
It’s Uncle Rick, coming to you from the Little House in the Pasture—
where you can hear the birds sing, the cows moo, the horses neigh, and Uncle Rick 

talk to his little buddies!

I’ll bet you’re looking forward to Memorial Day. It will be here before long 
and most people will get a day off and spend it having a lot of fun. This year it comes 
on Monday, May the twenty-seventh. It’s always celebrated on the last Monday of 
May. That’s so that many working people can enjoy a three-day weekend to be with 
their families and celebrate the day. There will be a lot of picnics, cookouts and fun of 
all sorts.

But fun is not really what Memorial Day is all about. So today, I want to tell you the 
true story of Memorial Day. It’s a very important day in America’s history and we 
should all remember why we recognize it.

I don’t really know where the first Memorial Day observance was held. Several 
towns in America claim to be where it started. But there are some things we do 
know about it. We know that it started because of the War Between the States. You 
may know that war is also called the Civil War. It happened between 1861 and 1865. 
Several of the states in the southern part of America wanted to leave the Union 
and start a new country called the Confederate States of America. The national 
government didn’t want them to leave and break America into two pieces. So the 
government sent armies into the South to force the Southern states to stay.

In the end, the Union won. But there were many thousands of men killed on both 
sides. It was especially sad in the South, where most of the battles had been fought. 
The families on both sides had lost their fathers, husbands, brothers and sons. But 
in the South, many of their cities had been destroyed too, because of the terrible 
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battles that had been fought there. Hundreds of thousands 
of people lost their homes, jobs and farms. Many were 
desperate and starving. 

But the people of both sides were proud of the men who 
had fought in the war. The Northerners felt that their men 
had fought to keep America together and to end slavery in 
America. The Southerners felt that their men had fought for 
the rights of the states to make their own decisions, without 
the federal government telling them what to do. Both sides 
believed they were fighting for freedom. What a strange war!

Just about a year after the war was over, the women of 
Columbus, Mississippi gathered at the local graveyard. It 
was called Friendship Cemetery. I don’t know where that 
name came from, but it must have seemed kind of ironic 
on that day because there were many Civil War soldiers 
buried there and they were from both armies. Think of that! 
Enemies were buried together in Friendship Cemetery.

The ladies of Columbus were there that day to put flowers on the graves of the Confederate 
soldiers. At the same time, ladies all across the South were decorating local graves as well. I’ll bet 

most of those ladies had sons or brothers or 
fathers or husbands buried there. And I’ll bet 
others had loved ones who had died in battles 
far away from home and had been buried on 
the battlefield. They would never come home 
again. That often happened in those days. 

It’s not hard to imagine those ladies of 
Columbus, young and old, as they slowly 
moved among the gravestones and wooden 
headboards with the names of soldiers on 
them, stooping to place flowers here and 
there where a loved one lay in his grave. Sad, 
thin faces looked out through faded bonnets, 
telling the story of grief and poverty. Girls 
decorated graves of brothers and fathers. 
Weeping young women placed flowers 
above the bodies of husbands. Older women 
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Two brothers, Civil War veterans: one fought for the 
South, one fought for the North. (Photo taken in 1910.)

Friendship Cemetery Historical Marker, Columbus, Mississippi



thought of their lost sons and dropped a tear with a flower from time to time. Such a sad day! They 
were proud of their men for having given their lives in defending their state and town from invading 
Federal armies, but oh, the grief in those hearts.

Someone had an idea, maybe at the cemetery. Or, maybe somebody thought of it as they were 
planning ahead on meeting together there. At any rate, these grieving women thought of others 
who were grieving at the same time, and not just in the South. There were mothers and daughters 
and sisters and wives up north too, who would never receive their men back from war. There were 
broken hearts in places hundreds of miles away, and some of those families would never even know 
how their boys died or where they were buried. They could never put flowers on the loved one’s 
grave.

So the ladies of Columbus took it on themselves. They placed flowers on the graves of the Yankee 
soldiers as they were decorating the graves of their own boys. No soldier’s final resting place should 
be neglected because he had died far from home. Perhaps some Northern woman was even now 
dropping a flower on the grave of some Mississippi boy who had died on the field at Gettysburg or 
Antietam away up north.

Several cities in America claim credit for the first memorial observations that turned into the 
national holiday we know as Memorial Day. One of those is Columbus’ sister city, Columbus, 
Georgia. In the spring of 1866 the Ladies Memorial Association of Columbus, Georgia passed a 
resolution to set aside one day annually to 
memorialize the Confederate dead. The 
secretary of the association was directed 
to author a letter inviting the ladies in 
every Southern state to join them in the 
observance. The letter was written in March 
of 1866 and sent to all of the major cities in 
the South.

