
Chapter 6: Construction 

 

As soon as the design was chosen, the next step was to consider the all-important details of 

getting it built. 

 

Lin worked closely with Cooper-Lecky on all aesthetic aspects of the design. Lin knew it was 

critical to maintain the simplicity of the design throughout the design development and 

construction process and that the placement of the memorial was crucial to making it feel 

balanced within the site. 

 

Starting from the original design concept, architectural firm Cooper-Lecky had to work out “the 

actual details – how long the walls were, how many names were on each panel – during the 

design development process,” said Bill Lecky.  

Full size panels were used to position the memorial in the center of the site and Lin used the site 

lines of the Washington Monument and the Lincoln Memorial to tie the memorial into both the 

historic and physical site. 

 

Volunteer advisor John Woods remembered scrutinizing the design from a structural engineering 

point of view. He knew it was feasible to build; it seemed rather straightforward. “It was going to 

be a reinforced concrete retaining wall, set on pilings. That was the easy part,” Woods said. The 

hard part was determining how to locate and create the mirror-like polished stone, how to 

engrave the names and how to install the granite.” 

 

Choosing the granite 

 

As the selection of the granite was narrowed down, Lin was keen on preserving the notion that 

the granite walls be reflective and thin - to appear more as a veneer - to help express a critical 

aspect of the design -  that the memorial was a cut in the earth that had been polished.  

Working with the construction manager, Gilbane Building Company, the design team had to 

locate the appropriate type of granite: a flawless, reflective, deep ebony stone. “We went on a 

worldwide search for black granite,” Lecky said. “We uncovered five potential stones. One in 

Bolivia was believed to be too soft. One in Canada was not black enough. One in South Africa 

was rejected for political reasons. That left one in Sweden and one in India which were felt to be 

acceptable.” 

 

After bids were received from both, the quarry in India was selected. One of the requirements for 

the project was that the mine could not use explosives to extract the stone, because Cooper-

Lecky did not want to risk having it be cracked and flawed.  

 

Finalizing the size 

 

In addition to locating the stone, the design team needed to make sure the Memorial would be 

accessible to people with disabilities, calculating just the right angle of the slope. It was set at a 

five percent slope, the maximum allowed without requiring handrails. 



The design team  also needed to determine the size of each concrete panel, the size of the 

lettering and the height of spacing between the lines of names. “If you increase the letter size by 

one-eighth of an inch, all of a sudden, The Wall gets 25 feet longer,” said Lecky. “We performed 

a graphic analysis to determine how big and how tall the walls needed to be.” 

The choice of the lettering style - Optima, designed by Hermann Zapf - was a font Lin selected 

after considering a multitude of options. She wanted a font that was modern yet captured the 

integrity of how stone lettering is cut. The font Optima seemed to fit that desire to match an 

almost printed quality with a hand-cut feel.  

The entire text size and layout Lin saw as an open book - the layout of the text aligned on each 

panel to the center of The Wall, or toward the apex, and ragged on the outer ends of the lines as 

if the apex is the binding of a book. 

The text size is less than half an inch, which is unusual for monument design, but was selected to 

make the memorial read more like a book. This lends a sense of personal intimacy in a public 

space which helps create a sense of connection to the memorial. 

Ultimately, one of the greatest challenges was how to get that many names on the wall panels in 

such a short period of time 

Inscribing the names 

 

The last important detail that would need to be figured out was the inscribing of the names and 

the more fundamental idea behind the chronological listing of the names. 

The design Lin envisioned listed the names chronologically by date of casualty. It was an 

unusual design choice that posed a problem of how to locate an individual name. When Lin 

asked how many Smiths would be on The Wall, the team realized how important the 

chronological listing was to the design.  

A chronological listing would also allow a returning veteran to find his or her time of service on 

The Wall and those who died together to remain together forever on The Wall. The solution on 

how to locate a name evolved into a book or directory of names with an alphabetical listing and 

the panel and line number of each name. 

The families of service members who were missing in action originally wanted their names listed 

separately. Ms Lin arrived at a  design solution to note those that were MIA with a symbol that 

could be altered if the service member was found.  

The original design proposal called for all of the names to be individually hand-chiseled in the 

stone, but the team soon realized the time and money it would take to do that were impractical. 

Instead, Lin found John Benson, a master stonecutter, to hand cut the text at the apex - the years 

of the earliest and latest casualties from the Department of Defense list and the brief prologue 

and epilogue adjacent to the dates.  

The design team and VVMF searched for a way for the names to be sandblasted rather than 

hand-carved. They needed to figure out how to make stencils for the names and find a 

sandblasting technique that would not damage the granite. 



In August 1982, Doubek received a call from Larry Century, a young inventor from Cleveland, 

Ohio, who had read about Lin’s design and had devised a process that could be used to inscribe 

the names. Cooper-Lecky sent him some designs and a piece of the granite, to see if he could 

provide a sample. The piece came back with the design perfectly inscribed.  

Century was selected to serve as a consultant to Binswanger Glass Company in Memphis, 

Tennessee, which was awarded the contract for inscribing the names. 

The process began with a photo-positive image of the names, printed on clear film—one for each 

panel. A liquid solution was spread evenly onto a panel and allowed to harden. The photo-

positive of the names was mounted on top of the hardened solution, which operated much like 

photographic print paper. The panel was then rolled into a light booth and blasted with an intense 

amount of light. 

Once the panel was wheeled out of the booth, the photo-positive was removed, and the panel was 

hosed off with water. The solution would melt away wherever the names appeared in the photo-

positive, leaving sharp, clean-edged letters which looked as if they had been cut out with a knife 

blade. 

The panels were then sandblasted with aluminum oxide and sand.  Once the blasting was 

completed, the panels were delicately wiped with bleach to remove any remnants of the matrix, 

leaving the polished granite panels with beautifully etched names. 

Initially, the process required a few refinements. “When we did the first few panels, they looked 

great,” Lecky recalled. “Then we asked them to move the panels out into the sun. When we saw 

them in the sun they were disastrous. You could see these rivers of shadows running through the 

names. It was clear that the blasting had not been done evenly, with some of the letters etched 

deeply into the stone, while others were very lightly embossed.” 

To ensure that the sandblasting step was done with even amounts of pressure and force, the team 

designed a spray booth with a rolling guide, constructed with a series of holes. The sandblasting 

nozzle was placed through the upper hole of the guide, then rolled evenly and smoothly across a 

panel. Workers would walk back and forth, moving the nozzle to each subsequent hole, being 

careful to maintain the same measured pace. 

The process continued through the lowest and last hole, ensuring a consistent blasting depth over 

the entire panel. Once in place, the process, though crude, worked to perfection. 

 

 


