
 

Today in Columbus History:  

On March 10, 1866, Mary Ann Williams (Mrs. Charles J.) secretary of the newly formed Ladies’ Memorial 
Association wrote a letter to the Columbus Enquirer and the Columbus Sun and Times requesting help in 
establishing an annual holiday to honor the dead of the recent war by decorating their graves with 
flowers. This letter set in motion a chain of events that led to the inauguration of the regional 
“Confederate” Memorial Day as well as the national Memorial Day holiday. 

The letter appeared the next day in both papers. Unfortunately, neither one is available on the Digital 
Library of Georgia site. I am including a portion of the version from the Columbus Daily Enquirer that I 
retrieved from the Columbus Public Library on microfilm.  

In the subsequent weeks, newspapers in Atlanta, Augusta, Macon, Milledgeville, Rome, and Savannah 
reprinted the letter. It also appeared in newspapers in Alabama, Mississippi, South Carolina, North 
Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia, and West Virginia. The Wikipedia page for Mary Ann Williams has external 
links to several of them from free-access newspaper sites.  

The letter gave no date for the observance and the editors offered several alternatives. However, another 
writer (almost certainly Lizzie Rutherford) suggested the 26th of April in the very next issue of the 
Columbus Daily Enquirer, also not available from the Digital Library of Georgia.  

Northern newspapers passed along the Southern plans. On April 12, 1866, the New York Times 
announced, “Preparations are being made at various points throughout the South to observe the 26th of 
April as an anniversary in honor of the rebel dead.” The same announcement appeared in the newspapers 
in Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Connecticut, Rhode Island, New Jersey, and others. 

While most places observed April 26, tributes ranged from April 9 to June 9 that year. People also 
observed the holiday in different ways. As the intent was to decorate the graves of Southern soldiers, at 
least one place (Augusta, GA) prevented the decoration of Union graves.  That caught the attention of 
former Union General John A. Logan, who noted that “Traitors in the South have their gatherings, day after 
day, to strew garlands of flowers on the graves of Rebel soldiers.” in a speech to veterans in Salem, Illinois 
on July 4, 1866. 

However, some places like Macon, GA and Columbus, MS decorated Northern graves, as well. Many in the 
North saw the stories of Southern ladies decorating the graves of Union soldiers as acts of reconciliation. 
After the third Southern decoration in 1868, General Logan, now the Commander-in-Chief of the Grand 
Army of the Republic (GAR) adopted the observance and ordered all GAR posts to perform the same 
tribute for Northern graves on May 30, 1868.  

Today, many find the Lost Cause references in the letter troubling. However, like it or not, Mrs. Williams’ 
letter was the spark that started the two holidays. Columbus recognizes the founding of Confederate 
Memorial Day with a historic marker on 2nd Ave, and monuments on Veterans Parkway, and in Linwood 
Cemetery. The founding of the national holiday is currently not publicly recognized. However, plans to 
correct the situation are underway. 

Compiled by Daniel A. Bellware, Muscogee Genealogical Society 



Clipping from Georgia Historic Newspapers (GALILEO). 

Our weekly snippets of Columbus history are usually based on a few days-worth of searching 
through the most popular sources for Muscogee County history. Meant to inspire readers to 
explore more about Columbus history, they are not exhaustive dissertations on the topic and 
may contain mistakes. If you have corrections or additional information, feel free to share them 
with the group.  

  

Mrs. Mary Ann Williams from Mary Ann Williams – Wikipedia.org  

 

Mrs. Williams’ letter from the Columbus Daily Enquirer, March 11, 1866, from microfilm at the Columbus 
Public Library. 



  

 

Early 1900’s postcards highlighting the reconciliation aspect of Memorial Day (sometimes called 
Decoration Day). 

 

 

One of the first to reprint Mrs. Williams’ letter was the Augusta Tri-Weekly Constitutionalist, March 14, 
1866, https://gahistoricnewspapers.galileo.usg.edu/. 



 

The suggestion to observe April 26 as the annual holiday. Signed “Citizen,” it was probably by Lizzie 
Rutherford, Columbus Daily Enquirer, March 13, 1866, from microfilm at the Columbus Public Library. 

  

Story about Macon’s tribute from the Macon Georgia Journal and Messenger, May 2, 1866, 
https://gahistoricnewspapers.galileo.usg.edu/ and a reference to it from the Daily Ohio Statesman, May 4, 
1866 (loc.gov). 



 

Cover of Puck magazine May 28, 1913 showing Union and Confederate veterans attending a double-
header on Memorial Day, from the Library of Congress (loc.gov).  

 



 

Story about Southern women decorating Union graves from the Ashland (Ohio) Union July 4, 1866, 
(loc.gov) 


