
Memorial Day considered at the Nichols Library 

 

 Ever give a thought to why we celebrate both Memorial Day and Veteran’s Day?    While the 

latter holiday honors all who have served in the armed forces, Memorial Day specifically remembers 

those who gave their lives in that service.  It has also come to marks the start of the summer vacation 

season.  Before we get caught up in that summer season, it might be good to reflect briefly on this 

holiday that marks its start.  

 

 The practice of decorating soldiers' graves is, of course, an ancient custom which was practiced 

in the United States before the Civil War.  The massive casualties of that war, however, led to the 

creation and dedication of large military cemeteries, notably at Gettysburg, where Lincoln gave his 

famous address, and in Arlington, and gave root to a need to memorialize the fallen. The first widely 

publicized observance of a Memorial Day-type observance after the Civil War was organized by black 

freedmen of Charleston, South Carolina, on May 1, 1865, to commemorate the “Martyrs” who died 

there.  The first national commemoration was organized in 1867 by General John A. Logan, commander-

in-chief of the Grand Army of the Republic, who proclaimed a national "Decoration Day" to be observed 

annually.  The date of May 30th was chosen because it was optimal date for flowers to be in bloom.  

Early celebrations contained ritual denunciations of the rebel cause, but by the end of the 1870s, the 

war-time rancor had eased and speeches came to honor the dead of both sides.  After World War Two, 

the emphasis changed again; speeches now honored the sacrifices made to uphold freedom throughout 

in the world.  

 

Looking for a read that would put you in the spirit of the holiday?   Our library has so many 

histories of our wars and the stories of those who served.   Big histories such as Alan Geulzo’s 

“Gettysburg” and Rick Atkinson’s “Guns at Last Light” offer vivid impressions of the individual 

experience within these massive struggles.  For a more intimate view, however, I would recommend 

“The Bedford Boys,” which tells about 34 young men from Bedford, Virginia (pop. 3,000) who, as 

members of Company A of the 116th Infantry Regiment, took part the first wave of attack on D-Day.  

Nineteen of them were killed within the first minutes of the fighting.  Author Alex Kershaw tells their 

stories.  “Band of Brothers” by Stephen Ambrose, which follows the men of an airborne platoon from D-

Day to VE-Day, is another up close and personal look at sacrifices made.  Their story has been brilliantly 

captured on film by the DVD series of the same name.   “Flags of Our Fathers” by James Bradley tells the 

stories of the six men who were captured for posterity when photographed while raising an American 

flag on Iwo Jima.  Three of them were killed in the fighting that followed.  The three that came home 

were in many ways crippled by what they had lived through.   “They Marched Into Sunlight” by David 

Mariniss and “Where Men Win Glory” by John Krakauer continue the story from our more recent 

conflicts.   

 

And it wasn’t just men who faced dangers.  “A Piece of My Heart” by Keith Walker details the 

stories of twenty-six American women who served in Viet Nam as nurses, relief works and support 

personal.  Some sixty- seven American women lost their lives there between 1965 and 1973.  The stories 

and memories assembled by author Walker’s pay tribute to their collective experience.   “Conduct 



Unbecoming” by Randy Shilts explores the double sacrifice of gay and lesbian service personal, who 

risked both dangers on the battlefield and the hazard of exposure and disgrace.  

 

Without question, the best work of fiction to put you in the spirit of the day would be Michael 

Shaara’s  “The Killer Angels”, which historian James McPherson called “my favorite historical novel.” The 

“real importance of this “superb” re-creation of the Battle of Gettysburg lies in its “insight into what the 

war was about and what it meant”  to those who took part in the fighting. 

  

Too much on war?  Well, behind the idea of Decoration Day lies an attitude of gratitude, both 

for sacrifices made and for the good things we share on account of them.   On the lookout for a recent 

read that might instill a bit of that spirit?  “The Opposite of Loneliness” by Marina Keegan is a 

posthumous collection of stories and essays that invites readers to ’savor every second’ of your 

existence.   “Acts of God”, a story collection by Ellen Gilchrist, is “laced through with good humor and 

hints of the miraculous.”  “Essentialism” by Greg McKeon offers advice on “paring life down to its 

essentials.”  “10% Happier’ by Dan Harris tells how he was able to find a balance between his ambitions 

and the need for inner peace.   There.  Now go enjoy your summer.   

    

 

 


