
Wreath Laying in Lovell Maine 
Memorial Day 2012 

John McCann 

Good Morning. 

On December 20, 1944 Private Barton Adams Carpenter was killed in action.  He died 
in the Ardennes Forest in Belgium.  He was a member of the 110th Regimental Combat 
Team of the 28th Infantry Division, and he was fighting in the Battle of the Bulge, the last 
great German offensive of the war.  At the start of that battle, the 110th had over 5,000 
men in ranks.  When the battle was over, scarcely 500 remained.  They had been 
overwhelmed by a much larger German force, but had slowed the German advance by 
three days…enough time for the rest of the army to regroup and eventually throw the 
Germans back. 

Private Carpenter was from Geneva Illinois, the only son of a country doctor.   He was a 
high school track star -- the state champion long jumper.  He had a mom and a dad and 
two sisters who loved him very much.  He will be 23 years old forever.  He was my 
Uncle; my Mom’s brother.  My own brother, Barton Carpenter McCann, carries his 
name. 

You won’t find the name Bart Carpenter in any history books and they didn’t name any 
schools for him.  Uncle Bart wasn’t famous.  I want to talk about him for precisely that 
reason.   Most of our service members are well known only to their families.  They 
quietly go about their duty without a lot of fuss.  Everyone here has, or knows of, an 
Uncle Bart.  They are the friends, relatives, fathers, sons, mothers, and daughters who 
fought and died for us on the field of battle.  They are the ones Memorial Day is for.   
There are plenty of days for the George Washingtons and the General Grants and the 
Douglas McArthurs.  This is not their time.  Memorial Day is for the Uncle Barts. 

For Bart’s family, Christmas 1944 was a terrible time, filled with uncertainty and dread.  
All they knew was that Bart was in a unit on the front lines, and that the battle losses 
were very high.  They had no information at all until January 14th, when a telegram 
arrived that he was missing in action.  Then, in March, came the word that he had died 
back on December 20th.   

My mom, the most upbeat and loving person I ever knew, always grew sad during the 
holidays, remembering that terrible Christmas of 1944.  She never let it interfere with the 
fun we had as a family but we knew it was hard for her.  The song “White Christmas” 
was very popular in December 1944.  30 years after her brother’s death, when she 
heard that song, my Mom would start to cry.   



In the spring, Bart’s family received a beautiful certificate signed by President Roosevelt 
which read:   

IN GRATEFUL MEMORY OF 
 

PRIVATE BARTON A. CARPENTER 
 

WHO DIED IN THE SERVICE OF HIS COUNTRY 
 

IN THE EUROPEAN AREA, DECEMBER 20, 1944 
 

HE STANDS IN THE UNBROKEN LINE OF PATRIOTS WHO HAVE DARED TO DIE 
 

THAT FREEDOM MIGHT LIVE AND GROW AND INCREASE ITS BLESSINGS. 
 

FREEDOM LIVES, AND THROUGH IT, HE LIVES –  
 

IN A WAY THAT HUMBLES THE UNDERTAKINGS OF MOST MEN. 
 

Uncle Bart never came home.  General Colin Powell once responded to a question 
about America’s aim in war with the following:  

We have fought many wars in the 20th Century.  And when all those conflicts were over, 
what did we do? Did we stay and conquer? Did we ask for any land? No, the only land 
we ever asked for was enough land to bury our dead. 

It is in one of those parcels of land that Uncle Bart is buried.   It’s the American Military 
Cemetery in Liege Belgium near where he fell in the Ardennes Forest.  No one in our 
family has ever been able to get there to see his grave and acknowledge with a 
personal visit the sacrifice he made for all of us. 

Last year, my brother Donald was doing an internet search and came across a 
reference to Uncle Bart in a blog posting by a Belgian named Bart Stassen.  Here’s 
what Mr. Stassen wrote: 

Let me introduce myself. 
 
I'm a 34 year old Belgian who has not forgotten what your country, your fathers, uncles, 
mothers , etc have done for us Europeans. 

Like me there are many others who still remember your fallen heroes. 



Therefore I have adopted a grave of one of the fallen American soldiers. His name is 
Barton A Carpenter and he was a member of the 110th Infantry Regiment / 28th Infantry 
Division. 

Today, I will be visiting his grave here in the Ardennes. 

Donald quickly contacted him, and here’s his reply:   

I must say, I am so proud to be the Belgian guardian of your uncle’s legacy here in 
Europe. I feel like every fallen soldier deserves someone that remembers them. 

Today my girlfriend and I set out and drove to the outer limits of our little country to visit 
your uncle’s grave. 

 The place is as peaceful and as quiet (and well kept) as a cemetery could be. It’s on 
top of a hill with very beautiful views over the surrounding hills (imagine green fields, 
with little villages scattered around) 

The grass is green (as it is in Belgium, with all the rain) and there are a few immense 
trees that ‘watch over’ your, and our, fallen heroes… 

 We’ve made a few pictures for you and your family and we hope this message and the 
pictures will be somewhat of a way to be a bit closer to your uncle Bart. 

In the pictures, you can see that Uncle Bart’s headstone is in the shape of a cross, with 
his name, unit, and date of death engraved on it.  Mr. Stassen had brought with him an 
American flag, and it’s draped over the cross as you might drape a cloak over your 
shoulders.  He is squatting down alongside the grave looking earnestly at the stone.   

His actions capture the very heart of Memorial Day.  When he says: “I feel like every 
fallen soldier deserves someone who remembers them” he nails it.  This young man, 
who wasn’t even born when my Uncle died, honors his sacrifice.  He sends his respect, 
his praise, and his thanks to us.  As someone who would have lived under Nazi tyranny 
without the sacrifice of my Uncle and others like him, he understands the debt that is 
owed.  All of us in America owe the same debt.  Unfortunately, we don’t realize it nearly 
often enough.  Ironically, the reason for that is the very success of our military.  They 
have kept us from harm; they have kept us safe; and we often take that for granted. 

 So how should we repay the military members who died in the line of duty?  
What do they expect of us? 

  

  



If you saw the WWII movie “Saving Private Ryan” you’ll recall the final scene 
where a small group of US soldiers are battling a much larger German force.  Most of 
the US soldiers are killed, although with the help of timely reinforcements they do win 
the day.    The leader of the US soldiers, though, a Captain, lies dying from his wounds.  
He says to the Private Ryan whom they have been able to save:  “earn this”.  Ryan 
leans in and asks him to say that again.  “Earn…This”. 

That’s how we repay those who have died for us.  We earn what they have given 
us:  the chance to perfect the American ideal captured by the Founding Fathers in the 
Declaration of Independence.   

“We hold these truths to be self-evident; that all men are created equal, that they 
are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights; that among these are life, 
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”   

Our war dead say to us from their graves:   

“This is worth fighting for.  I gave my life for the American ideal.  All I’m asking of you is 
your time and commitment.  Make America truly the land of opportunity, where every 
man and every woman from every background can pursue their dreams without fear, 
and you will honor my sacrifice.  Speeches, memorials, and thanks are appreciated and 
fine in their own way, but it’s not enough.  Earn this.” 

Our most eloquent President, Abraham Lincoln, spoke to this concept in the closing 
words of the Gettysburg Address: 

“It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great task remaining before us -- that from 
these honored dead we take increased devotion to that cause for which they gave the 
last full measure of devotion -- that we here highly resolve that these dead shall not 
have died in vain -- that this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom -- and 
that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the 
earth.” 

To Uncle Bart and to all the honored dead you represent, I hereby resolve to do all I can 
to earn what you have given us. 

I ask everyone here today to make the same resolution. 

Earn this. 

Thank you. 