The date chosen for the holiday was April 
25, 1866. That was the first anniversary 
of Confederate General Johnston’s final 
surrender to General Sherman at Bennett 
Place, North Carolina. For many in the 
South, that marked the official end of the war. 

On April 25, 1866, tens of thousands of Southern women commemorated the first Confederate 
Memorial Day. But some in the in the northern portions of the South did didn’t have flowers 
because they weren’t blooming yet where they lived. So they selected dates later in the spring to hold 
their first Confederate Memorial Days. 
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But according to the Library of Congress, it was Columbus, Mississippi that first officially decided to 
annually decorate the graves of soldiers from both sides. It really doesn’t matter, does it? What matters 
is that we remember and honor those who died for causes they believed in.

Soon, the idea of a day for decorating soldiers’ graves spread north. There was a veterans’ organization 
in the North called the Grand Army of the Republic. Union General John A. Logan was the commander 
in chief. He ordered that his organization would honor the war dead, too. According to General Logan’s 
wife, he followed the example of Confederate Memorial Day. She wrote that Logan “said it was not too 
late for the Union men of the nation to follow the example of the people of the South in perpetuating the 
memory of their friends who had died for the cause they thought just and right.” General Logan chose 
May 30, 1868 for the first Decoration Day, as he called it. 

Gradually, Decoration Day began to be called Memorial Day. Then, almost fifty years after the Civil 
War, America found itself caught up in another terrible conflict, World War I. Again many American 
boys died far from home. From that time on, Americans began to decorate the graves of all soldiers 
on Memorial Day rather than just those who died in the Civil War. And many people began to take 
advantage of their Memorial Day visits to the cemetery to also decorate the graves of loved ones who 
were not killed in wars. 
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World War I Memorial Day Poster in memory of American soldiers in all wars from 1775 through 1917



Memorial Day wasn’t officially recognized as a national holiday by law until 1968. Its date was also 
changed from May 30 to the last Monday in May, which is when we celebrate it now. 

So now little buddies, you know the story of Memorial Day. I hope you enjoy it with your families. And 
I hope that when the day comes around each year, you will remember and honor those who have given 
their lives to keep America free.

So long, little buddies!
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Love,

Uncle Rick
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By the flow of the inland river,
Whence the fleets of iron have fled,

Where the blades of grave-grass quiver,
Asleep are the ranks of the dead:

Under the sod and the dew,
Waiting the judgment-day;

Under the one, the Blue,
Under the other, the Gray.

Those in the robings of glory,
Those in the gloom of defeat,

All with the battle-blood gory,
In the dusk of eternity meet;
Under the sod and the dew,
Waiting the judgment-day;
Under the laurel the Blue,

Under the willow, the Gray.

From the silence of sorrowful hours
The desolate mourners go,

Lovingly laden with flowers
Alike for the friend and the foe;

Under the sod and the dew,
Waiting the judgment-day;
Under the roses, the Blue,
Under the lilies, the Gray.

So, with an equal splendor,
The morning sun-rays fall,

With a touch impartially tender,
On the blossoms blooming for all;

Under the sod and the dew,
Waiting the judgment-day;

Broidered with gold, the Blue,
Mellowed with gold, the Gray.

So, when the summer calleth,
On forest and field of grain,

With an equal murmur falleth
The cooling drip of the rain:
Under the sod and the dew,
Waiting the judgment-day,
Wet with the rain, the Blue
Wet with the rain, the Gray.

Sadly, but not with upbraiding,
The generous deed was done,

In the storm of the years that are fading
No braver battle was won:

Under the sod and the dew,
Waiting the judgment-day;

Under the blossoms, the Blue,
Under the garlands, the Gray

No more shall the war cry sever,
Or the winding rivers be red;
They banish our anger forever

When they laurel the graves of our dead!
Under the sod and the dew,
Waiting the judgment-day,
Love and tears for the Blue,
Tears and love for the Gray.

Francis Miles Finch, a Northern judge who wrote poetry as a hobby, 
was inspired by the Southern ladies who took care of the graves of the 
soldiers buried in Friendship Cemetery regardless of whether they 
were Union or Confederate. Here is his poem. which was published in 
September, 1867.

THE BLUE AND THE GRAY
by Francis Miles Finch


