PAGE  

COMMUNITY OF SUPPORT AT ARLINGTON NATIONAL CEMETERY’S SECTION 60

Arlington National Cemetery’s Section 60 is a final resting place for U.S. servicemen and women, many who have lost their lives in Iraq and Afghanistan.  More than two dozen funerals are held at Arlington daily and Section 60 has become a somber frontier where the line of fresh graves continues to advance.  This year’s National Memorial Day Concert takes a closer look at Arlington Cemetery with a special focus on Section 60:,an area filled with photos, letters and personal mementos, yet one not often seen by Arlington’s millions of annual tourists.  Section 60 has become a gathering place for families and friends who come on a regular basis to visit the gravesites of their loved ones.  The program will feature Beth and Michael Belle who lost a son in Afghanistan and have joined with other families to become caretakers of Section 60.  They have formed a support group, trying to provide comfort to each other and to the newly grieving.  Academy-award winning actress Dianne Wiest will read excerpts from some very poignant letters written by Gina Barnhurst whose son was killed in Iraq last October and is now buried at Section 60.  The National Memorial Day Concert airs on PBS on Sunday, May 27, 2007 from 8:00 to 9:30 p.m. ET (check local listings). 

Like the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, just across the Potomac River, the gravesites at Section 60 are adorned with fond mementos – letters, teddy bears and flowers.  There is also a stream of visitors including parents, friends, wives, sweethearts and dazed and lonely children who come here to mourn the loss of their loved ones and to commune with others who share a similar grief.  The visitors spend hours at the graves, having picnics, telling stories and speaking of, and sometimes to, people they miss so much.

Beth and Michael Belle of Fairfax, Virginia, lost their son Nicholas in Afghanistan in 2005.  They come to Section 60 almost every weekend to visit his grave.  They meet up with other families who have lost relatives in the war, share hugs and try to console one another.  Given the loss they’ve all suffered, there is an immediate understanding and connection between the families.

In some regards, the Belles have taken on the role of “caretakers” of Section 60.  They place flowers and mementos on gravestones for other families who can’t be there and have taken on the heartbreaking task of welcoming new families into the fold.  

Gina Barnhurst of Severna Park,, Maryland is one such person who has felt the Belle’s love and support.  Her son Eric was killed on Iraq in October 2006.  Still reeling from her son’s death, Barnhurst has joined the Belles and others in the Section 60 support group.  She visits Eric’s grave every Sunday, even in freezing rain and snow, and spends hours by his graveside writing him letters.  It is through writing that Gina feels closest to Eric and is able to remain connected with her beloved son.  Gina’s eloquent letters to Eric reflect the depth of a mother’s grieving and the promise of a young life lost much too soon.  Her words will be read in this year’s National Memorial Day Concert by Academy-award winning actress Dianne Wiest.

The following is a small excerpt from one of Gina Barnhurst’s many letters to her son:

“There is a peacefulness about this place.  It is quiet and beautiful and special.  I am so proud that you are buried here at Arlington.  I want the world to know that you are a hero.  People need to know the real cost of war – the real cost of freedom – the real sacrifice our service men and women make. They need to know the sacrifice of the people left behind.”
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