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The Stories of Pennsylvania’s World War I and II Veterans 
Laid to Rest in Soldiers’ National Cemetery

Paul Heller, known as a rebellious teen, ran 
away from his Allentown home three times. 
But his third attempt, at age 15, was for 
good. Heller fulfilled his dream—somehow 
fooling recruitment officers—and joined 
the Marines. It was 1942. Several months 
later, he found himself in Guadalcanal, 
site of one of the largest and most pivotal 
battles of World War II’s Pacific Campaign. 
It was there that he died, likely the 
youngest soldier killed during World War 
II. He is also believed to be the youngest 
veteran buried in Gettysburg’s Soldiers’ 
National Cemetery.

“His death illustrates not only the 
innocence but also the youth killed in 
war,” explains Jared Frederick, a seasonal 
National Park Service (NPS) ranger at 
Gettysburg National Military Park and a 
Penn State Altoona history professor who 
has done extensive research on the park’s 
World War history. 

Paul Heller’s story is one of more than 
6,000 found beneath the surface of a simple, 
dignified gravestone in the cemetery, part of 
Gettysburg National Military Park. 

Side by side, row after row, in 
military-style precision, the weathered 
gray tombstones mark the final resting 
places of soldiers who were either 
honorably discharged or killed in 
action. America’s Civil War veterans are 
at the heart of this peaceful, park-like 
sanctuary. But nearly half of the National 

Cemetery’s graves bear the names of 
veterans who fought in later conflicts—the 
Spanish-American War, World Wars I and 
II, the Korean War and the Vietnam War.

CONNECTING STORIES

The numbers tell an incredible story 
of sacrifice: More than 3,500 Civil War 
soldiers, named and unnamed, were 
buried in Gettysburg, thus founding the 
cemetery out of sheer necessity.  

Thanks in great part to the dedication 
speech delivered by President Abraham 
Lincoln on November 19, 1863, the 
cemetery is one of the most visited areas 
of the park, according to Frederick. 
Visitors, he explains, are often surprised 
by two facts: First, Lincoln did not actually 
deliver The Gettysburg Address in the 
National Cemetery (he was actually 
standing in the adjacent Evergreen 
Cemetery), and secondly, these hallowed 
grounds pay homage to veterans like Paul 
Heller, who fought in battles other than 
the Civil War. 

“When the cemetery was established 
and designed by William Saunders, no one 
had the crystal ball to see two huge conflicts 
of the magnitude of World Wars I and II, and 
that there would be that kind of demand 
for the burials of veterans,” explains John 
Heiser, park historian. 
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But the sheer size of the cemetery 
nearly doubled, accommodating 3,307 
post-Civil War burials. Most of the World 
War II sections of the cemetery were 
added in 1948 and 1949, echoing the 
semicircular pattern of the cemetery’s 
original design radiating from Saunders’ 
Soldiers’ National Monument. 

By 1962, the cemetery was filled to 
capacity. However, in the late 1960s, 
the Cemetery Annex was added beyond 
the original stone wall, and in 1978, the 
cemetery was deemed officially closed, 
with all plots reserved. Burials still take 
place periodically—one of the most 
recent was that of Lt. Col. Lee W. Borden, 
a Vietnam veteran laid to rest with full 
military honors on August 30.

“There are a large number of 
people buried here with no connection 
to the area other than their families 
wanted them to rest in a special place—
Gettysburg,” says Heiser.

Soldiers’ National Cemetery is one 
of 14 such cemeteries located within 
larger NPS boundaries. The Department 
of Veterans Affairs (VA) maintains 131 
additional veterans’ cemeteries.

“All of the veterans buried here—

their stories are all connected,” explains 
Frederick. “Because in the long run 
they’re all fighting for the same thing, 
whether they fought in the Civil War or 
any of the wars to follow.”

A TIMELINE OF 
AMERICAN HISTORY

Inside the main gates, a black wrought-iron 
sign stands guard, reminding visitors to 
observe “Silence and Respect.” 

“It’s like walking through a timeline of 
American history because you see all these 
famous dates engraved on the headstones—
December 7, 1941; June 6, 1944—the stories 
merge together in a common narrative,” 
says Frederick.

Albert Lentz’s story is inscribed directly 
on his tombstone: “The first Gettysburg boy 
to make the supreme sacrifice in the World 
War.” Born in Gettysburg in 1885, Lentz was 
an Army private killed in Cantigny, France 
in April 1918. World War I ended later that 
year, at 11 a.m. on November 11—a date that 
President Woodrow Wilson proclaimed as 
Armistice Day in 1919. The marking of this 
occasion would eventually lead to the annual 
observance of Veterans Day. 

