The Honorable Anthony J. Principi

Secretary of Veterans Affairs

National Memorial Cemetery of Arizona

Phoenix, AZ

April 1, 2001

*

Congressman Stump, Congressman Hayworth, members of our nation’s Armed Services, fellow veterans, fellow VA employees, ladies and gentlemen.  Good afternoon, everyone.  Thank you all for coming.

Thank you, Pat (Patrick F. Chorpenning, State Director of Veterans Affairs) for that kind introduction, and for your service to this cemetery and to our nation.  And thank you all for that warm reception.

Let me extend my special thanks to the 36th U.S. Army Band for the beautiful musical selections you have provided, which have added so much to today’s ceremony. 

And thank you to the Joint Color Guard and Honor Squad of Luke Air Force Base for everything you have done.  You’ve helped to make this a very special day for Arizona and its servicemembers and veterans.

Ladies and gentlemen, two great friends of veterans are here with us today.  The first is my good friend Congressman J.D. Hayworth, whose district we are in.  In his third term in Congress, Congressman Hayworth has established himself as a fighting voice for veterans and their legitimate needs.  

He is currently the chairman of the House Veterans Affairs Subcommittee on Benefits, where he has focused his efforts on improving the delivery of benefits to veterans.  I am proud to work side by side with him in this vital task.

And the second is the former chairman of the House Committee of Veterans Affairs, Congressman Bob Stump.  America’s servicemembers and veterans could have no better friend than Chairman Stump.  

Bob Stump is the recipient of the Veterans of Foreign Wars Congressional Award; the American Ex-Prisoners of War Barbed Wire Award; the AMVETS Silver Helmet Award; and dozens of other honors from America’s veterans organizations and others.

Although he is no longer Veterans Affairs committee chair, Bob still serves as Vice Chairman of its Subcommittee on Oversight and Investigations.  He also serves our nation’s men and women in uniform as Vice Chairman of the House Committee on National Security.  

Not only has he looked after their welfare and their benefits, but he is a staunch advocate of providing them with what they need most: the equipment that ensures that in any conflict they face, they have the tools and weapons they need to win quickly and return home safely.

Congressman Stump’s vision and dedication led directly to the expansion of this beautiful national cemetery that we celebrate today.  All Americans are grateful to him for everything he has done.  

Congressman, thank you for being with us today.  Both you and Congressman Hayworth are great American statesmen, and great representatives of the people of Arizona.

Let me share with you the words of another great statesman—a man who served his country well in the nineteenth century.  William Gladstone was one of England’s greatest Prime Ministers.  He once said:

“Show me the manner in which a nation cares for its dead, and I will measure exactly the sympathies of its people, their respect for the laws of the land, and their loyalty to high ideals.”

Here in this national cemetery—our nation’s most honored and hallowed ground—we pay homage to men and women who so valued America that they placed their lives at risk in the defense of generations of Americans to come.

Here we show our continuing loyalty to the ideals they fought for, and died for.

Here we show we care about them; and that we will never forget the sacrifices they have made for the rest of us.

This is a place where generations of families come to visit and remember their loved ones.

A national shrine to the service and sacrifice of our nation’s veterans.

A place where the bodies and ashes of those who offered their lives for America rest forever in honored glory.

At the dawn of our nation’s history, during the Revolutionary War, the patriot Thomas Paine wrote:

“These are the times that try men’s souls.  The summer soldier and the sunshine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from the service of their country; but he that stands it now deserves the love and thanks of man and woman.”

And as it was in the beginning, so it is today.  

For more than two and a quarter centuries, America’s servicemembers and veterans have stood up for their country.  They heard our nation’s call, whenever it came, and went wherever they were sent in her defense.  And, just as Paine prophesied, our nation has always shown them its love and gratitude.

Our veterans are men and women who have never failed to put the preservation of their country above the preservation of their own lives; their duty before their comfort; and their honor before everything else.

Today, we dedicate a new place in their honor: a place that reflects our gratitude to them, and our love, and our belief that those who rest here have done their duty for our nation and its citizens.

The expansion of this cemetery provides 32,000 new burial sites for Arizona’s 430,000 veterans.

Here there are three new committal shelters for interment services; a public information center; the assembly area where we are now gathered; a Founders Plaza with an eternal flame; and a memorial trail.

Ten thousand new desert plants and shrubs, and 5,000 trees, make this beautiful place even more magnificent.

This final place of honor for the veterans of the state of Arizona is hallowed ground where successive generations of veterans—separated by time—are reunited in veneration.

It is sacred not only to those who died in our defense, but also those who survived.  For their lives are a living affirmation of the values they fought for.

This place is not only the final resting ground for those whose deaths were monuments to the heroism of battle, but those whose lives of courage extend well beyond their military service.

All of the men and women who leave the comforts of home and the predictability of civilian life for the terror of war and the capriciousness of battle have earned the love and thanks Tom Paine promised them.

They have earned the distinction of burial in a national cemetery.

They have earned the tribute we offer them today.

Today, we pause to remember the millions of veterans whose lives sustained the flame that illuminates the history of a free and independent nation.

We gather here a thousand strong: soldiers, sailors, airmen, marines, coastguardsmen and their families.  

Veterans of World War II and Korea; of Vietnam and the Gulf War; of wartime and peacetime service. 

Some who serve in our armed forces today; some who will take their place tomorrow.  All united in our determination to honor those who have served our nation in uniform.

And we will return here, again and again.  We will come on Memorial Days and Veterans’ Days to come—on days of sadness and days of triumph.  

We will come because we will be drawn to return.  We may not even know why, but we will come, nonetheless.  And we will bring our children and our grandchildren, so they, too, can learn the lesson of heroism this cemetery teaches.

More than one hundred years ago, one of our nation’s greatest heroes explained why Americans are drawn to these places of honor.

His name was Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain, and he received the Medal of Honor for his actions at the battle of Gettysburg.

He spoke at the national cemetery at Gettysburg battlefield, on the twenty-fifth anniversary of that momentous fight, and this is what he said:

“In great deeds something abides.  On great fields something stays.  

Forms change and pass; bodies disappear; but spirits linger, to consecrate ground for the vision-place of souls.  

And reverent men and women from afar, and generations that know us not and that we know not of, heart-drawn to see where and by whom great things were suffered and done to them, shall come to this deathless field to ponder and dream; and the shadow of a mighty presence shall wrap them in its bosom, and the power of the vision pass into their souls.” 

Here is the final resting-place of men and women who have done great things for the rest of us.  Here their spirits linger.  And here, their vision remains: a vision of an America, free and independent, with liberty and justice for all.

We who share their vision of freedom; 

We for whom they did great things; 

We who are the beneficiaries of their service and their sacrifices;

Pledge today that we will maintain this ground as a national shrine, sacred to their eternal memory.

It is my honor to participate in the dedication of this living monument to the men and women to whom our nation owes so great a debt.

Thank you, ladies and gentlemen, for coming here today.

Thank you for taking part in this ceremony, and for remembering the deeds of America’s veterans;

And thank you for helping to ensure that we will remember what our veterans have done, not only today, but as long as our republic shall stand.

God bless you.  God bless our nation’s veterans.  And God bless the United States of America!

1

