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A casual walk at Arlington National Cemetery on a
warm spring day turned into a decades-long journey—a 

search for America’s better angels. I was planning a picture book, 
just a bunch of black-and-white photographs with limited crop­
ping and editing, preserved on acetate, not in the cloud. When I 
enlisted in the Air Force long ago, my first job was as a photog­
rapher. I learned the craft of taking pictures when nothing was 
automatic or digital. Every setting was purposeful and deliberate. 
I learned to create photographs, not just take pictures.

You can’t see all your heroes in one walk at Arlington National 
Cemetery. The place is enormous—639 acres with over four 
hundred thousand people enshrined on its gently rolling hills. 
As one walk turned into two, then more, the years passed. My 
wife and I moved away. Life moves on, but Arlington remained. 
I had too few photographs—not enough for a book, just enough 
to continue the dream. With no Arlington lanes to walk, I had 
time to learn about some of the famous heroes buried: Doolittle, 
Donovan, and Murphy. I explored the selfless deeds of Basilone 
and Levitow. I relived painful memories of the struggle for civil 
rights with Evers.

At Arlington, it is said “Every stone tells a story.” What fol­
lows are a few accounts, my attempt to move beyond the popular 
facts and share my personal narrative. My goal now is more than 
the making of photographs. I want to inspire readers to explore 
some of Arlington’s entombed heroes and learn their stories. In 
this book, you will occasionally travel outside the cemetery and 
into the places and homes where the heroes lived. You will move 
beyond the cemetery and explore a better America. This book is 
as much about the heroes at Arlington as it is about their fami­
lies and loved ones; you will find America’s better angels. When 
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you walk the lanes of Arlington and move beyond the graves, you 
experience what the US Constitution calls “a more perfect union.” 
A Walk Among Heroes is a portrait of an America worth living in 
and sadly, at times, dying for.

Arlington National Cemetery is one of the most popular desti­
nations around our nation’s capital. Over three million visitors tour 
Arlington every year. You are confronted with this fact as busloads 
of tourists unload and mob the visitor center. In the spring and 
fall, convoys of school buses full of neatly attired students replace 

Gravesite of President John F. Kennedy
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the tourists. Most children wear uniforms or unique T-shirts to 
aid their chaperones in herding and minimizing strays.

I’ve often marched with hundreds of my fellow citizens to the 
Tomb of the Unknowns or President John F. Kennedy’s grave. 
If you stray from these two sites, however, you are mostly alone 
among heroes. For several years now, I’ve walked to the distant 
graves of the unsung and a few famous patriots. I’m humbled by 
their sacrifices and grateful they are remembered by a nation that 
owes them so much. I wish I could learn the stories of all four 
hundred thousand. Perhaps by remembering a few, I can honor 
the many.

I used my old Hasselblad camera to take most of the photo­
graphs in this book. It’s a big, slow, deliberate camera and nothing 
like today’s automatic miracles. Nevertheless, it produces a photo­
graph with silklike qualities. It also creates pictures on film. Using 
this camera is a slow process—measure the light, determine the 
exposure, compose, and then compose again. Making a photo­
graph is costly and takes time. The negatives need to be processed. 
There is no instant feedback. If you mess it up and don’t get it quite 
right, back you go to Arlington to walk among heroes.

Whenever Lillian, my wife, and I go back to our nation’s capi­
tal, I try to spend some time walking among the graves. I see 
familiar names, I recall stories of heroes, reminding me that these 
honored dead were sons and daughters and husbands and wives.

Someday, I, too, will rest at Arlington. But I’m not a hero like 
these many. I’m not worthy. I’ll be there, however. Maybe I can 
take the midwatch? Maybe those heroes can get some rest, and I’ll 
stand guard. I owe them that. I’ll join them at Arlington.

Lillian will join me too. She’s always come with me. Why 
should death be any different? She’ll stand watch along with me, 
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standing by me as she has always done, not in front nor behind, 
but together and by my side. And we will be by their sides.

My gravestone at Arlington will have my name, my rank, 
and a list of a few of my medals. It might also be inscribed with 
“Vietnam” or “Persian Gulf ” for the wars I served through. The 
other side will simply have a name. Or maybe just “wife of.” What 
else should there be? Mother? Grandmother? What’s appropri­
ate for a wife? How about her many academic and professional 
accomplishments? None will be listed. Will the headstone cover 
the brilliant children she raised? Often alone? No. Nothing. Just 
white stone. Her tombstone will simply say “wife of ” when so 
much more should be displayed. She’ll be standing watch over 
the heroes of Arlington, standing watch in her death as she stood 
watch over me in my life.

The chapters and photographs are my samples of the memo­
rials and gravesites scattered over the cemetery’s 639 acres. If you 
spend a few hours and walk to a distant gravesite, you experience 
the sheer enormity of Arlington. Over 270,000 headstones fill the 
landscape, creating what Abraham Lincoln called the “altar of 
freedom.”1

Spend a few hours and you will hear “Taps,” a gun salute, and 
maybe see a caisson or two. Almost thirty funerals take place each 
weekday at Arlington, fewer on Saturday. Before the first funeral 
of the day, the flag is raised to full staff and then immediately 
lowered to half-staff. It remains until one half hour after the last 
funeral of the day. She is then raised again to full staff and then 
retired. You will not find a personal photograph of a funeral in my 
collection. It just didn’t seem right.

If you live near our nation’s capital or plan to visit, I encour­
age you to tour Arlington National Cemetery. Spend some time 
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walking to distant gravesites and get to know the heroes buried 
there. Learn their life stories by traveling to their hometowns. 
Learn how they lived and whom they loved. Find your own better 
America. If you do, you will see the very best of our nation, where 
every stone tells a story.

Gravesite of Senator Robert F. Kennedy




