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Historical Society to open Vietnam War exhibit
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When Tilda Phlipot, director of the Shelby County Historical Society (SCHS), and the society's board of directors decided to honor local Vietnam War veterans with an exhibit of artifacts, they had no idea that what they were about to do would result in their changing the stately mansion that is the Ross Historical Center into a replica of the Southeast Asian jungle. But that's what they've done.

"APO Shelby: A Vietnam Experience" will open at the center, 201 N. Main Ave., on Sept. 1 and run through Oct. 15. It is free and open to the public, Mondays through Fridays from 1 to 5 p.m. and Saturdays from 9 a.m. to noon.

From olive drab sandbags stacked on the porch to rooms draped in bamboo foliage and tent canvas, exhibit visitors will be transported into the memories - the sights and sounds - of local veterans of America's most controversial modern war. 

"We formed a committee of Vietnam vets," Philpot said, "and we asked them, 'How do we tell the story of Vietnam?'" Committee members include SCHS trustee Jim Hall, Mark Deam, Bob Stevens, Ken New, Ed Ball, Keith McClain, Roget Lenz, Woody Joslin and Jon Johnson.

"I wanted the exhibit to be what they wanted, not what I thought they should want," Phlipot said. But it didn't take long for the committee to realize that everyone's experience of the war was unique.

"One man remembers the jungle as being very dark. For another, the jungle was all bright light," Phlipot said. Each committee member has taken responsibility for a display area in the museum.

"Jon has vivid memories of what it was like to be in the jungle, so one room is the jungle," Phlipot went on to say " Mila Hamilton took a group of Vietnam veterans and assisted them in painting the back drops for the jungle. She brought their memories to life. "Mark Deam was a radio operator, so one room is a communications center. Another room is a recreation of a foxhole." The tunnels used by soldiers known during the war as tunnel rats are represented. So are a mobile hospital (MASH) unit and a field religious sanctuary.

The life-size dioramas are supplemented with artifacts, photographs, and publications that have been loaned by area veterans. On display will be uniforms, medals, gifts that soldiers purchased in Vietnam for their families, equipment they used and weapons. In addition, an inter-museum loan from the Museum of the Soldier in Portland, Ind., has brought a substantial amount of war memorabilia to the center, including a brick from the building known as the Hanoi Hilton, where American prisoners of war were incarcerated.

"The Museum of the Soldier has loaned us items concerning MIAs and POWs," Phlipot said. "So we have a display that particularly honors Gregory Huston, who is the only Vietnam veteran from Shelby County who is still missing in action, and Robert Kuhlman, and MIA from Indiana."

While no one remembers the war in the same way as anyone else on the committee, the organizers all agreed that they want to convey as much as possible what serving in the war was like.

"It's an educational exhibit," Phlipot said. "It will bring Vietnam War history to life."


"Especially for the younger generation who don't know much about it," added Stevens. He was a combat correspondent and photographer.

"I took thousands of photos," he said, "and I kept copies of most of them. I have loaned them to the historical society for this exhibit."

Another thing that everyone agreed on was the need for a room in which to remember the friends and family members they left behind on the battlefield. So one display room is dedicated to all the men in Shelby County who died in Vietnam.

"It was a dirty, nasty little war that everyone wanted to forget," Stevens said. "And it has been kind of forgotten over the years. So this is a tribute to not only those who served, but those who died - 55,000 of them - and a lot more who came home in pieces."

But most of all, Phlipot said, the society has mounted the exhibit as a way to say "thank you" to the area men who served, they never got a ticker-tape parade when they came home.

"APO Shelby: A Vietnam Experience" is part of a larger, SCHS event, "Honoring Those Who Serve," which includes the hosting of the AVTT-TWF traveling Vietnam Memorial wall replica and a Healing Field of Flags. Flags in memory or honor of loved ones are available for purchase by calling the historical society at 498-1652 or online at www.shelbycountyhistory.org.

"Honoring Those Who Serve" sponsors include AAA Shelby County, Allinger & Company, Alvetro Orthodontics, Steve and Peggy Baker, Nick Bensman, Behr Design, LLC (in-kind), David Bragg (in-kind), Cargill Inc.- Sidney, The Community Foundation of Shelby County, Disabled American Vets, Emerson Climate Technologies, John and Julia Frantz, Freshway Foods, Goffena Furniture, Jim and Brenda Hall, Jackson Center VFW Post 3316, Lockington Methodist Church, Douglas Millhoff, The Peerless Group, Recycling Haus/Dwight and Brent Althaus, Shelby County Memorial VFW Post 4239, Shelby County United Way, Shelby County Veterans Service Commission, Sidney American Legion Post 217, Sidney Daily News (in-kind), Sidney Shelby County Fraternal Order of Police Lodge 138, Sidney Manufacturing Company, Slagle Mechanical, Sollman Electric Co., Special Occasion Party Supply, Temperance Lodge 73 F&AM, Thomas and Corrine Francis Family Foundation, Richard and Susan Wallace, Tom and Polly Watkins, and Helen Blake Wildermuth. Additional sponsors are welcome..

To purchase flags or to sponsor this event, contact the Shelby County Historical Society at 498-1653 or at shelbyhistory@embarqmail.com.
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