A TRIBUTE TO ARLINGTON NATIONAL CEMETERY

This year, the National Memorial Day Concert on PBS will feature a special segment on Arlington National Cemetery.  Originally part of George Washington's estate, the cemetery has become one of the United States’ most important shrines.  Section 60 is a quiet five-acre pocket that is rarely visited by tourists.  It’s only a few football fields away from the Pentagon.  The section is now one of the few remaining open expanses in the rapidly filling historic cemetery and it has been reserved as the final resting place for those who die in Iraq and Afghanistan and choose to be buried at Arlington National Cemetery.  It has been referred to as “the living Arlington” and will  be featured in the critically acclaimed National Memorial Day Concert to be  broadcast live  from the West Lawn of the U.S. Capitol and overseas via the American Forces Radio and Television network on Sunday, May 27, 2007 from 8:00 to 9:30 p.m. ET (check local listings).  Following are some of the highlights of Arlington National Cemetery’s unique history and Section 60’s emerging one.
Arlington Mansion and 200 acres of ground immediately surrounding it were designated officially as a military cemetery on June 15, 1864, by Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton.  Today, over 300,000 people are buried at Arlington’s 612 acres.  This includes veterans from all the nation's wars, from the American Revolution through Iraq and Afghanistan, and the two presidents William Howard Taft and John F. Kennedy, among others.  Pre-Civil War dead were reinterred after 1900.
Arlington National Cemetery is directly across the Potomac River from the Lincoln Memorial and the Mall in Washington, D.C.  It is the second-largest national cemetery in the United States.  The largest of the 130 national cemeteries is Calverton National Cemetery, on Long Island, near Riverhead, N.Y. 
A model community for freed slaves, Freedman's Village, was established at Arlington on December 4, 1863.  More than 1,100 freed slaves were given land by the government, where they farmed and lived during and after the Civil War.  They were turned out in 1890 when the estate was repurchased by the government and dedicated as a military installation.  However, more than 3,800 former slaves are buried in Section 27, their headstones designated with the word "Civilian" or "Citizen." 

The flags in Arlington National Cemetery are flown at half-staff from a half hour before the first funeral until a half hour after the last funeral each day.  Funerals, approximately 6,400 burials a year or an average of 28 per day, are normally conducted five days a week, excluding weekends.  Military burials are somber and brief – generally lasting less than 20 minutes from start to finish.
The Tomb of the Unknowns (also known as Tomb of the Unknown Soldier) is one of the most-visited sites at Arlington.  The Tomb is made from Yule marble quarried in Colorado and consists of seven pieces, with a total weight of 79 tons.  The Tomb was completed and opened to the public April 9, 1932, at a cost of $48,000.  Three unknown servicemen, from World War I, World War II and Korea, are buried at the Tomb of the Unknowns.  The Tomb is guarded by the U.S. Army 24 hours a day, year round.  The 3rd U.S. Infantry (The Old Guard) began guarding it on April 6, 1948. 

Arlington also contains President John F. Kennedy’s and Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy Onassis’s graves.  After the assassination of the President, the widowed First Lady requested an eternal flame for his gravesite.  The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers ran a gas line to the gravesite and Jacqueline Kennedy lit the flame at the end of the burial service during the state funeral on November 25, 1963.  The present device rests on top of a five-foot circular granite stone.  The Kennedy eternal flame marked the first time in the world that an individual person was given such an honor.  Henceforward, eternal flames would be designated more frequently to honor great individuals and major tragic events.
As of February 3, 2007, 3,091 service people have been killed in Iraq and 352 in Afghanistan.  Of these, approximately 10%, or 320, have chosen to be buried at Arlington’s Section 60.  The remaining 90% understandably opt to be buried in family plots or national cemeteries closer to their homes.  When full, Section 60 will hold more than 13,000 souls.
In this section one can see names of countries such as Iraq, Kuwait and Afghanistan etched into the marble along with those ex-veterans who fought in prior wars, such as Korea and Vietnam.  Privates lie beside officers.  Soldiers beside Marines.  Muslim troops beside Christians and those of other faiths.  Each branch of service is represented here, although the Army has suffered approximately two-thirds of the Iraq war losses.  Twenty-one percent of those lost in Iraq were in the National Guard or the Reserve, while 60% buried in Section 60 in active duty never reached the age of 25.
Arlington honors each with a glistening, white 232-pound Vermont marble headstone marked with the most basic of information and a number.  But, for the most recently fallen, the headstones have not arrived yet, so the graves are marked by small plastic name cards…and mounds of fresh flowers. 
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