rich as Delta soil. Decades before Williams’ birth, Columbus would
epitomize “the kindness of strangers” he would later write about.
FROM GRIEF TO GRACE
Morton and her friends–Jane Fontaine, Kate Hill, and Augusta
Sykes–had all lost loved ones during the war. In an era when women were often bereft of everything but memories, they gathered at
Twelve Gables to plan a remembrance day for the dead.
Ward is related to Sykes, whose husband was among the dead.
After decorating the Confederate graves, she felt compelled to
place flowers on the graves of 40 Union soldiers. She is recorded as
saying that the Union men, like the Confederates, were husbands,
fathers, brothers, and sons.
“As a soldier’s widow, Augusta knew the pain of a nation and
took a huge step toward healing its deep wounds,” Ward said.
On April 25, 1866, the women held a Decoration Day at Friendship
Cemetery to place flowers on soldiers’ graves. Decoration Days
were common throughout America during and after the war. United
by compassion, Sykes’ friends joined her in decorating the graves
of their former enemies. With that action, they inspired a war-torn
country to begin healing. Although the 40 Union soldiers were later
reinterred at the National Cemetery in Corinth, Miss., Columbus
came to be known as the place where “flowers healed a nation.”
A NATION TAKES NOTICE
Newspapers in the North and South applauded the women.
In Ohio, The Zanesville Courier wrote “…the ladies of Columbus,
Mississippi, have set a noble example worthy of imitation by all.

Let it be told wherever news is told…that all may be incited to go
and do likewise.”
Reading about the incident inspired New York Judge Francis M.
Finch to pen “The Blue and the Gray” for the Atlantic Monthly. His
poem gained widespread recognition and became associated with
Memorial Day. This excerpt captures the mood of the time:
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.
A HOLIDAY EVOLVES
Memorial Day, which commemorates those who died serving
their country, has roots in Decoration Day. Many towns, including
Columbus, Miss., and Columbus, Ga., claim to be the birthplace of
Memorial Day. In 1966, the federal government settled on Waterloo,
New York. That city apparently held the first formal ceremony. On
May 5, 1866, Waterloo launched an annual event when businesses
closed and residents decorated soldiers’ graves.
Like his fellow townspeople, Ward feels the spirit of Memorial
Day began in Columbus.
“The national publicity Columbus received by decorating all
soldiers’ graves, be they Union or Confederate, predated any other
such act of reconciliation. It was the catalyst for a national day of
recognition for all Americans who gave their lives for their country,”
he said.
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In 1868, Maj. Gen. John Logan, commander in chief of the Grand
Army of the Republic, issued an order designating May 30 as a day to
decorate graves of the war dead. Many graves in cemeteries across
the country, including those at Arlington National Cemetery, were
decorated on that day.
By 1900, Decoration Day was called Memorial Day. Even so, the
suffering the South endured during and after the war caused many
Southerners to ignore Memorial Day and instead observe Confederate
Decoration Day, which originally was designated on April 26. In some
Southern states, Confederate Decoration Day still is observed.
Then in 1971, the fourth Monday in May was designated as the
federal holiday of Memorial Day.
Despite differing opinions on the holiday’s origins, Nancy
Carpenter, executive director and CEO of the Columbus-Lowndes
Convention and Visitors Bureau, takes a broader perspective.
“My son served in Iraq. He returned, but 20 percent of his company did not. I no longer associate the holiday with picnics and the
beginning of summer,” she said. “Memorial Day is important because
it’s about people who made the ultimate sacrifice to preserve our freedom.”
One thing is certain. Four Mississippi women engaged America’s
conscience at a crucial point in history. War wounds still fresh,
Columbus sent a unifying message that resonated with an entire nation. The message remains relevant today. •

BEFORE YOU GO
For more information, contact Columbus-Lowndes
Convention and Visitors Bureau, (800) 920-3533 or
www.visitcolumbusms.org.
Friendship Cemetery (below) is located at Fourth Street
South and 15th Avenue South. It is open daily, 7 a.m.–dusk.
During Spring Pilgrimage (March 28–April 9 next year),
“Tales from the Crypt” candlelight tours feature students
from the Mississippi School for Mathematics and Science
depicting historical characters.
To visit Columbus, stop by your nearest AAA service office for maps, reservations, TripTiks® and TourBook® guides.
A list of offices to serve you is on page 6 or visit AAA.com.
Order free information about Mississippi through the
Free Travel Information Card found at page 40 or online at
AAA.com/Traveler.

Nancy Moreland is a new contributor from St. Augustine, Fla.
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