Confederate Memorial Day Address

 Cox Cemetery, Hazel Green, May 24, 2003

 Mark Carroll, Lt. Col., U.S. Army (Ret)

Ladies and Gentlemen, descendants of Confederate military and sympathizers. I wish to thank Bill James for inviting me to speak on this occasion. This is my first visit to Hazel Green. I know of it however through my own family history. My 2nd Great Grandfather, Ambrose Amburgey, settled here between 1860 and 1870 with his family, including his youngest son, Jefferson Davis Amburgey. 

We have gathered here today to honor those Southern patriots who gave so much in answer to the call of their country. We pause annually to recall the honorable attributes of our ancestors and kinsman who placed themselves in harms way in defense of their country and family. We decorate their graves in the tradition that has come from ancient times, particularly in Greece, where the folk decorated warriors’ graves with flowers and laurel. We come not only to honor them, but also for camaraderie and to comfort our own souls in a time when honoring our Confederate heritage invokes malice and derision from some fellow Americans.

General John A Logan was a Union commander and founder of our United States Memorial Day. He was so impressed with the way the South honored their dead with a special day; he became convinced that such a day must be created to honor Union dead. He observed that the battlefield graves around Richmond were marked with little white flags, faded wreaths of laurel. The family and friends of Confederate soldiers had placed them there. Logan was deeply touched, and he said he wished he could issue an order designating a day for decorating the grave of every soldier in this land. Today, all the veterans of the civil war, North and South, are U.S. Veterans by act of Congress, and they all have earned any recognition that we might render. Our state of Kentucky officially recognizes Confederate Memorial Day on June 3, along with Louisiana and Tennessee. 

In this age of political correctness, our small ceremony today might be viewed with a jaundice eye by many. We may even be criticized, and yes, defamed because of our act of tribute this day. We stand here today, however, united in our purpose – to pass on to our children and communities the truth. This ceremony sends a strong message to all those who would stand against us. They who would like to see history rewritten. They who wish to obliterate the signs and symbols of our heritage. They who would desecrate graves, vandalize statues, and disparage the culture of the South. They who would ban the Stars and Bars from any public display.

Our message must be strong and secure in its foundation. It is the same message that our forefathers sent at the turn of the last century. We are proud of our veterans, and we are proud that they fought and died and sacrificed for the Cause in which they believed. In the words of Lt. General Stephen D. Lee, the first commander of the United Confederate Veterans, who gave us our challenge: 

"To you, Sons of Confederate Veterans, we submit the vindication of the Cause for which we fought; to your strength will be given the defense of the Confederate soldier's good name, the guardianship of his history, the emulation of his virtues, the perpetuation of those principles he loved and which made him glorious and which you also cherish. Remember, it is your duty to see that the true history of the South is presented to future generations."

To many Confederate veterans, the decision to support he confederacy and abandon the Union was likely not an easy one, particularly for Kentuckians whose state was split on the issue of succession. Kentucky, as you may well know, had two state capitals, essentially two militias, and its sentiments were clearly divided. Families were even split with brothers and fathers fighting against one another. The choice they made required of them a deep reflection on their heritage, life, duty, and loyalty. They rose to defend their Cause: which was freedom and self-determination, and defense of their homeland.

The moral struggle of many in answering this call can be exemplified in the words and deeds of the nation’s preeminent soldier, General Robert E. Lee. General Lee was a career soldier, the best in the Army in 1861. As South Carolina and other deep-south states voted for succession he was offered command of all the Union forces. His love of his country, his fellowship with his Army comrades, and his sense of duty to his country made his choice extremely difficult. The day that Virginia succeeded he felt forced to make a decision, indeed, his commander, General Winfield Scott, the commander of the Army, demanded he do so. 

Lee’s father and kinsman had signed the Declaration of Independence, and had fought the British in the first American Revolution. His roots in the United States ran very deep indeed. In January 1861 he wrote to his son,

The South, in my opinion, has been aggrieved by the acts of the North… I …would defend any state if her rights were invaded. But I can anticipate no greater calamity for the country than a dissolution of the Union. It would be an accumulation of all the evils we complain of, and I am willing to sacrifice everything but honor for its preservation. I hope …that all constitutional means will be exhausted before there is a recourse to force. Secession is nothing but revolution… I shall mourn for my country and for the welfare and progress of mankind. If the Union is to be dissolved and the Government disrupted, I shall return to my native state and share the miseries of my people, and save in defense, will draw my sword on none.

In April, after Fort Sumter, Lee met with General Scott and told him,

The property belonging to my children, all they possess lies in Virginia. They will be ruined, if they do not go with their state. I cannot raise my hand against my children.

That evening, he paced the floor most of the night, finally dropping to his knees in prayer – later, long after midnight, he asked his wife to read his letter of resignation to General Scott in which he reiterated: 

Save in defense of my native state, I never desire again to draw my sword.

And to his sister Ann he wrote:

Now we are in a state of war which will yield to nothing. The whole South is in a state of revolution, into which Virginia, after a long struggle, has been drawn.

Lee’s dilemma is representative of the issues that faced every Southern American in that age. Furthermore, his life, works, and words truly reflect the character and values of southern gentry. His decision and action stood as an example for every Southerner of that age, and stand for us yet today.

I can imagine that the comrades at rest around us today shared a similar dilemma. They were men of conviction, men who were forced to choose their country. I’ve no doubt that most were religious men whose prayers for God’s guidance led them to choose their path. When called upon to defend their state’s sovereignty, they boldly took up their arms in the defense of their freedom. 

I spoke earlier of the virtues, values and attributes that we should acknowledge of these Veterans today. In conclusion, I invite you to consider silently how our veterans may have exemplified these:

Honor – Conducting one’s self in accordance with all the expectations of one’s religion, laws, creed and heritage.

Duty – Meeting the call to do one’s part; even when that requires sacrifice – even the ultimate sacrifice.

Country – Loving one’s country above self, above all after God and Family, and loyally supporting one’s country.

Integrity – Truth and virtue, unblemished by evil and self-serving desires and actions.

Courage  -- In the face of adversity, overcoming fear to do the right thing.

Let us go forth today, and proudly carry the banner of our ancestors. Let us fulfill General Stephen’s Lee challenge to emulate the virtues of our fallen Confederates.
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