Unknown

I stand atop the marble staircase with a fellow national officer at my side.  We stand in utter silence and stillness.  We look upon the changing of the guard, and the immensity of the task before us suddenly permeates my consciousness.  The medals on the guard’s chest reverberate as he calls out commands, while two others move in methodical steps.


Everyone is silent; two hundred fifty red blazers, two hundred fifty pairs of eyes moving between the guards, my fellow officer, and myself.  I am humbled yet utterly inflated with such pride that I have been chosen to represent this select group of individuals.  The guard in command stops at the bottom of the stairs, pauses for a moment to give further instruction, and then proceeds.  As I watch him climb the stairs towards us, my heart is pounding wildly.  This is a man of the utmost honor, hand selected by the President of the United States.


After giving us tedious instruction, he commands us to begin our descent down the stairs.  All faces are turned in our direction and all eyes are upon us.  We reach the bottom of the stairs and we stop on the thin marble strip as instructed.  Another guard places the wreath before us.  Together, we place both hands upon the wreath and set it to hang in front of the tomb of the Unknown Soldier.


We return to our original post, I place my hand over my heart, and stand in stillness as the third guard plays taps.  The composition of all that is before me causes my chest to swell with pride and despair and I am moved deeply in my heart.  Looking upon the tomb I am reminded of what true American patriotism is and what it truly means to love thy brother more than thyself.  This tomb represents all the unknown men and women who have fought and given their lives so that others may live their own.  This tomb is a proclamation that they are not forgotten, a proclamation that freedom is not free.


As taps ends, we methodically turn and climb the stairs to our original spot.  I turn around and look upon this honored ground and I am filled with great emotion.  My vision blurs as my eyes fill with tears.  I turn from the tomb of the Unknown Soldier and proceed to lead the 250 SkillsUSA delegates up the hill towards the eternal flame of President John F. Kennedy.


Walking up the hill, I pass row after row of white headstones. The people these headstones represent were brothers, sisters, fathers, mothers, sons, daughters, and friends just like the family and friends I myself have.  It is in this moment that I understand the true cost of my freedoms and my life.  Men and women alike have given their lives countless times so that we may live our lives.  For them, we should make the most of everyday and live our lives to the fullest, an opportunity these men and women sacrificed.


When I finally reach the eternal flame of President John F. Kennedy, I stand and wait for the delegates to gather around so that I may give my speech.  I am overcome with such emotion that I struggle to get out the words that come from my heart.  Word by word and sentence by sentence my speech flows from my mouth with all the passion I have within.

After I finish my speech, I stand there and cry, embracing the actions of our American heroes, embracing the pride and patriotism with which they gave their lives, and embracing all my freedoms that have been granted to me because of each and every soul that has been laid to rest in Arlington Cemetery 
