U. S. Coast Guard Flags Across America: 

Growing Beyond Founders’ Expectations

By PA1 Paul Roszkowski, USCG

It started simply: Three Coast Guard first class petty officers walking through Arlington National Cemetery one spring day in 1996, discussing an idea. Every Memorial Day, the Army places small American flags among the gravestones at Arlington.  Why couldn’t the Coast Guard place the service’s flag on the graves of fallen Coast Guardsmen? 

“The idea has always existed,” said Senior Chief Boatswains Mate Mark Allen, one of the founders of U.S. Coast Guard Flags Across America (USCG FAA) and current president of the Washington, DC, Chapter of the Chief Petty Officers Association (DC CPOA).  “We just provided the mechanism for the idea to get going.”

 “Its very simple,” said Chief Warrant Officer Edward Kruska, co-founder and chairman of USCG FAA.  “That is what is nice about the whole idea.  Anyone from youngster to oldster can participate.  Our vision is to involve people in all 50 states, territories and D.C. -- to go out on patriotic holidays and place a Coast Guard flag on graves of Coast Guard men and women.”

In 1999 the idea of USCG FAA began to develop.  That year, eight people gathered in Arlington National Cemetery on Veterans Day to honor fallen comrades.

“The eight of us placed about 50 flags that first year on a grey, cold November day,” Kruska said. “Then the next year (2000), 22 people gathered the day before Veterans day to place about 200 flags throughout Arlington.  After 9/11, participation boomed!  Each year, the number of participants and the amount of flags placed has doubled.”

“One of the biggest surprises has been the amount of young peoples’ organizations participating like the Girl Scouts and the Cub Scouts,” Allen said. “ We get the kids involved in every event we do. The scouts always come in their uniforms and perform color guard duties; we’ve had one sing the national anthem. And they seem to love going out to place the flags.”

“After the opening ceremony at Arlington, we walk the group around and give them a small history lesson on several of the more famous Coasties in Arlington,” Allen said. “We take them to each of the graves and give them a brief history on the person buried there. We’re planting the seeds for a new generation for the Coast Guard and through this project we are linking them to our current service and our past heritage. When we started, we didn’t go into it expecting any large degree of participation, and so we were very surprised by how much it’s grown since 1999.” 

At the beginning, the flags placed on graves were small -- four-by-six-inch plastic flags. Then, eight-by-twelve-inch sizes were placed on the graves.  Now, a large 12-by-18-inch flag is placed on every known Coast Guard grave and monument in Arlington.  The bigger flags are much easier to spot for passersby and for program volunteers who also have to take them off the graves after Veterans Day. 

“A spin-off project from this is that volunteers are documenting every Coast Guard grave at Arlington National Cemetery and their goal is to have all the Coast Guard graves documented within the next year,” Kruska said. “One of the Chief Petty Officers working on this says it’s very emotional each time he goes to Arlington to document these graves.  I went out with a small group this past September and it’s a very time-consuming project but it’s a labor of love and it’s interesting too.”  

The Washington, D.C. Chapter of the Chief Petty Officers Association  (CPOA) is the primary supporter of USCG FAA, a non-profit venture.  Each year the DC CPOA raises funds and purchases flags to be placed on the Coastie graves at Arlington National Cemetery.  

In January 2001, the chapter began advertising nationally for others to join them and start their own local program.  USCG FAA now has 80 representatives placing flags in 30 states, England and the Philippines.  The most active chapters nationally are located in New York, Virginia, New Jersey, and Michigan.  Kentucky recently formed a chapter. 

“We ask other CPOA chapters to search for and document new Coast Guard graves as most private cemeteries do not have markers for former Coast Guardsmen. Most of the time, the only way to tell if a person served in the Coast Guard is if they were buried with a government headstone,” said Kruska.  “We ask our chapters to locate Coasties’ graves and completely document their location so they can be honored on patriotic holidays too.” 

This year, USCG FAA founders will be achieving three of their long-term goals. The first was to create a booth to sell flags to raise money to buy more flags. The second goal was to march in a parade to spread the word about USCG FAA.  Finally, they wanted to spread the word about the program with more publicity – achieved at the booth, with higher visibility in the parade, and via media coverage.  

These goals were accomplished at the 2003 Coast Guard Festival in Grand Haven, Mich. where they established a booth and were able to make several hundred dollars toward the purchase of more flags.  Approximately 30 members marched in the annual Coast Guard Festival Parade this year.  The group plans to return to Grand Haven for the Aug. 7, 2004, parade and has also been invited to the National Flag Day parade in Waubeka, Wis. June 13, 2004.  

“We want the USCG FAA program to keep growing to the point where there is no Coast Guard grave anywhere that is not adorned with a Coast Guard flag,” said Kruska.

Anyone interested in participating in USCG FAA can email uscgflags@yahoo.com or check out their Web site at www.uscgcpoa-dc.org/faa.

