
Oo, Soldirri Story is abaut my childhood neighbor, Rickey Caruolo, who ttsas one of thefrst

to die in tbe Vietnam Wan This is a mernorial ta one soldier who stands in for all the great Suts

tike him who uere killed in Vietnam. It is a sna?shot too of a more innocent time in America and

a u:ay of tfe that was lost in the cynicism thatfollorued the Vietnam War. Those uho v;sit tlre

Vietnam Veterans Memorial go because they had a Rick, Joe, or Steve ttshom they loved and lost.

They go because tbe most precious thing they ottn is a letter like the one Wayne Buruell tarote to

the Caruolo family after their son died in his arrns. Not all monuments are made of stone.

On summer nights, my next-door neighbor Rickey Caruolo would play the guitar

on his front steps. He always drew a crowd-women mesmerized by his movie-star good

looks, his football buddies, old-timers, and lots of children. Fifty-two children lived on

Lennon Street, and the undisputed god of that sheet was Rickey.

Lennon was a sfteet of families, each contributing four, five, six boomers to the tum-

b1e, the backbone ofthe American dream, fifties style. Everyone had two Parents then. \Me

sarv endless days of four-square, Red Rover, and hide-and-go-seek We swam in the sum-

mer, burned leaves in the fall, starred in Mr. Nickerson's Halloween movies, sang carols in

the long night before the annual Christmas Party at the Dionnes' house-all of us, every

season, every year. Even the dogs played together.
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We moved in ,r bubble of inr-rocencc in Providence,
in Littlc Rlody, the sm lest state, isolirted by size
iurd inclinirtion. It would be easy to dismiss our
harmony as typical ofany neighborl.rood with
shirrcd smlll town values. But it was more than
thrt. There wrs infinite grace. Almost four decades
lltcr, wheD I added up the number ofchildren on
Lennon irnd arrivcd at the strggering total of
fifty-two,I called Mrs. Dionnc, one of our many
mothcrs,just to mrkc sure. "You ve got the number
exrctly right," she said. "We raised the best kids o[
the plrnet on Lennon Street." Each hcad was
countcd, wc counted.

I{ickey held court on his front steps. Whcn hc
'wasnt plaf inlJ guitar, hc played hi lo-jack, his
t.avoritc crrd game. Or hed unfold the newspaper
a:nd rcli Pean ts to us little ones, explrrining the
comic strip frame by frame. "Do you get it now?"
he d lsk. Hc would tell us what happened on The
JacA Paat Shota because he was the only one old
enough to stay up that 1ate. He'd brelk up the
occasionirl fight, and rfterward youd scc him, arm
around the beaten kid, coaching and consoling.
Hc was our paperboy. He knew everyone.

'I'/ttr'r"s ,r t'L'(t.ta/t Lj/JI, t/tL /1 utLt'ittrtr.fltt,,4 i.t

tltt-'tt.y'.r.f|.yitty (11 //1.t'/ra/t/t-'. It'.;.fl_f itty 7br -1ti,l,'t,,

.lbr uiritt,L trp hir /ili.lbr r'.'o,r,t/tin! t/:rtt.lhty
t'L' P /'L'.'; L' / t l.t. Fo r t t t,', h,' t t t.t t /t L t 1 r'/i t t i t i o t t

t l / t t / . t / / /n o. f  t r l /  out ' /o. t . ; , ' .s i t t  I t i r ' lnt tnt .
-Michael  Dionne, 2003

His peers called him Elvis, because he was cool,
cooler than the King, cooler even than James
Dean. He lvls miqnctic, smooth, and, by tem-
pcramcnt and opportuliry a ladies' man.

He left behind maDy stories.

"Hrve Curt tell you the one about the broken-
down '34 sedan." I{ickey lnd fifteen guys with
names like Big Daddy Lynch chippcd in to buy
the car and thcn scribbled their names along with
their financid stake on the bickseat.
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"Get Michael to tell you about the night Rickey
showed up at his house, pleading-eventhirg
wirs urgent with l{icke1'-with his mother to lct
him take Michacl downtown to Locw's Thcatcr
to watch a Flovd Pattcrson heaq.weight light. How
Rickey nlrrrted the fuzzy black and white ncwsreel,
blow-by-blow, to his tcn ycar old buddy."

"Do you remembcr him swingirrg the.iurnp ropc
for us? The way he m:rde up llnny sor.rgs rrs we
jumpedi"

"How about the tin.re he bought the candy-apple-
rcd Chubby Chcckcr twisting shoes, the ores
with the plastic insets in the soles so he could
renlly put the twist into ovcrdrive?"

'Ask your dad rbout thlt 1956 Chew ofhis, thc
one that would never st:trt." Llsed to channing
everyone rnd everything, Rickey would talk aloud
to the cat hands flying. 'Aw, why arc vou doing
this to me now? Don't you know where I havc to
be?" Hed kick the car, stomp otl, and rerurn a
few momertts later. Ok,ry. T Jm quins ro givr y('u
one more chance." No stirt, lrnother kick, and
hed be back, swearing to the car that this wirs
absolutely its last chance. He wirs generous u,itl.r
second chlnces, whether for cirrs or pcople.

