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Once transported across the US in the baggage holds of commercial planes, the bodies of 
American soldiers killed in Iraq and Afghanistan are now to be given full military 
honours after an outcry from grieving families. 
John and Stacey Holley have led a successful campaign to change the procedures after 
they were told that their 21-year-old son, Matthew, who was killed in Iraq, would be 
delivered by ordinary baggage handlers to an airport freight area. 
Mr. Holley was outraged when an airline executive told him that this was the “most 
expeditious” way to get the body home. 
“I said, ‘That’s not going to happen with my son. That’s not how my son is coming 
home’,” Mr Holly recalled. 
“If it was expeditious to deliver them in garbage trucks, would you do that?” 
After the arrangements were modified because of their concerns, the couple campaigned 
to ensure that no other families would be confronted with the same situation. Now, the 
US Congress has passed a law that the remains of personnel must be flown on a military 
aircraft and be met by a guard of honour. Commercial airliners can only be used if 
specifically requested by families. 
At least 3,270 American troops have died in Iraq since the March 2003 invasion, while 
375 have been killed in Afghanistan since October 2001. 
Matthew Holley, a combat medic, was killed by a roadside bomb in Taji in November 
2005. He was a member of the 101st Airborne Division, just like his father and uncle. 
All bodies of troops killed overseas are transported initially to Dover Air Force Base in 
Delaware, where they are dressed in pristine uniforms complete with the correct insignia 
and medals. 
They are then driven to Arlington Cemetery outside Washington or flown to wherever 
else in the US the burial is set to take place. 
Tom Bellisario, a pilot who has flown more than 30 bodies from Dover, said: “As soon as 
we pull the flag-draped casket into the doorway, you hear the crying. You can sense it in 
the air.” 
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