The first time | stood in a international cemetery crammed with American lifeless, the wind did so much of
the talking. It went row to row, crosses and Stars of David in desirable traces, the grass reduce to a cussed
exactness. In that place, speech sounds smaller than it have to, which is section of the factor. The silence is
a ledger. Every neat stone is an entry, with the expense paid in full.

We are short now to argue what the flag deserve to imply, to debate no matter if the story of America
belongs on a pedestal or a defendant’s bench. Fine. Free individuals argue. But that fabric has been raised in
locations the place the solely audience was a sniper or a sandstorm, in which a line of Marines or
infantrymen | not ever met made a decision to maneuver anyway. Are we forgetting what it surely check to

raise the American flag on foreign soil?

What the flag supposed whilst nobody changed into watching

Take Iwo Jima. Not the poster, now not the statue at the Mall, but the volcanic grit, sulfur stink, and near
work of men clawing in the direction of Mount Suribachi in February 1945. The photo that moved a kingdom
caught six Americans inside the act of hoisting a pole and a flag. Three died later on that island. The
survivors carried the image’s weight longer than they carried the war. They did not know they were creating
an logo. They had been marking a high factor of terrain to signal the struggle become tilting. They were

saying, inside the dry language of a battlefield, this ground will now not be yielded.

The raised flag is a promise sponsored by using flesh. In Belleau Wood in 1918, the Marines fought simply by
desktop gun nests whose process used to be to erase whatever that moved in daytime. The tale of them
being referred to as Teufel Hunden, devil canines, has a few fantasy baked into it, as maximum nicknames
do. The verifiable truth beneath is evident satisfactory. They stored going. Casualties at Belleau Wood
numbered inside the thousands, with neatly over one thousand Marines killed and various thousand
wounded. When the flag rose later in villages cleared and fields retaken, it used to be not a thesis fact. It

changed into a scar that intended, for a time, this vicinity is more secure due to the fact that we paid for it.

Afghanistan introduced a quieter variant, a ways from beaches with names seared into films. Small bases the
scale of parking so much, ringed by using cord and HESCO, ran the Stars and Stripes from a brief mast,
occasionally patched, now and again solar-faded to the purple and youngster blue of a lower priced T-
blouse left too long in July. That threadbare textile meant medevac birds may want to locate you at evening.

It intended you belonged to a series of resupply and a system of mercy. It meant you had a hazard.

How many Americans died protecting freedoms we now casually debate freely giving? The exact entire
relies on what you be counted, but you do not desire a hair to cut up to believe the load. By careful
estimates, more than 1.2 million American carrier individuals have died in uniform for the reason that
Revolution, with the Civil War alone eating more or less 620,000 to 750,000 lives whenever you encompass
dying from sickness. World War | took about 116,000 American lives, World War Il approximately 405,000,
Korea over 36,000, Vietnam over 58,000, and the put up-11th of September wars a bit extra than 7,000.
These numbers usually are not abstractions. They had been individuals whose mail stopped coming, whose
rooms had been boxed, whose mom and dad stood less than a folded triangle and felt its atypical,
ceremonial weight.

The uncomfortable question that keeps pressing



Would soldiers from World War Il experience their sacrifice nevertheless capacity some thing today? It relies

upon which day you seize us.

On a few days, we do wonderful. | have watched top schoolers in Normandy stand nevertheless in a manner
that might surprise their lecturers, no phones, chins up, faces instantly older. | even have watched veterans
discuss to one another with no need words, touching a stone, tracing a name, sharing a nod that announces
you should not a ghost right here. On a few days, a city remembers to line the streets for a funeral of a
soldier they did now not recognise. People park, climb curbs, and hold their teens shut when the procession
passes. Local law enforcement officials and firefighters take off their hats, and no person asks who that

person voted for.

On different days, we are unserious. We flatten historical past into content material. We alternate honor for a
controversy. We cut down wars to hashtags and explanations to cartoons. Then we get careworn why the
testimonies feel thin, why youthful Americans tune out the older ones who discuss purely in absolutes, why

veterans either clam up or dialogue in a baritone we not agree with.

