PARTING SHOT

They Shall Never Perish
BY DAVID MARAGNI

I

n the late 1960s at Central Junior
High School in West Frankfort,
my homeroom teacher was Mrs.
Juanita Kinney.
One morning we were told that
Mrs. Kinney would not be there for a
while—her son had been killed in
Vietnam. Like all of us who grew up
during the time, I had learned to observe the pain, loss, and distance that
others felt who had loved ones at war.
In 1973 I graduated from Frankfort
Community High School. Two weeks
later I reported for induction into the
U.S. Army.
All of our training focused on the
war. When we ran—we ran a lot—we
would sing, “I want to be an Airborne
Ranger. I want to live a life of danger. I want to go to Vietnam.”
I never went to Vietnam. When I arrived at my duty station at Ft. Benning, they weren’t sending troops there anymore, although the war would go on for almost two more
years.
The unit I was attached to—the 43rd Engineers—
had many men who had been there. As young soldiers,
we would ask them what it was like. None came across
like John Wayne. They were humble and subdued. They
told us things like, “When I got off the airplane, you
could smell gunpowder,” and, “In our bunker that night,
they started shooting at us; I realized they were trying
to kill us.”
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After my three years in the Army,
I returned to Southern Illinois.
I contacted Mrs. Kinney (now Mrs.
Neal) and told her I was in her class
at the time of her son’s death and
that when the Vietnam War is mentioned, I always think of him. She
thanked me and told me that
Richard had been buried in Marion
in a family plot. She said he was
a Navy Corpsman attached to the
Marines. While on Hill 881, helping others, he was shot in the head.
That was April 30, 1967.
Mrs. Neal gave me a small photo
of Richard. She said that John 10:28
had given her much peace at the
time of his death: “And I give eternal life to them, and they shall never
perish; and no one shall snatch them
out of my hand.”
“I still hurt and cried,” she said, “but I never worried
about him ever again. He is safe now.”
We wrote each other from time to time. Eventually, one
of my letters didn’t get a response. I didn’t think too much
about it. A while later I went to the cemetery to place a
flag on her son’s grave and I found her grave close by.
Memorial Day is an opportunity to look back at people
like Richard Kinney. His mom said, “He always wanted to
serve in the Navy.” His service cost him his life.
The Bible says, “No man lives or dies unto himself.”
Some people we have never met influence our lives by losing theirs.Ω

