October 28, 2018
Mayor Thomas McNamara
City of Rockford
425 E. State Street
Rockford, IL 61104

Subject: Beautification of Veterans Memorial Circle
Dear Mayor McNamara:
My wife and I have lived in the greater Rockford area for a long time and have enjoyed all that
Rockford has to offer for many years. Not until two years ago did we move into the city and
now reside in Churchill’s Grove.
We and many others enjoy walking in our neighborhood and
frequently drive Auburn Street to and from our homes. This summer
several of us from The Grove were distressed by the condition of the
neglected flower boxes between the roundabout at Auburn and Main
Streets and the river. With some financial assistance from a small
business in our neighborhood, Northwest Foods, we banded together
to clean up the fourteen boxes on the south side of Auburn Street and
plant and maintain some beautiful flowers to the delight of many who
travel this thoroughfare.
Before moving to Rockford I navigated my way through the
roundabout on many occasions never knowing this site is actually
named “Veterans Memorial Circle”. Perhaps one reason for this is that
the planted perennial grass (and sometimes weeds) in front of the four wing walls is often so tall
that it covers the engraved words in each wall.

When first exploring the surroundings of my new
neighborhood as a pedestrian I came upon the roundabout.
Carefully making my way I ventured across the street to
discover the first of four bronze plaques. This one located
on the northeast quadrant pays tribute to those who sacrificed
their lives defending our freedoms in wars long ago. From the
vantage point of this plaque I peeked behind the overgrowth
to discover the engraving in the large stone cast into the brick
wall. I had discovered “Veterans Memorial Circle”. Now with
enthusiasm I advanced from corner to corner to read the words
on the other three plaques, each paying tribute to those lost
defending our country in a particular era of time.
I was not present at the dedication of Veterans Memorial
Circle in November of 2013. However, I recently obtained text
from the presentation given by City Administrator Jim Ryan
on this momentous occasion. In his speech (attached) Mr. Ryan
recognized many of those from Rockford, now laid to rest in
adjacent Greenwood Cemetery, who made this place better for
for all of us. People like Lewis Lemmon, John Manny, William Bebb, Julia Clifford Lathrop,
and many more including 527 soldiers who served our country and sacrificed their lives for our
nation’s causes of freedom and democracy.
In his speech Mr. Ryan stated, in short and I paraphrase, that when people walk or drive by the
cross roads of Main and Auburn Streets they should know what a special place it is because of
the men and women who came before us who transformed our community and our country. Mr.
Ryan went on to say, again I paraphrase, that it is in this spirit we dedicate these cross roads of
North Main and Auburn Streets as Veterans Memorial Circle – so that when people walk or
drive by they will take notice and remember this place with a sense of pride and consider it a
place of honor.
I and many others don’t believe that we Rockfordians can be very proud of the current
condition of our Veterans Memorial Circle and the manner in which it has been cared for
recently. The landscape has become sparse. The perennial grass still covers up the engravings
on the wing walls. The grounds and street are often covered with too much litter. This spring
the grass was not timely mowed and weeds overtook what few flowers remain there. For over a
week now, the small sign showing the name of the new statue (that replaced the Civil War
Soldier) and the name of its donors lies broken on the ground – a victim of vandalism.

Concern about the condition of Veterans Memorial Circle was expressed at the two most recent
meetings of Churchill’s Grove Neighborhood Association. The general consensus of those 40 or
so residents in attendance is that the memorial should be better maintained and at the most
recent meeting all raised their hand when asked who would be willing to assist in an effort to
spruce it up this coming spring. In fact, several people offered to help lead the way if the City of
Rockford will permit citizens to assume “caretaker ownership” of the general area of the
roundabout. The four other neighborhoods in the immediate area would be invited to
participate. Some corporate sponsorship would be sought out. There was even discussion about
the possibility of raising funds to create a statue of Elmer Ellsworth and erect it somewhere at
the memorial site. Many of us are excited about all the possibilities.
In 2013 Jim Ryan concluded his dedication speech as follows:
“It seems so fitting today, when we raise the garrison American
flag for the first time in honor of our Veterans who served the cause of
freedom, and we dedicate this place called Veterans Memorial Circle, we
can look to the northeast quadrant of these crossroads and we can see
the statue of a Civil war soldier – beneath him the remains of an unknown
Civil War soldier – behind him the buried bodies of the many souls who
served our nation’s Armed Forces. And we can see that this statue stands
at attention looking squarely at the American flag flying in the middle of
Veterans Memorial Circle as a timeless tribute to every soldier.”
The last of the four bronze plaques at the memorial states as follows: “The people of Rockford
established Veterans Memorial Circle on Veterans Day in the year 2013 in deep and abiding
gratitude to the members of our community who have served in the Armed Forces of the United
States – from the fields of Gettysburg – to the beaches of Normandy – to the hills of North
Korea – to the jungles of Vietnam – to the desert sands of the Persian Gulf – to battlefields yet
unknown – defending our nation’s honor – fighting for freedom loving people everywhere.”
Those of us who call Rockford home today are heirs to the memorial, are responsible for the
words of Mr. Ryan, and need to honor the closing words on the last plaque. Is our gratitude
deep and abiding? If so we need to show our appreciation by taking it upon ourselves to refresh
Veterans Memorial Circle and keep it refreshed, making it a showplace in our city.
We want to partner with you and the City of Rockford. Will you help us, Mr. Mayor?
Sincerely,
Rick Westlake
1821 Camp Avenue
Rockford, IL 61103
Cell Phone: 815-222-6930
Cc: Chad Tuneberg, Third Ward Alderman, City of Rockford

