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No Veterans Left Behind
Hillcrest Memorial Park Ossuaries Present 
Option for Final Resting Place for Veterans

Circle of Flags at Hillcrest Memorial Park, Hermitage, Pennsylvania 
Courtesy of Avenue of 444 Flags Foundation

Hermitage, Pennsylvania – When the cremated remains 
of 10 veterans were placed in an ossuary that was dedicated on 
Veterans Day 2012 within the Circle of Flags at Hillcrest Me-
morial Park, it was the first in a series of developments at the 
cemetery to enhance the service offered to our nation’s veter-
ans.

Tom Flynn, president of the Avenue of 444 Flags Founda-
tion, said it is a sad fact that the cremated remains of thou-
sands of veterans lie unclaimed in funeral homes and cemeteries 
across the country.

The Avenue of 444 Flags Foundation has initiated the Vet-
erans Left Behind Project to work with funeral homes, crema-
tories and mortuary schools to gather the cremated remains of 
these veterans and inter them in ossuaries among the flags sur-
rounding the War on Terror Veterans Memorial. There is no 
expense to the funeral homes or crematories other than the cost 
of transporting the remains to Hillcrest Memorial Park.

Back Story
But first, some background on the Avenue of 444 Flags. 

When the American Embassy in Tehran, Iran, was stormed by a 
violent mob on November 4, 1979, it was the first page in a dark 
chapter in American history. Every night, an ABC News Special 

Report (a regular program that would become Nightline) would 
open the show by literally counting the days since hostages were 
taken. And most recently, the events in Tehran were reframed 
by Hollywood in the Academy Award-winning film Argo.

At the time the hostages were taken, Flynn, owner of Hill-
crest Memorial Park, channeled his outrage into a symbol of 
patriotism and strength within his community, as well as for the 
surrounding area. 

At first, Flynn raised one American flag at the entrance to 
the park, which was then surrounded by 50 state flags. As the 
hostage situation turned from days to weeks to months, Flynn 
felt compelled to do more. A little more than three months af-
ter the hostages were taken, the 100th flag was flown to mark 
the hostages’ 100th day of captivity along the road leading to 
the park. Raising the 100th flag was Harry Matrinko, father of 
hostage Michael Matrinko. The ceremony attracted thousands 
of spectators. 

“All of the [TV] networks were present, as well as Time and 
Newsweek magazines,” Flynn said. “It was the father of one of 
the hostages raising that flag that immediately made us a na-
tional symbol and eventually an international symbol of support 
for the hostages.”
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Each subsequent day a flagpole was planted and another flag raised. A local business donated the flagpoles, and the 
United Steelworkers International Union Local 1660 put them up along the avenue leading into the park. Three rows of 
flags continued up the avenue and around the circle that now holds the War on Terror Veterans Memorial. The first of the 
12 monuments comprising the memorial honors the victims to terrorist acts in chronological order from 1975 through 
September 11, 2001. The subsequent monuments also include the names of servicemen and women who have been killed 
in the War on Terror, including those killed in Iraq and Afghanistan. 

The last flag was raised January 20, 1981, 444 days after the hostages had been taken and finally allowed to go home. 
The road has since become known as the Avenue of 444 Flags.

And as stated on the Avenue of 444 Flags Foundation website (avenueofflags.com): “The effort was successful in help-
ing to keep the crisis in the minds of people across the country and others around the world. The growth of the avenue 
was featured in national and international media. The editors of Time magazine chose a photo of the flags as the most 
appropriate image for the cover of its magazine on January 26, 1981, its first issue after the hostages had been released.”

The New Project
Late last year, a new project brought renewed significance to the avenue with the dedication of an ossuary among the 

flags surrounding the War on Terror Veterans Memorial. The ossuary is for the interment of the cremated remains of any 
veteran who has served the military honorably.

The Avenue of 444 Flags Foundation has proposed several developments to enhance the service offered to the nation’s 
veterans and improve the long-term sustainability of the memorial.

These include cremation disposition in ossuaries within the Circle of Flags. The first ossuary was dedicated November 
11, 2012. It contains the remains of 10 American servicemen, including one who fought in the Battle of Iwo Jima. 

