stressed the 

importance of selecting a qualified firm that had experience both in architecture and landscape-

integrated solutions. Lin and VVMF interviewed several firms, eventually selecting the Cooper-

Lecky Partnership as the architect-of-record, with Lin as the project’s design consultant. 

Bill Lecky recalled the first time he and his partner Kent Cooper saw Lin’s design. “We thought it 

was a very powerful, elegant statement,” he said. “There was a page of writing included on her 

presentation boards that was a beautifully written description of the experience of going to the 

Memorial.”  

Unfortunately, such eloquent descriptions had done nothing to sway the opposition’s opinion. It 

appeared the opposition might have the power to halt the project in its tracks, despite the fact that 

the design had been approved in concept by the Commission of Fine Arts (CFA) and the National 

Capital Planning Commission (NCPC). “We had obtained preliminary approval in just over two 

months since the design had been procured,” said Spreiregen. “Compared to any other recent 

memorial effort, this was something of a record.” 

 

“What I didn’t realize at the time,” Healy recalled, “was how one small group is all it takes” to shut 

down an entire initiative. “The opponents were skillful and smart in knowing who to call and how 

to stop it.” 

 

“We thought it would be received by the public with great admiration and understanding,” said 

Mathias.  “We didn’t know it was going to be quite as controversial as it was. We had a tough time 

with some of the original donors to the Fund, who wanted to have [the Memorial reflect] their 

personal ideas of what they thought it should look like.” 

 

A compromise 

 



By early 1982, VVMF asked Warner to bring together both sides for a closed-door session to 

hammer out the issues.  

An article by Hugh Sidey in the February 22, 1982, issue of TIME magazine described the session: 

“A few days ago, 40 supporters and critics of the memorial gathered to try to break the impasse that 

threatened the memorial because of such features as the black color of the stone and its position 

below ground level. After listening for a while, Brigadier General George Price, a retired veteran of 

Korea and Vietnam, stood in quiet rage and said, ‘I am sick and tired of calling black a color of 

shame.’ General Price, one of America’s highest-ranking black officers lived with and advised the 

1st Vietnamese Infantry Division. 

To Heal a Nation, a book written by Jan Scruggs and Joel Swerdlow about the creation of the 

Memorial, provides a vivid sketch of the scene: 

“‘I have heard your arguments,’” said General Price. ‘I remind all of you of Martin Luther King Jr., 

who fought for justice for all Americans. Black is not a color of shame. I am tired of hearing it 

called such by you. Color meant nothing on the battlefields of Korea and Vietnam. We are all equal 

in combat. Color should mean nothing now.’” 

Sidey’s piece continued: “At the end of five hours and much shouting, General Mike Davison, 

retired, who led the Cambodian incursion in 1970, proposed a compromise: add the figure of a 

soldier in front of the long granite walls that will bear the 57,709 names of those who died or are 

missing and the tribute to all who served. The battle was suddenly over.” 

General Price had been working with VVMF since its earlier days. “These young men finally got to 

me,” he said of that moment when he stood up to put a stop to the color debate. “Black was not a 

color of shame. We had proven that over and over again . . . and I also resented the fact that anyone 

would discuss Maya Lin’s heritage in terms of her design.” 

 

VVMF’s main goal was to ensure that nothing threatened to “disfigure or destroy the imposing 

image of the design,” Price explained.  

 

A new obstacle 

 

VVMF agreed to the statue compromise, as well as to adding a flag and to reviewing the inscription 

on the Memorial, but they did not want to wait until a statue was designed before breaking ground. 

Waiting meant they would never reach their dedication deadline of November 11, 1982. 

 

Both sides worried that the CFA and the NCPC, which had ultimate approval over the flag and 

statue, might not support the addition of such elements. Breaking ground while the compromise was 

negotiated would allow them to proceed.  

 

Yet the opponents suspected that the Memorial would get built while the statue and flag languished 

eternally in the approval process. That prompted Secretary of the Interior James Watt to threaten to 

withhold a construction permit unless both CFA and NCPC approved the compromise.  

 

Over several tense weeks, more debate followed, until CFA and NCPC gave their approval for a 

statue and flag in concept, pending suitable placement of those elements. Watt followed on March 

11, 1982, by granting permission for the construction permits. 

 



“No matter how many obstacles there are, if the cause is right, you have to keep going,” Healy said 

of the many lessons learned from that time. 

“The design’s merits overcame the critics,” said Mathias. “I’m glad we hung on and prevailed. It 

was a remarkable exercise in dedication on the part of the veterans,” he added. “They were not 

without differences of opinion, but they were all resolved in favor of the Memorial. . . I’ve been 

involved with many organizations, but very few have shown the level of personal commitment that 

was shown.”  

With permit in hand, Doubek instructed Gilbane Building Company, the construction manager, to 

commence construction immediately, even though it was a Friday. His reasoning was that a 

complete mess would make it tough to stop construction.  Scruggs added: “Make this place look 

like an airstrike was called in,” he instructed. “Rip it apart.”  

An official groundbreaking ceremony was held on March 26, 1982. Senator Warner’s aide, Andy 

Wahlquist, had an idea.  Have veterans—positioned along the length of the future walls and each 

with a shovel—break ground.  General Price, along with Senators Warner and Mathias and future 

Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel, gave moving addresses before the command was given, and 150 

shovels entered the ground with enthusiastic veterans enjoying the moment. 

But, much work was still ahead. They now had only eight months to build the Memorial. 

 