Rickeyt trrst tour with thc lhrincs, in 1963-64,
took him to the Prcific, where he trained irr
Okinawa rnd the Philippines. He was in Tolqo
when President Kennedy was shot. In 1965, he
received orders to Vietnam.

Rickey died on Mrch 23, 1966, nerr Qrane
Ngni in central Vietnam, two weeks short ofhis
rerurn to the United Stltes and three short of his
twenty-second birthday. Wayne Burwcll, a close
friend of his sincc boot cirmp, later wrote to his
family and described his last hours.

On tl.re drw he died, their compmy had been chm-
ing Vietcong for wo days; nany wcre killed. It was
their final day out. Eight companies were poised t<r
sweep a village that morning. Rickey, with ten
other men, crcpt ahead, secing no action until thcy
were thirty feet from the vill:rge. Heavily armed
Vietcong suddenly opened l.ire. Rickeyt group
rushed l trench ten f'eet lwav, losing two mcn as
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thcl did so. llickel', thc tcitm leirder, covered until
cvcr\one w';ls ill the trench and cr>uld covcr hirr.
Oncc thcrc, tho rcalizcd thirt thrcc Nlfirrines, or-rc
rvounded, were c:rr.rght benvcen thcm ltcl thc r,il
l.rge. ldckcv and anothcr solclicr lctt thc trench ,rtd
cftrwlcd out to thc rvounclccl m.an.

As he dlagged him back, Rickcy wrs hit. Whcn
Bunvcll crirwlccl out to help, I l ickev insistecl thnt
he t-rrst gct thc othcr soldier to sirfetr'. Onl\,thcn
did hc rl lorv Burucll to pull hirn back. Thq'
were sti l l  cut off, there rvls nothing to do. As
thcy rvrited, I{icker-told Br.rrrvcll he kncrv he
rvls clving lncl lskcd hinr to rvritc to his fir:nilr ' .
I Ie told his tlmil l he lovcd thcm, hon, rnucli he
rurisscd his l i tt le sister Jor', lncl glvc his slvinqs
r"  l r i .  qod.on Jirn t . r  spcnJ ,rr t  .  ' r l lcce , ' r ' . i r r , t
on tin.

F-inallr; ' .rt l l iqhthll, l lurwell rnd Lennl Bvrcl,
inothcr f i icnd, dngged Rickev on their stomachs
lirr.rr hr.rnr.lrcil ylrds bctbrc thc Victconq cut thcn-r
olf reain. Rickev begged 13'.rrwel1 to rblIrdon
Jriur, but hc rvouldn't. Burr,vell held him in his
lrrms urti l  hc dicd.

A pricst nncl r l lrr i lc
oll lcer came to Lennon
Street. II:rrir-re L.lrrcc
Cpl. Richrrcl Anthonv
Caruolr, Kilo Conrplnr.,
3rd Brttalior, 7th
N{lrinc Rcgimcnt, hld
been kil led in rction.
I le rvas one of thc lirst
of the 22,1 lihode
Islrndcrs rvho fell in
Vietrrlrm. A strclnr of
pcople, cl.lls 1ong, cpiet-
lr,sl ippcd in ard out of
thc Clruolos' housc. l-or
the llrst tinrc, thcrc \.'crc
reporters on the strcct.
Thc rcdization crrn-re fix'
mnnY thit thclc was
rrnother w()rkl out thcrc,
a drngcrolrs rvorltl not
l ike Lcnnon Street.

Rickey krved his Nlnrine
drcss blues. I Ie rvolc

thern in his crrsket, rvhich h;rd becn trllcd rvith
11'drogcn and sc cd in Plexiglns to sun,ive thc
ionu trip b,rck fron South Vietnaln. A l loral
rvleath plirced on top rcrcl "Goocl niqht, swcct
prince." After the ftrnerirl at St. Augustinc's, his
cortige moved slorvly down Lennon Strcct. His
beJorrccl dog, Rcx, horvlccl ls his nlster'.s br>cll rvas
borne b1'.

Outsidc thc ccmctcrt' ch,rpcl, l{icker wirs sirluted
rvith rit le shots, thc loud bl,rsts reverberit ing
inside. Each tine, his mothcr prcsscd hcr hancl to
hcr hclrt,,r hcrrrt thlt would break irnd stop i l
yelrr liltcr ilmost to the dar\i

Aftcr Rickols cleath, the street',s shouts tumcd to
rvhispcrs, l lcx grerv white alound thc snout, rnd
so rrlny Rhodc Isllnd solclicrs clied in Vietnlnr
thlt it wirs hrrd to tlnd militrrv pallbearers.
Rickev rvrs 1-rosthumor.rs11, au,ardcd thc Sih,cr Star
tbr hcroism irr combat, and eventurrl ly took his
place on the Wlll l  on P.rncl 6E, Lile ,11. Almost
fbrty veirrs lirter, thc merrorics of l guv rvho lovccl
lilc, lovctl pcoplc, Lrvccl his countrr,, rlre evcrqrccn.
Wc count hini l lnolg us.
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