During the initial phase of the development of the ossuaries, the Avenue of 444 Flags is conducting the Veterans Left 
Behind Project, an effort to inter the cremated remains of thousands of veterans who do not have a permanent resting 
place.

Future plans include more ossuaries so that the cremated remains of veterans and their families may be placed with 
others of the veteran’s branch of service. A soldier’s remains may be placed in an ossuary reserved for veterans of the Army 
and their families, a sailor in one reserved for Navy veterans, etc. Ultimately, there will be ossuaries for specific divisions, 

ships or other units. 

Rather than being 
commingled with the 
remains of others in-
terred in the ossuar-
ies, each individual’s re-
mains are placed in a 
velveteen bag with their 
service branch insig-
nia on one side and an 
American flag on the 
other. Each bag is low-
ered slowly and solemn-

The War on Terror 
Memorial at Hillcrest 
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ly into the ossuary with full military honors, providing a personal, individual dignity that is not common for ossuary in-
terment services.

Focusing on its design, the first ossuary is a waterproof vertical cylinder extending 30 feet down from ground level. 
Larger vertical cylinders in the future will allow the ossuaries within the Circle of Flags, when fully developed, to have ca-
pacity enough to inter the cremated remains of more than one million veterans and their families. “Our ability is enhanced 
by going vertically to a depth of 100 feet with the ossuaries,” Flynn said.

Plans include the addition of service flags and small plaques for the main branches of the armed forces and possibly 
individual service unit flags as described above. Extending this idea to memorialization at the division level (such as the 
1st Marine or 101st Airborne) or appropriate elements of other branches (such as the USS Nimitz aircraft carrier) could 
provide an added value that will appeal to veterans’ esprit de corps. 

The Avenue of 444 Flags Foundation will develop online memorialization of veterans either within the current website 
(www.avenueofflags.com) or in a separate linked site. The online memorialization may be augmented by live streaming of 
military interment ceremonies, as well as a QR code located on each numbered pole. These QR codes would allow any 
visitor with a smart phone to access expanded personal information of those memorialized at the Avenue of 444 Flags. 

According to Flynn, there are three significant aspects to the market context for the proposed developments at the Av-
enue of 444 Flags:

• The sheer number of veterans and their annual mortality
• The increasing trend toward cremation
• The changes brought about by new technology, particularly the Internet. 

These three factors present the Avenue of 444 Flags Foundation with a unique opportunity to serve the nation’s veter-
ans better by reaching out to them nationally. 

Looking at the numbers, there are currently about 21.5 million veterans alive today in the United States. Of these, 
about 9.2 million (43 percent) are 65 years or older. Veterans are dying at almost four times the rate of the nation’s gen-
eral population due to their higher median age. The average number of the U.S. population that dies annually is about 
7.9 people per thousand; there are about 29.7 deaths per thousand veterans per year, according Fraser Drysdale, Hilton 
Landmarks cemetery consultants, planning and design firm (Waterloo, Ontario), citing Department of Defense figures.

About 640,000 veterans die each year in the United States. Of these deaths, about 32,000 occur in Pennsylvania. In 
Mercer County, Pennsylvania, where the cemetery is located, there are about 330 veteran deaths annually. Given the pro-
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jected capacity of more than one million sets of remains, the ossuary would present a large open window for these remains. 
All of these statistics point to the need for a respectful and dignified place for interment and memorialization. Potentially, 
Hillcrest’s ossuary could allow tens of thousands of veterans and spouses to rest beneath the 444 flags.

The Avenue of 444 Flags will provide a location where veterans may be interred and memorialized with comrades from 
their own branch of service, with full military honors. Another unique aspect of this project will be the ability to memo-
rialize online as well as the ability to stream the services live to the Internet so that those who cannot attend can still ex-
perience the pomp and circumstance of a full military ceremony. Every veteran interred will have a permanent memorial 
page on the Avenue of 444 Flags website.

These proposed developments will enhance the commitment of the Avenue of 444 Flags Foundation to provide the 
charitable good works it currently provides; most importantly, interment and memorialization of unclaimed veteran re-
mains, along with public education about the significant contributions and sacrifices of veterans.

