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Memorial Day has rich history dating to Civil War

Bruce RushVincent RoyallNelson Royall

Contributed report
Each year on the last Mon-

day of May, Americans cele-
brate Memorial Day. Memo-
rial Day is a federal holiday 
that honors and mourns Amer-
ican military personnel who 
died while performing their 
duties in service to the United 
States Armed Forces.

Memorial Day has a rich 
history and one that’s worth 
revisiting as the nation pre-
pares to honor the sacrifi ces 
made by its military personnel 
over the centuries.

Freed slaves played a role 
in the establishment of Memo-
rial Day. The American Civil 
War is the deadliest military 
confl ict in American history, 
as the Union and the Confed-
eracy each suffered more than 

800,000 casualties by the time 
the war ended in 1865. Ac-
cording to History.com, as the 
war drew to a close, hundreds 
of Union soldiers who were 
being held as prisoners of war 
died and were buried in a mass 
grave in a Confederate prison 
camp in South Carolina. After 
the Confederate surrender, 
more than 1,000 now-freed 
slaves honored those recently 
deceased Union soldiers dur-
ing a ceremony in which they 
sang hymns and distributed 
fl owers. The ceremony was 
dedicated to the fallen soldiers 
and served as a precursor to 
what is now celebrated as Me-
morial Day.

Confederate soldiers were 
honored, too. Confederate 
losses during the Civil War 

outnumbered Union losses, 
and those losses were not for-
gotten by southerners who 
survived the war. History.com 
notes that, in 1866, the Geor-
gia-based Ladies Memorial 
Association, one of many sim-
ilar organizations to arise in 
the aftermath of the war, 
pushed for a day to honor fall-
en Confederate soldiers. In 
fact, these efforts are believed 
to have infl uenced General 
John A. Logan. In 1868, Gen-
eral Logan, a Civil War veter-
an who was then serving as 
commander-in-chief of a 
group of Union veterans, or-
dered the decoration of Union 
graves with fl owers on May 
30. The day would ultimately 
be known as “Memorial Day.”

It took a long time for Me-

morial Day to become a fed-
eral holiday. Despite tracing 
its origins to the immediate 
aftermath of the Civil War, 
Memorial Day did not become 
an offi cial federal holiday un-
til 1971, more than a century 
after the war ended. This is the 
same year the holiday was of-
fi cially designated as taking 
place on the last Monday in 
May. The designation has pe-
riodically drawn the ire of vet-
erans and military supporters 
who suggest it is now more 
widely seen as the unoffi cial 
beginning to summer and not 
a day in which the sacrifi ces of 
fallen U.S. soldiers are hon-
ored to the extent that they 
should be.

Debate exists about which 
town has the longest history of 

celebrating Memorial Day. A 
handful of towns claim to be 
the fi rst celebrants of Memo-
rial Day. That debate fi gures 
to continue in perpetuity, but 
History.com notes that Water-
loo, New York, was offi cially 
recognized by U.S. President 
Lyndon B. Johnson as the 
birthplace of Memorial Day in 
1966. Doylestown, Pennsyl-
vania, and Rochester, Wiscon-
sin are some other towns that 
claim to have celebrated Me-
morial Day since the mid-
1860s.

Memorial Day has a rich 
history that highlights the im-
portance of honoring the men 
and women who have given 
their lives while in service of 
the United States military.
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After the Confederate surrender, more than 1,000 now-freed slaves honored recently deceased Union 
soldiers during a ceremony in which they sang hymns and distributed fl owers
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