Frederick relates the poignant story 
of a soldier with ties to Gettysburg—Lt. 
Ralph L. Stehley. The World War II vet was 
a 1943 graduate of Gettysburg College, 
where he served as editor of the college 
newspaper among other activities. Stehley 
was killed at age 22, in August 1944, in 
France. Four days after he was killed, his 
mother received a bouquet of flowers 
he had pre-arranged for delivery on 
her birthday, back in his hometown of 
Altoona. She had not yet been notified 
of his death. When the telegram finally 
arrived, she apparently questioned 
whether he was truly dead, having just 
received his final gift of flowers.

Simply looking at the dates on 
tombstones reveals the young ages 
of many veterans. Frederick points 
out two gravestones, side by side, of 
two Pennsylvania brothers, possibly 
the only set of brothers in the 
National Cemetery. Edward and Frank 
Materewicz of western Pennsylvania 
were both “soldiers of the air,” killed 
in World War II at ages 21 and 19, 
respectively. Both were awarded 
the Purple Heart, noted by a simple 
inscription, “PH,” on both gravestones.

Licensed Battlefield Guide Ralph Siegel highlights the accomplishments of notable World War II veterans buried at Soldiers’ National 

Cemetery during his annual World War II Weekend cemetery tours.



51

SEARCHING FOR VETERANS
The Gettysburg National Military Park’s Museum and Visitor Center contains 
an index of all soldiers buried in the cemetery. Call 717-334-1124, ext. 8023 for 
more information.

The Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) offers an online search index of 
veterans buried in the U.S.: http://gravelocator.cem.va.gov. Please note the VA 
refers to the cemetery as “the Gettysburg National Cemetery.”

Additionally, the American Battle Monuments Commission offers an online 
search index for the final resting places of veterans buried in cemeteries 
overseas: www.abmc.gov/home.php

VISITING SOLDIERS’ NATIONAL CEMETERY
Located between Baltimore Pike and Taneytown Road, Soldiers’ National 
Cemetery is open from sunrise to sunset daily. Parking is located on 
Taneytown Road and the cemetery is easily accessed via a pedestrian 
crossing. The National Park Service generally offers at least three guided 
tours per day, in season. For more information, call the information desk at 
the park’s Museum and Visitor Center at 717-334-1124, ext. 8023.

SOLDIERS’ NATIONAL CEMETERY AT GETTYSBURG 
BY THE NUMBERS

 ‘THE COLLECTIVE 
SACRIFICE IN THE 

NAME OF THIS 
FRAGILE IDEA’

“Veterans are very special people,” 
says Heiser. “Being the son of a World 
War II veteran, I have more emotional 
attachment to veterans than most people. 
In our society, we uphold the memory 
of brave men and women who went into 
service—in volunteer service—to our 
country. They have given part of their 
lives and dedicated them in service to our 
country. Not only that, but their families 
have allowed them to go—possibly to 
come home in a coffin. Remembering the 
sacrifices of these brave men and women, 
and their families, is important for us as 
Americans to remember every day.”

Soldiers’ National Cemetery, Heiser 
notes, was one of the first national 
memorials to the sacrifices made in the 
Civil War. All of its components—its 
symbolic landscaping, the central Soldier’s 
National Monument, the memorials, 
the significance of Lincoln’s Gettysburg 
Address, “an address about the costs of 
freedom…maybe that’s what makes this 
cemetery more special than others.”

Lincoln concluded his Gettysburg 
Address by calling for “a new birth of 
freedom,” that America’s democracy—
“government by the people, for the people, 
shall not perish from the earth.” 

Standing in the cemetery, gesturing 
to the surrounding gravestones, Frederick 
notes, “This is where past and present 
collide. The plea that Lincoln makes here is 
the mantle that subsequently generations 
of Americans pick up when they enlist. The 
idea of freedom that Lincoln spoke about is 
not a clean-cut issue. It means something 
different to everyone. But you can see the 
collective sacrifice in the name of this 
fragile idea.”  

6,917 
The number of graves in Soldiers’ National Cemetery. The actual number 

of people buried here is higher due to spouses and children who were 
also buried with veterans.

441
Veterans buried here who were killed in action during World War II;  

58 are teens.

3
Soldiers buried in the cemetery who were killed during the attack on  

Pearl Harbor.

7
The number of generals buried in Soldiers’ National Cemetery; six served 

in World War II and one served in the Civil War.

23-24
Average age of not only Civil War veterans, but also World War II veterans 

buried in the National Cemetery.