Spreading the Word
Flynn said he is looking to spread the word to funeral directors across the country about the Veterans Left Behind Proj-

ect. “Funeral directors can contact us directly and make arrangement to complete the process,” Flynn said.

“What we are trying to do is appeal to funeral homes and crematories to send us any veterans remains that have been 
left behind,” he added. “The funeral industry is the greatest source of the recovery of these cremated remains. We need 
their help.”

Our goal is to complete the project by Veterans Day, November 11, 2014,” he said. Until then, the only cost to funeral 
homes is the expense of sending the remains to Hillcrest Memorial Park, along with a DD-214 form or some other docu-
mentation of honorable military service, plus an obituary and proper release form.”

In addition this documentation, Flynn also hopes that funeral home would be able to provide as much information as 
possible about the individual, perhaps even a photo. “Our purpose is to recover the cremated remains, then to be able to 
bury them with honor and record as much of their military service and their lives as we can get,” he said.

To accomplish this task will take some research on the part of funeral home staffs to do all of the due diligence required 
of them according to the various state laws. “Back in their own communities, they could be part of this national program 
to recover these cremated remains and honor these veterans,” Flynn said.

MBJ

NFDA Leadership Conference: Building a Bright Future 
for Funeral Service

Brookfield, Wisconsin – Registration is open for the 2013 National Funeral Directors Association (NFDA) Leader-
ship Conference, which will take place July 14-17 at Grand Summit Hotel at Canyons Resort in Park City, Utah. 

 
This year’s featured guest speaker is Mary Byers, author of Race for Relevance: 5 Radical Changes for Associations. On Tues-

day, July 16, she will lead “Leadership by Design,” a working session that will offer attendees the time, space and guidance 
necessary to develop their vision for leadership. The session will provide participants with a chance to dig deep into what 
is really required for leadership through small-group discussions and individualized work time. Attendees will also learn 
how six challenges facing associations today will impact their leadership and their association.

 
On Wednesday, July 17, during “Tough Talking: Initiating and Managing Tough Conversations,” Byers will explore 

how having difficult conversations can help you move forward both personally and professionally. She will describe the 
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NFDA Meet the Mentors Program Returns in August
Brookfield, Wisconsin – The National Funeral Directors Association is giving young funeral professionals a sec-

ond opportunity in 2013 to learn from three of the profession’s top funeral directors and network with like-minded peers. 
NFDA’s fifth Meet the Mentors event will take place August 19-20 at Harvard Faculty Club in Cambridge, Massachusetts. 
Meet the Mentors is held in cooperation with the Funeral Service Foundation.

 
During Meet the Mentors, 50 licensed funeral directors and embalmers under 40 will have an opportunity to meet, 

learn from and talk with three of the country’s leading funeral professionals:
• William W. McReavy of Washburn-McReavy Funeral Chapel in Minneapolis, joined his family’s funeral home busi-

ness in 1984. He started in an entry-level position and worked his way up through each position in the company to his 
present role as president.

• Brad Speaks is a third-generation funeral director. He is president and CEO of Speaks Family Legacy Chapels in In-
dependence, Missouri, which comprises three funeral homes, a cemetery, crematory and preneed business.

• Paula J. Staab Polk comes from a funeral service family; as a child, she worked in the funeral home founded by her 
grandfather. In 1999, she founded her own funeral home and today is owner of Staab Polk Memorial Home, Cremation 
Services of Central Illinois and Sangamon Prairie Reception Center in Chatham, Illinois.

 
During the program, each mentor will give a presentation during which they share lessons they have learned while 

building successful and fulfilling careers in funeral service. Following a panel discussion featuring McReavy, Speaks and 
Staab Polk, participants will have an opportunity to personally engage with each mentor in small-group discussions.

 
There is no cost to participate in the Meet the Mentors program itself; the 50 individuals selected to attend only need 

pay for transportation to the program. The cost of the registration fee, access to the three mentors, one night of lodging, 
a reception and dinner the night before the program and continental breakfast and lunch the day of the program – a $599 
value – has been covered through a grant from the Funeral Service Foundation.

 
The names of the 50 participants will be randomly drawn from among all who enter via the NFDA website at www.

nfda.org/mentors. Entries will be accepted through midnight, June 21, 2013. Entrants must be NFDA members in good 
standing, licensed funeral directors and/or embalmers and under 40 years of age.