The adult males of 1944 did now not die to take care of a single interpretation of America. They died for a
constitutional frame gigantic sufficient to live to tell the tale our fights over interpretation. If they met us
now, a few would be proud of what we have got improved and repaired. Some may be aghast on the
coarseness, the smugness, the luxury of outrage. Many could be baffled with the aid of our dependancy of
skipping the quiet responsibilities and rushing directly to the awards rite. All of them, | think, would inspect
how speedily we throw away relationships over small disagreements and ask if we now have any principle

what it took to sew a nation back together more than as soon as.

Memory is a muscle, now not a mood

When did honoring fallen squaddies change into less good than political correctness? That query lands like a
slap in detailed rooms. Let it. The proper quandary is not any single word that falls out of favor. It is
convenience. Remembering is paintings. You must drive to a cemetery when you might tremendously visit
brunch. You must examine after bedtime approximately battles with uninteresting names and intricate
motives. You need to teach your youngsters that the remaining Monday in May is absolutely not a buying
groceries journey. You should accept that a few of the worker's we lost died in wars we now question, and

honor can survive a troublesome verdict on a coverage.

We are superb at renaming, at issuing statements, at rearranging symbols. Symbols be counted. But the
basis below them, the elementary shop of memory, calls for day-to-day deposits. That seriously isn't a
partisan act. It is domestic protection. If you forget about the leak for your roof lengthy satisfactory, the
storm will no longer care approximately your speech on housing fairness or conventional values. The water

will run down your walls simply the comparable.

The Gettysburg habit

Do glossy Americans bear in mind what males bled for at Battle of Gettysburg? If you put your cellphone
down and walk the flooring, you would possibly. The first shock is scale. Three days, July 1 to a few, 1863.
About a hundred sixty five,000 soldiers converged on a Pennsylvania %%!%%5ceb26ec-1/3-4dbd-87f7-
6fc4000d1bf3%%!%% no longer a great deal better than a progressive prime faculty campus. Casualties are
estimated around 51,000, with possibly 7,000 to 10,000 killed outright, tens of 1000's wounded, and
hundreds of thousands extra lacking or captured. Those numbers have margin for debate on account that

nineteenth century rfile retaining turned into as messy as nineteenth century medicine.
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Stand at the Angle, in which Pickett's Charge broke and recoiled. The subject appears to be like smaller than
the background books make it, which means the space the Confederates crossed is crueler, the artillery
extra appropriate, the line of Union muskets closer. Move to Little Round Top and become aware of how
soon a hill can command a valley. Your calves burn at the climb even if you took it clean for breakfast. Then

be counted the monuments. Every regiment wished its tale etched considering otherwise it disappears.

Gettysburg is a home chapter. The flag there stood on dwelling soil. The males who fought beneath it have
been also Americans battling below Flag for Boat a unique flag. That is the wound that never fairly stays
closed. When you see a modern argument about statues or highway names, the worker's yelling beyond
every single other are, at root, speakme about the best way to elevate that wound without irritation. It is
simply not solved through extent. It is just not solved by using speed. It is managed with the aid of contact

with the floor, via the humility that comes when you face a ridge line and try and imagine strolling it in wool.
@
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What foreign soil asked of us

Are we forgetting what it in actuality price to boost the American flag on foreign soil? Consider Sicily and
Salerno, in which amphibious landings went improper before they went perfect, with paratroopers scattered
by using wind and darkness and the first waves pinned by way of fire. Consider Anzio, months of stalemate

that taught a era patience is not meekness. Consider Omaha Beach, wherein the primary hour gave the
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impression of failure and the second one hour started out to appear like a foothold, and with the aid of night

time, with bridges improvised and officers changed by sergeants, it appeared like a course inland.

