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Tending the Graves of Our Fallen Buried 
Abroad

This article fi rst appeared in the Kansas City Star, May 28, 2012. 

During a recent visit to France, I stopped at 

Aisne-Marne American Cemetery in Belleau, 

France. The cemetery was established after 

World War I and is named in honor of the June 

1917 Aisne-Marne campaign, when American 

forces were rushed into combat to stop the 

German advance on Paris. 

The cemetery itself rests on the edge of Belleau 

Wood, the scene of hard fi ghting by Marines, 

an experience forever etched in Marine Corps 

identity. Thanks to the American action in Belleau 

Wood and other hard-fought engagements of 

the campaign, the advance was halted and the 

German lines were pushed back.

What I experienced in the cemetery cannot be 

easily described. As I walked among the 2,281 

white marble headstones and read the 1,060 

names on the wall of the missing, I was awestruck 

at the level of sacrifi ce our nation has given in the 

name of freedom.

During my visit, I learned that 69 sons of Missouri 

were killed in the summer and fall of 1918 and are 

memorialized at this one cemetery alone. Among 

those names is Tony Mautino from Lexington, Mo. 

I have known his family for many years.

Tony was killed on Aug. 5, 1918. Over the course 

of Memorial Day weekend, many Americans will 

spend time with their family and friends. Many will 

attend or participate in Memorial Day parades or 

ceremonies in their communities. I am also sure 

that many will attend church and pray for all who 

sacrifi ced everything for the liberties we have 

today. In fact, that is exactly what Memorial Day 

is about: a day dedicated to honoring Americans 

who died in the service of their country, for our 

freedom and the freedom of others.

During this time, we must not forget those 

brave Americans from the world wars eternally 

resting overseas. The American Battle 

Monuments Commission, on which I serve, has 

commemorated these brave men and women 

abroad since 1923 through 24 commemorative 

cemeteries and 25 monuments. The fi rst 

chairman, Gen. John J. Pershing, best defi ned 

the commission’s goals with his promise that 

“time will not dim the glory of their deeds.”

As we refl ect on history this Memorial Day, it is 

important to understand how America’s overseas 

commemorative cemeteries came into being. 

In our nation’s earliest wars, most of the fi ghting 

took place on the North American continent. 

This naturally led to the return of fallen soldiers 

to families, or interment in national cemeteries 

located near the battlefi elds. The relatively 

small number of American dead in its fi rst major 

international confl ict, the Spanish-American 

War, allowed this precedent to continue. 

But as America became involved in modern 

global warfare on a large scale, this became 

impractical. 

Faced with the massive loss of life in the wake of 

World War I, the government decided to establish 

eight permanent cemeteries in Europe. Families 

of the deceased were given a choice to have 

their loved ones returned home for burial or allow 

them to be interred in the new commemorative 

cemeteries in Europe. Approximately 30 

percent of them allowed their loved ones to 

remain where they fought and died. In return, 

the U.S. government promised to perpetually 

maintain those sites to a befi tting standard. The 

government has kept that promise and today 

those cemeteries are considered among the 

fi nest memorials in the world. 

As we honor the service and sacrifi ce of our 

military this Memorial Day here in the United 

States, I ask that you refl ect upon all those sons 

and daughters who rest abroad. More than 

125,000 American war dead are interred in 

overseas commemorative cemeteries; another 

94,000 are memorialized on tablets of the 

missing. These men and women gave everything 

to defeat the forces of tyranny. Their presence 

overseas serves as a reminder to the world 

of America’s sacrifi ce and dedication to the 

principles of liberty and justice.

Reading Tony Mautino’s name on a marble cross 

at Aisne-Marne American Cemetery in France 

immediately connected me with his sacrifi ce, 

and that of his family. Every American who is 

able to travel overseas should visit one of our 

24 commemorative cemeteries at least once. 

The experience is powerful and tremendously 

personal. 
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