 
The names of the 50 participants will be drawn the week of June 24 from among all entries received. Each day, Monday 

through Friday, a member of the NFDA staff will draw 10 names. The drawings will be available for viewing on NFDA’s 
website, social media sites and YouTube channel at 2 p.m. CST each day.

 
Complete details about the NFDA Meet the Mentors program, including eligibility requirements, can be found at 

www.nfda.org/mentors. NFDA members can also call the association at 800-228-6332 with questions.

MBJ

skills necessary to start uncomfortable discussions in a way that is non-threatening and leads to better understanding. This 
session is designed for anyone who holds a leadership position, whether in a state or national association or funeral home.

 
Conference attendees will learn more about NFDA’s recent efforts to advance its relationships with state associations 

and discuss ways associations can work together to seamlessly serve their members and move the profession forward. 
NFDA will also host the popular “Breakout by Office” discussions during which association officers – president, vice pres-
ident, secretary, treasurer and executive director – can talk about issues unique to their roles and share ideas for success. 
More information about the speakers and breakout sessions can be found at www.nfda.org/leadership.

 
Detailed tour descriptions and registration information can be found by visiting www.nfda.org/leadership. Attendees will 

register for most excursions through Harvest Moon Events; registration for the golf outing will be coordinated through 
NFDA.

Register by June 12 and save $50.

MBJ
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The Notebook
The Funeral Service Foundation named Kelly Manion director of communications. In this newly created post, 

Manion will be responsible for providing leadership in the development, implementation and evaluation of wide-ranging 
communication and messaging initiatives. Manion was previously with Cardinal Stritch University, Milwaukee, where 
she served as director of university events. Before that, Manion held sales, marketing and volunteer management posi-
tions with Marcus Hotels and Resorts (Milwaukee), Mission Point Resort (Mackinac Island) and Ten Chimneys Founda-
tion (Genesee Depot, Wisconsin). “Kelly brings with her a wide range of communication strategies and skills and will be 
a tremendous asset as we work to steward our mission,” said FSF Executive Director Kathy Wisnefski. “Kelly is mission 
driven and has a solid foundation of diplomacy, great attention to detail and creativity that will enable her to successfully 
deliver a clear and consistent message to our stakeholders.”

Consolidated Funeral Services (CFS) and Tukios have announced a strategic partnership to offer funeral homes 
full-featured websites with integrated video tributes. The integration of Tukios into CFS’ software now gives funeral 
directors the ability to build tribute videos from within their own websites and from any location in the world. Because 
both Tukios and CFS work in the cloud, funeral directors dispense with the need to install and manage software across 
their office computers. For further information, visit www.consolidatedfuneralservices.com.

 
The Center for Loss and Life Transition (Fort Collins, Colorado) has announced a new training guide and training 

by Dr. Alan Wolfelt for funeral home staff. The guide, entitled “Educating the Families You Serve About the ‘WHY’ of 
the Funeral,” reviews why humans have had funerals since the beginning of time and explains how each of the elements 
of the ceremony – from visitation to music to the gathering afterward – are essential components. The purpose of the 
guide is to educate and motivate funeral directors and staff so they can in turn educate families, which will help to en-
sure the creation of complete, meaningful funeral experiences. Wolfelt serves as director of the Center for Loss and Life 
Transition. He is the author of numerous publications used in funeral service education. Wolfelt will also be offering a 
“train the trainer” workshop for funeral home staffs based on the guide. In this intensive workshop, he will teach funeral 
directors and staff to rethink their roles and responsibilities, focus on educating families, overcome objections and rein-
vigorate the funeral home’s business and standing in their community. To receive a descriptive brochure and to register a 
staff member, call 970-226-6050, or visit www.centerforloss.com. 

