Arlington National Cemetery: A complex history
From the first military burial in Arlington National Cemetery in 1864 through
its pending southern expansion, America's most iconic military burial ground
has been steeped in history—and controversy.

1800

April 1861: Having declined the Union Army,
Robert E. Lee takes
command of the Confederate Army instead.

1820

1802: George Washington Parke Custis, the
adopted son of George Washington, builds
Arlington House on a hill overlooking the
Potomac River and the nation's capital.

1840
1831: Custis’ daughter, Mary Anna, marries Lt.
Robert E. Lee in the main hall of the mansion.
The couple lives in the Custis-Lee mansion
and raise their children there.

April 1948: The US Army’s 3rd
US Infantry Regiment “The Old
Guard” begins its watch of the
Tomb of the Unknown Soldier.

May 30, 1929: President Herbert Hoover conducts the first
Memorial Day ceremony at the
cemetery.

1940
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1864: Secretary of War Edwin Stanton
declares the grounds a military cemetery. The government acquires the
land at a tax sale for about $26,800.

1860
May 1861: Militia occupy the
property and the Union Army
transforms Arlington House
into a military headquarters.

November 1963: President John
F. Kennedy is buried at Arlington.
Four years later, he is re-interred
at a new site with the eternal
flame.

1960

July 1948: President Harry S.
Truman issues Executive Order
9981 to desegregate burials at
Arlington.

April 1932: The Tomb of the
Unknown Soldier is completed
and opened to the public.

June 1862: Congress approves a law
to collect taxes on real estate in “insurrectionary districts,” leading to a
tax of $92.07 on the Custis-Lee estate
in Arlington.

December 1882: The US Supreme Court rules 5-4 in Lee’s
favor that the property had
been confiscated without due
process, returning ownership
of the estate to Lee.

1874: Custis Lee, the
heir to Robert E. Lee’s
estate, sues for ownership of Arlington.

1991: Cemetery leadership
begins a $1.4 million project,
clearing a 13-acre parking lot
to make room for 9,000 new
gravesites.

1998: Remains from the Tomb of the
Unknown Soldier are identified as
USAF 1st Lt. Michael Joseph Blassie,
who was shot down in Vietnam in 1972.
The remains are returned to his hometown of St. Louis.

1920

June 1900: Congress authorizes a Confederate section of the cemetery. Soldiers
of the Confederacy already interred at the
cemetery are moved to the new section
the following year.

September 2002: A
memorial to the 184
victims of the 9/11
attacks at the Pentagon is dedicated.

February 2004:
A memorial to the
astronauts killed in
the space shuttle
Columbia disaster
is dedicated.

2000

1999: The Army
transfers eight
acres from Fort
Myer to the
cemetery.

1887: The Army’s Quartermaster
General orders the closure of nearby
Freedman’s Village where the government constructed housing for up
to 3,000 freed slaves. In all, some
4,000 former slaves were buried in
Section 27 of the cemetery.

1900

May 13, 1864: Pvt. William
Henry Christman is the
first non-family member
buried on the grounds.

1996: Ownership of 12 acres
of woodland is transferred
from the National Park Service to the cemetery, making
room for more burial sites.

March 1883: Custis Lee
sells the estate back to the
government for $150,000,
and the land becomes a
military reservation.

1880

1980
January 1986: A memorial to the seven astronauts killed in the launch
of the space shuttle
Challenger is dedicated.

1868: Gen. Ulysses S. Grant and
Gen. James Garfield attend the first
Decoration Day commemoration held
at the cemetery. Decoration Day is
eventually renamed Memorial Day.

2004-05: Property expansion
continues with four
acres from Arlington
County and 10 from
Fort Myer.

June 4, 1914: A
memorial to Confederate soldiers is
constructed.

2040
2025: Construction for the
southern expansion ends.

2020

2000: Congress
authorizes the
Defense Department
to demolish the Navy
Annex and transfer
the property for cemetery expansion.

2007: The cemetery begins the
Millennium Project,
making room for
some 26,000 new
gravesites and
5,000 inurnments.
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2013: The Navy
Annex is demolished.
Congress approves
$84 million for the
Defense Department
to construct the Millennium Project.
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2023: Anticipated
August
roadway construc2018: A draft
tion ends, cemetery
environmental
construction begins.
assessment of
the southern
expansion is
released.

