FORT BLISS NATIONAL CEMETERY

National Cemeteries for World War Veterans

The U.S. Army managed the National Cemetery System until its transfer to what is now the
Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) in 1973. It established cemeteries out of necessity during
the Civil War (1861-1865), primarily in the South, usually expanding or supplementing existing
cemeteries to provide additional burial space. Cemeteries were concentrated east of the
Mississippi River and were relatively small in size. They were inadequate to meet the needs of
twentieth-century veterans, whose population spiked with service in the Spanish-American War
(1898-1902) and World War I (1917-1918). Internal
Army studies, spurred by veterans’ groups, led to the
first major expansion of the system. Seven national
cemeteries were constructed using Works Progress
Administration (WPA) funds in 1934-1939 in locations
determined by the population of veterans eligible for
burial benefits. VA still uses this methodology to guide
its cemetery development today. Expansion was timely,

as World War II (1941-1945) ushered in a volume of
veterans never before seen in the nation’s history.
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Post Cemetery to National Cemetery

Fort Bliss was established after the Mexican-American War (1846-1848) to protect newly
acquired territories. A 2-acre post cemetery was established in 1893, set apart by a stone wall
erected in 1914. This post cemetery was enlarged by 2.24 acres in 1935, increasing its capacity
to 2,400 graves.

The need for additional burial space after World War I led Congress to authorize a national
cemetery here in June, 1936. The WPA played a crucial role in the early development of the
cemetery. Workers engaged in new construction, rehabilitation, and landscape improvement
projects. WPA labor built the stone wall that encloses the cemetery, and completed the flagstaft
and base, featuring Texas pink granite, in 1939. The following year, WPA laborers improved the
cemetery by building a neoclassical rostrum made of Texas pink granite and a stone enclosure
wall. Fort Bliss National Cemetery's first interment was held on March 7, 1940.
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To learn more about benefits and programs
for Veterans and families, visit www.va.gov