The Granite State Quality Council (GSQC) has recognized Phaneuf Funeral Homes and Crematorium as a part 
of its 2013 Granite State Quality Awards and Recognition Program. This recognition is based on the Baldrige Criteria 
for Performance Excellence, which is recognized around the world as the standard for organizational performance excel-
lence. Phaneuf Funeral Homes and Crematorium (Manchester New Hampshire) has earned the Achievement of Excel-
lence, the highest recognition level in the program. The Achievement of Excellence level recognizes organizations that 
demonstrate quality and performance excellence as defined by the Baldrige Criteria. In part, Phaneuf earned this rec-
ognition for its customer-focused culture and its approach to strategically grow and sustain a family-owned business in 
an industry where larger corporate chains are the trend. This is supported by Phaneuf’s core competency of technology 
adoption to benefit both its operations and the customer experience. These strengths support Phaneuf in achieving its 
purpose of honoring loss and celebrating life.

The process for earning the Achievement of Excellence recognition involves an intense application process and on-
site review conducted by the examiners to verify and clarify what is included in the application. Applicants receive a confi-
dential feedback report with strengths and opportunities to support continued improvements based on the best practices 
of world-class organizations. “We congratulate Phaneuf Funeral Homes and Crematorium on its achievement. Earning 
this recognition is a great milestone, which comes with the additional benefit of a deepened understanding of how to be-
come even more effective, efficient and innovative in achieving goals,” said Anne Warner, executive director of the Gran-
ite State Quality Council. Phaneuf will be formally recognized in a public ceremony later this year, where they will share 
some of their best practices and how the Baldrige framework has guided progress toward its goals.

Richard T. Sells was inducted into the ICCFA Hall of Fame at its 2013 Annual Convention & Exposition in Tampa. 
This award is not given annually but only as merited. Sells has been in the cemetery and funeral industry for 38 years. 
He had ownership interests in 19 cemeteries in eight states. He worked for 27 years with Service Corporation Interna-
tional in various leadership capacities and was responsible for more than $1 billion in sales annually. Sells was the founder 
and driving force behind the SCI traveling Vietnam Wall replica, a three-quarter-size exact replica of the Vietnam War 
Memorial in Washington, D.C. Additionally, he serves on the board of directors and is secretary/treasurer of the Fort 
Rosecrans and Miramar National Cemetery Support Foundation in San Diego. He was a captain in the U.S. Army Ar-
mor Corps.
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Getting the Word Out
While working on this week’s story about the plan to bury the cremated re-

mains of U.S. service veterans in ossuaries at Hillcrest Memorial Park, I couldn’t 
help but recall an episode of The West Wing.

Early in the show’s seven-year run, an episode centered on Toby Ziegler, the 
White House communications director. The D.C. police contacted Ziegler about 
a dead body that was found in a park. It turns out that the homeless man who died 
was wearing a coat donated to the Salvation Army by Ziegler, and in a pocket was 
one of Ziegler’s business cards. From a tattoo on the dead man’s arm, it was deter-
mined that he was a veteran, and Ziegler went through extraordinary measures to 
see that the man received a dignified funeral service.

In real life, not all veterans are that fortunate.

The Avenue of 444 Flags Foundation has created the Veterans Left Behind 
Project in an effort to provide a proper resting place for the cremated remains of 
honorably discharged servicemen and servicewomen that are unclaimed in funeral 
homes and crematories, and for those whose families cannot afford the costs of 
interment. The remains would be interred in the Avenue of 444 Flags at the park.

As you can see by the diagram on page 3 of this issue, among the flags, which 
now surround the War on Terror Veterans Memorial, the foundation has estab-
lished separate ossuaries for each branch of service. The cremated remains of vet-
erans, their wives, children and other family members may be placed in the same 
ossuary.

The ossuaries are vertical, waterproof cylinders set into the ground. The cre-
mated remains will be commingled or, if the family prefers, the remains will be 
placed in a velveteen container adorned with the American flag and the insignia of 
the specific branch of service.

For Tom Flynn, president of the Avenue of 444 Flags Foundation and owner of 
Hillcrest Memorial Park, the challenge is to get the word out to funeral directors 
and cemeteries across America about the Veterans Left Behind Project.

The task requires a little research on the part of funeral directors. Back in their 
own communities, funeral directors could be part of this national program to re-
cover these cremated remains and honor these veterans.

“It is nobody’s fault, but it is shocking that there is no record of these individu-
als,” Flynn said. “But with a little bit of work, going back to the files, they can be 
sure that a veteran is buried honorably and recorded.”

Edward J. Defort
Editor
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