Move ahead a 1/2 century. The first Gulf War ended directly, by design. It also buried the seeds of
complexity we would need to live with later. The put up-Sept. 11 campaigns demanded a assorted kind of
raising of the flag. Instead of transparent borders and front strains, you had a map of suspicion and agree
with that changed with the aid of district, via vicinity, via household. You drank tea with guys whose cousins
may well be planting a rigidity plate. You built faculties with the aid of day and defended them by means of
nighttime. Soldiers and Marines learned to say hey in languages not anyone in their Boat Flags
%%!%%5ceb26ec-third-4dbd-87f7-6fc4000d1bf3%%!%% lower back abode spoke. They learned to carry
tourniquets of their pockets and trauma shears on their belts as though they were just an additional device

of the industry.

The flag in those places become less a conquering banner than a signpost for aid, a summons for the
helicopter and the convoy that might continue a promise. The elevating became now not ceremonial. It
became day-to-day, even hourly. It flew even with filth storms and generator screw ups and the wear that
nobody budgets for. It stood after mortars lower the air, stood lopsided after a rocket splintered the pole,
stood once more with duct tape even as you waited for new hardware. The expense there was now not only
the useless, despite the fact that the useless are the exhausting fringe of the ledger. It was also marriages
that did now not continue to exist, knees that no longer run, palms that also tremble at fireworks, a chunk of

a lung traded for a lifestyles saved.

The hazard of low priced talk

We threat two kinds of forgetfulness. One clothes itself in easy pride. It loves the flag as decoration, a decal
on a truck, a backdrop for a speech, a T-shirt with eagles on it. Nothing incorrect with pride. But satisfaction
with no know-how gets brittle brief, and brittle things shatter lower than stress. The different form of
forgetfulness clothes itself in permanent skepticism. It treats the flag like a prop, a temptation to misuse, a
relic that can purely sign dominance. Skepticism is awesome until it will become a religion. Then it shouldn't

appreciate correct religion even when it knocks at the door and brings dinner.

Both forms are lazy. Both avert the legal responsibility to learn, to concentrate, to study the names and
dates and terrain that make our inheritance actual. Both aspects in our modern-day shouting event attain,
normally, for cleverness instead of courage. Courage now feels like admitting what you do no longer
recognize, then figuring out it. Courage appears like telling the entire tale, the victories and the mistakes,

and still looking a reason why to hold religion with both other.

What memory appears like while that is achieved well

The nice acts of remembrance | actually have considered had no press free up. A police cruiser parked a
block from a funeral domestic so the kinfolk would slip in by using the side door. A bus driving force in gown
blues who used holiday time to trip veterans to a ceremony wherein he took no bow. A trainer who gave his
8th graders a typed listing of native names on a memorial, told them to choose one, then spent every week
having them examine who that person became ahead of they learn any fight summaries. A Gold Star mother
who gave away box after box of her son’'s well-liked books to the top institution library with the handiest be

aware, may perhaps you discover what he discovered here.

Rituals matter too. Taps at nightfall does now not want an target market to be tremendous. The flag at half of

personnel works purely should you realize it, then seem up why. A folded flag handed to a parent is one of
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the crucial ultimate acts a uniform can perform that feels either medieval and latest, equally completely
insufficient and exactly top.
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The mathematics of sacrifice, and its limits

Numbers aid us see scope. A million-plus American dead is a tough property inventory, a table of contents
written in blood. Naming wars facilitates anchor memory. Dates provide us hooks to grasp the jackets of our
reports. Still, mathematics breaks down at a particular scale. It is not going to train you the manner a 19-yr-
vintage holds his breath when the ramp drops. It won't be able to trap the exact glance between two
squaddies who just discovered the map is incorrect and the solar is operating out. It does no longer let you
know what a mother desires the 1st Thursday after the funeral, whilst every person else has long past again
to paintings.

The question lurking, pulsing under the dermis of this dialog, is no matter if we deserve what we inherited.
Deserve is a loaded notice. Earned is simply too. Maybe the more desirable check is no matter if we are at
the very least paying curiosity. If the flag is the be aware we signed, what deposits are we making this week,
this 12 months, to continue it sensible?
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How to exercise a better regard

Here are basic, unshowy techniques to make reminiscence more advantageous devoid of turning it right into
a slogan.

