The FriYAY Podcast Series
Transcript for Episode 21: Honoring Those Who Have Served: An Interview with American Battle Monuments Commission with Jason Bordelon
(Introduction Music)
 It’s Fri-Yay, Fri-Yay, Fri-Yay, FriYAY! (woo!)
(Fast guitar-picking music)
Narrator:
Welcome to the FriYAY Podcast Series from PPFL. Each week we interview interesting experts in a variety of disciplines from underwater basket-weaving to animal husbandry. This week we're talking to Jason Bordelon, Acting Director of Interpretation and Visitor Services for the American Battle Monuments Commission. Sally Mayberry conducted the interview. 

---
Sally Mayberry, byline:
Who is the American Battle Monuments Commission and why were you established? 
Jason Bordelon:
The American Battle Monuments Commission or the ABMC honors the service of the armed forces by creating and maintaining memorial sites. We offer commemorative services and facilitating the education of the legacy to future generations. We were created in 1923 to honor the sacrifice of the United States Armed Services who perished in foreign wars. Our memorials and monuments throughout the world commemorate World War I and World War II and we are a global agency with 26 total cemeteries and 29 memorials worldwide.
Sally:
That's great. That's quite a large amount. What are some of the ongoing projects or goals right now?
Jason:
You know a lot like the Park Service, we're a really mission-focused agency. While things may change over time, really honoring this history and the courage and sacrifice of the armed forces kind of stays the focus. So while our projects shift the mission remains the same. 
In the more recent years the ABMC has begun to delve into the creation of visitor centers. We're finding more and more visitors not only want the experience of visiting the graves. And we still provide all of our traditional next of kin services for families who have family members buried at our cemeteries. That's sort of the cornerstone of our visitor services but at the same time we've begun delving into the creation of visitor centers to provide education and a bit of history for visitors. Normandy American Cemetery is probably our most frequented cemetery and has recently undergone a major renovation and is a world-class visitor center where thousands of people come every year. So you can visit the headstones of the men and women who are interred there and you can also visit the visitor centers. 
Education continues to be a major focus. Establishing partnerships remains a priority. The Washington Office of the ABMC has maintained relations with the World War II Museum and also the Smithsonian. Here in Europe we have really strong education outreach programs where cemeteries and memorials will work directly with the schools that are in their community. So visitor centers and education outreach are some of the big things that we're focusing on.
Sally:
Speaking of your visitor center and some of the events that you host what are some of the ways that you've had to make changes given the pandemic?
Jason:
Yeah that's a great question. The pandemic is sort of the great common denominator right now; it's taking place on a global scale and agencies like the National Park Service and the ABMC, we're all in the same boat, kind of having to make adjustments. Because we've never really been in a situation like this you know there's not necessarily a template or a playbook to go by. So safety of course has been the number one concern. Safety for our staff and safety for our visitors.
The biggest adjustment with the initial pandemic we had to close our facilities when the host nations declare[d] a lockdown. So we made it through the first one in the spring and then now in Europe we're seeing a resurgence, of course as you know. And we've gone into a second lockdown here in France which means that the cemeteries has to close and also the visitor center has to close. 
When we're open we followed all safety procedures of social distancing and sanitation devices and every measure that could possibly be taken. Limiting our numbers was a big thing. We have to make sure that we're complying with the host nations regulations and since we're a global agency one size does not fit all. So for example at our sites in the UK, Brookwood American Cemetery and Cambridge American Cemetery, UK has their own set of rules. Across the channel here in France we have different rules that we have to follow for our French sites. The big focus now is when we have to close down, we close down. And then making sure that when we are open we continue to serve our mission, continue to serve our visitors, continue to tell the story, but just make sure that we're doing it in a way that is in complete compliance with rules and regulations. We've got an amazing team that's really dedicated to doing the most with the situation.
Sally:
Let me ask you this; who do you target with your mission and how are you engaging the younger generation that may not know much about World War I and World War II.
Jason:
When it comes to who we sort of target with our mission, our focus remains telling the story and honoring the service of those armed forces who are interred at our sites. Our audience is really the world.I mean I would say we still see so many family members and next of kin of individuals who were killed in the war and buried at our sites and so when family members come to visit the graves of their deceased family members, we do everything we can to make sure that their story is honored, that they are treated as guests and as dignitaries while on our sites. That really remains priority #1. But we also serve the general public. Coming from the United States we are a U.S. tax paid service. We are a public service, so we are always keeping that in mind. We're always acknowledging and honoring our American audience and make sure that we are connecting with them.
We also have an enormous host nation visitation as well. For a remote site in Belgium in a situation like that, for example, a large portion of our visitors are from the host country. One of the unique things about the ABMC, and that I've definitely noticed in my time working with them, is you have older generations that come to our sites and in many cases are just an abundance of knowledge. I mean they really know their history, they have kind of first-hand memories with maybe when their parents or grandparents were someway connected to the war. Whether they served, whether they were fallen… whatever the case may be and because they have that living memory, their level of knowledge is sort of deeply embedded in their consciousness. But as time goes on and particularly with World War I, we're seeing a greater gap between younger generations that know about these wars and those who fought in those wars.
And the gap with the younger generations in terms of their level of knowledge, we have a big social media campaign. You can find us on all of the major social media platforms. We have really robust education outreach programs at our sites, offering school field trips, offering virtual field trips, offering educational tours while the students are on site. Of course we've had to pivot a little bit to more virtual interactions with the pandemic. The whole point is to really cover all of our bases and make sure that those future generations are also hearing and understanding the history and the story of the ABMC.
Sally:
Tell me what's one of the best things about your job.
Jason:
That's a fun question and kind of a tough one to answer, and I don't want to sound too excited, but there's a lot of really great things about working for the ABMC. Sometimes I can't really think of a higher mission. When I'm on site and I'm walking the cemetery rows and you really feel the kind of gravity and the relevance and sanctity of what went on and the amount of people that really sacrificed [in] such a courageous way. The mission is really one of the great things. Being a global agency is really exciting. I worked for many years with the National Park Service but the opportunity to actually get to work for the federal government, for a mission-based agency that does such strong interpretation and education, but to get to do it abroad and also maintaining our operations in the Philippines, in Mexico, and panama, and North Africa. That international aspect is a real game changer for just your overall work experience.
Sally:
And that leads us to our final question; how can folks support ABMC?
Jason:
The best way to support ABMC is you can follow us on all of our social media platforms. Please check out our ABMC website, abmc.gov. It is a great place to get information about who we are, our history, and more importantly where our cemeteries and memorials are located. 
If you are curious or if you find yourself traveling in Europe or some of these countries, please visit one of our sites. Having someone actually go to our sites and visit the headstones and say the names of the individuals interred there is one of the best things you can do.
---
Narrator:
To learn more about the FriYAY Series visit the Common Learning Portal. 


