
Today in Columbus History: 

For Mother’s Day, here’s story not only about the mother of several children, but the “mother” of our next 
big holiday. It also departs from our usual sourcing from the Digital Library of Georgia. On May 8, 1866, 
the Baltimore Sun ran a story entitled “Memorial Anniversary” that appears to be the first use of the name 
“Memorial Day” regarding the holiday we will be observing later this month. The article credits “a lady in 
Columbus, Georgia,” referring to the former Mary Ann Howard, wife of Col. Charles J. Williams and mother 
of Charles H., Caroline, Mary, and Lila. 

Earlier that year, Mrs. Williams wrote a letter asking the press for help in publicizing the plan of the ladies 
of Columbus to decorate the graves of the fallen soldiers of the late war. Both the Enquirer and Sun 
printed her letter on March 11. The ladies of Columbus decided on April 26 for their observance and ladies 
across the South responded. However, those responses varied.  

While most simply decorated the graves of Southern soldiers, in Columbus, Mississippi and Macon, 
Georgia, they decorated Northern graves, as well. These outliers were widely reported and welcomed in 
the North as gestures of reconciliation between the formerly warring sections.   

However, in Augusta, Georgia, the authorities prevented a group of former slaves from decorating 
Northern graves in that city on April 26. This was also widely reported throughout the country. Former 
Union General John A. Logan, speaking to a group of veterans later that year acknowledged these 
Southern observances but spoke out specifically against the activities in Augusta. 

Francis Mile Finch of New York, inspired by the gracious acts of the Mississippi ladies penned the poem 
“The Blue and the Gray,” published in the Atlantic Monthly magazine in September 1867. The poem 
became a sentimental favorite, read at Memorial Day observances for decades. It appeared on the front 
page of the Columbus Sunday Enquirer several years later. 

In 1868, John A. Logan, now commander-in-chief of the Grand Army of the Republic, copied the tribute 
and ordered all GAR posts across the country to decorate Union soldiers’ graves on May 30. In a reciprocal 
act of kindness to the South, twelve-year-old Jennie Vernon of Lafayette, Indiana donated of a wreath for 
a Confederate soldier’s grave in that town. She hoped a little Southern girl would do the same for her 
father’s grave at Andersonville. People North and South praised the little girl’s generosity.  

By 1875, the desire for reconciliation led to veterans from both sides of the conflict participating in “Blue 
and Gray” reunions. Atlanta hosted one such event, covered by the Columbus Daily Times in 1880. By 
1892, the ladies of Columbus, Georgia claimed to be decorating a Union grave at Linwood. As reunions 
go, the largest of them was the 50th anniversary of the Battle of Gettysburg in 1913, with over 53,000 
veterans attending. As veterans died off, the reunions got smaller. The final one was the 75th anniversary at 
Gettysburg in 1938, with fewer than 2,000 of the 8,000 surviving veterans able to attend.   

While not everyone was interested in reconciliation, these efforts were an important step in the healing 
process after the most devastating war in the nation’s history. And it all started with a letter from a lady in 
Columbus, Georgia.  

Compiled by Daniel A. Bellware, Muscogee Genealogical Society 



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.  

 

From the Baltimore Sun, May 8. 1866, at newspapers.com, https://www.newspapers.com/image/373018155/ 

 

Mrs. Mary Ann Williams from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mary_Ann_Williams 



 

Library of Congress, Columbus, Ohio Statesman May 3, 1866, 
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn84028645/1866-05-03/ed-1Ohio   /seq-3/ 

 

First stanza of “The Blue and The Gray from The Atlantic Monthly, September 1867, 
https://archive.org/details/sim_atlantic_1867-09_20_119/page/368/mode/2up 

 

Story in the Lancaster (Ohio) Gazette, June 18, 1868, from the Library of Congress, 
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn84024207/1868-06-18/ed-1/seq-1/ 



 

 
From the Columbus Daily Times, October 19, 1880, https://gahistoricnewspapers.galileo.usg.edu/. 
 

 
Portion of a story in the Columbus Enquirer-Sun, April 26, 1892, from newsbank.com 



 

4 
Library of Congress, Puck, May 28, 1913, https://www.loc.gov/resource/ppmsca.27949/ 
 

 
Handshake at the Bloody Angle during the 50th Anniversary gathering in Gettysburg. from the Library of 
Congress, July 1913, https://www.loc.gov/item/2018652225/ 


