LONG ISLAND 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.

Aerial photograph of Long Island

National Cemetery, ca. 1940s.
NCA History Collection.

WWII dead from Europe. National Archives and Records Administration
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Long Island National Cemetery was created to supplant the Civil War-era Cypress Hills National
Cemetery in Brooklyn. After World War I, the burgeoning need for Veteran burial space was
particularly critical in New York City and the surrounding metropolitan area. In recognition of
this problem, Congress passed legislation on May 18, 1936, authorizing the Secretary of War to
acquire suitable lands in the vicinity of New York City for a national cemetery. Many sites were
investigated before the War Department decided to purchase land offered by Pinelawn Cemetery;,
a private corporation in Farmingdale. The initial purchase was $200,000 for 175 acres. The first
burials in Long Island National Cemetery took place in March 1937 and the volume of interments
quickly increased thereafter. In 1939, Long Island National Cemetery received $100,000 from the
War Department to construct new facilities and improve its infrastructure. The cemetery used
the funds to contract some 480 WPA laborers, and by 1941, the cemetery boasted a new shelter
house and comfort station, a sewer line and septic system, 76 acres of newly-cleared land, a
protective 60-foot firebreak along its boundary lines, a new rostrum, and many other amenities.

To learn more about benefits and programs
for Veterans and families, visit www.va.gov



