March 27, 2011 – Arlington National Cemetery Run
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There are many sights of historical importance in Washington, D.C., but possibly none is as immense or significant as Arlington National Cemetery.   Presidents and statesmen are buried there along with thousands and thousands of military veterans – some who died in combat and some who survived to reach old age.   I ran about a mile and a half from my hotel to one of the cemetery gates and found myself running in solitude on a cold late March morning with snow on the ground from a light dusting the night before.   The only sounds were my foot falls on the pavement as I trotted along amidst the orderly rows of military graves.
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Recently there was a gathering of Medal of Honor recipients in Washington, D.C.   There are less than 100 living recipients of our nation’s highest honor.  I don’t know how many are buried in amidst the markers in Arlington National Cemetery, but I saw quite a few as I ran along the winding road through various sections. I set my camera’s auto-timer and stood next to the grave of John Stokes of Boston who served in the U.S. Navy aboard the USS New York.   I know nothing of this man who was born in 1871 and died in 1923, except that he must have done something requiring bravery and valor to be so honored.   A little further into the cemetery I happened upon a more modern gravestone for Medal of Honor designee Matt Urban, a Lieutenant Colonel in World War II who lived well into his 70s. 
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The Tomb of the Unknown Soldier doesn’t mark or remember one person.    As I stopped outside this large monument with its Roman–style architecture I was reminded of what it represents – the remains of unidentified war dead of each military branch are entombed in memory of all the unidentified or unrecovered war dead.
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As I ran up and down the gradual hills on the twisting roads through the cemetery I was awestruck by the size of Arlington National Cemetery.   I also thought about the cemeteries with similar rows of gravestones in countries such as France that hold many thousands more of the men and women who gave their lives so that I can enjoy the freedom to go for a run on a Sunday morning.   The symmetry of the gravestones meshed well with my brain’s love of order and structure and was very peaceful as I ran slowly past section after section of grave stones.   I never knew who might be buried around the next bend and was surprised to come across the marker for Earl Warren, former Governor of California, who was Chief Justice of the United States Supreme Court when I was in high school.
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In addition to individual markers there were monuments for entire groups of our military personnel who lost their lives in a particular battle.   I ran up a small grassy hill to a pyramid-shaped memorial and found it was in memory of the officers and crew of the U.S. Coast Guard Cutter Tampa which was sunk by a submarine in Bristol Channel in World War I.  It notes that all were lost and that ‘Thy Way is the Sea.’   As I headed toward the gate to leave the cemetery I spotted a large globe marking a gravesite which caught my interest.   Upon closer inspection it was for Robert Peary, who discovered the North Pole, and was dedicated in 1922.   This was a fitting end to my journey through Arlington National Cemetery as it was my final discovery that day of a treasure trove of United States history.   I encourage you to take a run or walk through this final resting place of heroes and dignitaries so you can discover those in our nation’s past that set the stage for us to live free and run free today.