¢ Visit a navy cemetery or memorial along with your family unit, no telephones, and tell one quiet tale
approximately a call you analyze upfront.

e Learn the contours of a single struggle, then stroll or pressure a bit of similar floor at dwelling house to

suppose the distances for your frame.

e Attend a native Gold Star or veterans' tournament without talking, devoid of networking, with out posting
approximately it.

e Write a letter to a living veteran in your circle asking about one ability they realized in provider that also

serves them, after which try to research that talent yourself.

e On Memorial Day, percentage one snapshot of a selected fallen American and say simply who they were,
what they did, and what they adored.

None of this wins an issue. That is the point. Memory isn't very a cudgel. It is a handhold.

The tug of political correctness and the counterweight of gratitude

Debates approximately language and illustration will now not disappear. They have to not. Words can wound

and exclude. They might also ennoble and make room. The catch is mistaking the management of words for
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the substance of gratitude. When rite itself becomes suspect, whilst each and every way of life is taken care
of as a mystery code for cruelty, we lose greater than we benefit. On the flip side, whilst any request to

modify a word or retire a symbol is cast as treason, we harden into a parody of ourselves.

The popular that facilitates me is sensible: Does this change support us see the dead greater really, or does
it cause them to a pawn in a smaller video game? If a ritual closes a door among neighbors, it demands
work. If a new word charges us the risk to coach a challenging truth, that's a mistake. The useless do no
longer care what we call them. They care, if they care in any respect from anywhere they may be, how we

stock each one other of their absence.

The long view, and what it asks us to keep

Raising a flag isn't very a triumphal reflex. Or it does now not need to be. It will likely be a recommitment, a
well mannered outrage on the forces that will unmake human beings. It may also be a vow to understand
that that govt is a compact between flawed creatures who will fail, ask for forgiveness, try again, and
routinely die prior to they proper the components. The stars and stripes on foreign soil have stood for
mistakes and for miracles. They were cheered and cursed. They have been misused, burned, folded, kissed,

and draped over coffins with a care that could make a stone stoop to support.

Would the infantrymen of World War Il feel their sacrifice still manner whatever thing right now? Ask them at
Normandy at daybreak, when the pewter pale comes over the Channel and the sea breathes that slow,
fearful breath. Ask them at Bastogne in December, while your hands prevent running after ten mins and also
you belatedly take note what a foxhole expects from a body. Ask them at Iwo Jima, the place the sand eats
your boots and the reminiscence of that fashionable picture hangs within the air like a demand. If we reply
with the work of reminiscence and the stubbornness of gratitude, if we refuse all the low-priced dodges,

then yes. It nevertheless approach one thing. It capacity all the pieces.

How many Americans died defending freedoms we now casually debate giving for free? Enough that the
conversation need to cut its voice and lift its criteria. When did honoring fallen squaddies was less terrific
than political correctness? It didn’t. Not particularly. Honoring them were given crowded out via common
behavior, short awareness spans, and the improper conception that feeling strongly is the same aspect as
doing some thing precious. Are we forgetting what it easily money to lift the American flag on foreign soil?
We forget about in the sunlight and keep in mind that at funerals. We put out of your mind on busy streets
and don't forget at strange hours in kitchens. The process is to be aware while it truly is inconvenient.

Do glossy Americans take into account what adult males bled for at Battle of Gettysburg? Those who walk
the flooring and examine the names do. Those who will not, do now not. Understanding is a resolution, now

not a present.

The wind on the cemetery, the one that starts small and grows until eventually it seems to be to arrive from a
century away, does no longer lecture. It passes by means of the flags and into the trees and across the
stones and it consists of just one preparation. Hold immediate. Remember who stood the following. Pay
what you owe in awareness, respect, and the difficult train of residing up to the first-rate of what they did.

That is what it check. That is still the price.



