Eulogy for Dedication of Monument at the Sandlick Cemetery

Scheduled for Monday, May 28, 2007 at 1:30 P.M.

During the War Between the States, the residents of Letcher County were deeply divided in their sentiments of which side to support, Union or Confederate.  Nowhere else in the South did more brothers fight brothers nor neighbors fight neighbors than in the mountains of southeastern Kentucky and southwestern Virginia.  

In the fall of 1861, more than a thousand men joined the newly formed 5th Kentucky Infantry under the command of Colonel John S. Williams.  This regiment was part of the Army of Eastern Kentucky, which was commanded by General Humphrey Marshall.  This new Confederate army consisted of the 1st and 2nd Kentucky Mounted Battalions, 5th Kentucky Infantry, 21st, 29th, and 54th Virginia Infantries, Jeffress Battery and several small, independent cavalry units.  

While stationed in Whitesburg in the fall of 1861, an enemy deadlier than the Union army attacked the young Confederate Army.  Diseases such as measles, mumps and dysentery began to ravage the Appalachian Rebels.  In order to combat this enemy, a military hospital was built in the bottom where the Sandlick Creek emptied into the Kentucky River.  Before long, the hospital was full to capacity with seriously ill men.  The local residents of Whitesburg opened up their homes to help care for the sick soldiers.  Unfortunately, the limited amount of medicine soon ran out.

In late 1861 and early 1862, dozens of men succumbed to these deadly diseases.  John A. Caudill, father of Captain Ben E. Caudill of Company F of the 5th Kentucky Infantry, owned the property where the hospital was located as well as a small cemetery located approximately one thousand feet northeast of the hospital.  The sympathetic southerner donated burial spots for the southern heroes whose families could not come to Whitesburg to retrieve their loved ones.  Unfortunately, most records of the identities of these men were destroyed when Union forces burnt the hospital in late 1862.  Thankfully, some records survived the war and told the identities of ten Kentuckians that died in Whitesburg.  Two of these men were claimed by loved ones and returned to their family cemeteries.  

Other records that recorded the deaths of dozens of soldiers included the journal of Captain Edward Guerrant (founder of Stuart Robinson School at Letcher), the journal of George Mosgrove, 4th Kentucky Cavalry and the Adjutant General Reports of General Humphrey Marshall.  Armed with these documents and stories handed down through several generations, members of the Colonel Ben E. Caudill Camp No. 1629 of the Sons of Confederate Veterans began to search for the resting place of the soldiers.  With the help of the Letcher County Historical Society and several local residents, the camp was directed to the overgrown section of the Sandlick Cemetery.  After two weekends of nonstop labor, tons of brush and trees were removed and hauled away.  

Now clear of dense foliage, graves and rock markers could be seen in military-type rows.  Now satisfied that the final burial spot of dozens of Confederate soldiers had been found, the site was grubbed, plowed and sown in grass.  Tombstones for known and unknown soldiers were obtained and a monument to honor the soldiers was designed.  The request for funds to build it was sent out into the public and was answered by Enterprise Coal, Hall Equipment, Dry Fork Market, Jerry Wells, Dean and Nina Cornett and several other citizens.  In an effort to help with the project, Appalachian Monuments built the monument at their cost.  As you can now see, the monument went from a dream to a reality.  

Though the majority of these men will never be known other than they were from regiments of the 5th Kentucky Infantry, 1st Kentucky Mounted Battalion, 21st, 29th, and 54th Virginia Infantries and others, all of them should be considered American Soldiers.  I believe it is appropriate that this day, Memorial Day, was chosen to honor and dedicate this monument and graves of both known and unknown soldiers.  We would also like for this dedication and salute to include all veterans buried in this cemetery.  Soldiers from all wars fought by Americans are buried in these hallowed grounds and whether Union, Confederate or involved in any other conflict, all of these heroes should be honored and remembered today.

I would like to thank each and everyone of you that gave up some of your time to come here today to show your respect of our fighting men and women.  I encourage all of you to learn more about your ancestors and to be proud of all of them, regardless of what side they fought for or what war they were in.  Write down their stories and pass them on to your children and relatives so that our heritage will always be remembered.  Hopefully if we all work together, our children will not have to hunt for their ancestor’s neglected graves. 
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Note found on a dead Confederate Soldier

I ASKED GOD

I asked God for strength that I might achieve; I was made weak that I might learn humbly to obey.

I asked for health that I might do greater things; I was given infirmity that I might do better things.

I asked for riches that I might be happy; I was given poverty that I might be wise.

I asked for power that I might have the praise of men; I was given weakness that I might feel the need of God.

I asked for all things that I might enjoy life; I was given life that I might enjoy all things.

I got nothing I asked for but everything I had hoped for.  Almost despite myself, my unspoken prayers were answered.  

I am among all people, most blessed.

Where are the Potters Field?

Where are the fields of Potter?  Where do their bodies lay?

They lay beneath the fodder, those men of blue and gray.

They’re hidden on a mountain or by a gentle stream.

At dusk I hear faint shoutin’ as they walk in between.

They hide within the valleys, just praying to be found,

They’re numbers can’t be tallied, they’re hidden underground.

Remains of them are scattered on dust and on the wind,

Their life on earth was shattered by bullets from a friend. 

But where is their location? Will secrets be revealed?

Unknown they wait salvation within the Potters Field.  

