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The following guest post by Michael Schaffner examines the wartime evidence for the
Kirkland story. It isa thoroughly researched essay and iswell worth your time. | should
point out that Mr. Schaffner did not set out to write a piece debunking this particular
story. Like many of us he was curious about the origin and veracity of Civil War stories.

In 1965, a group comprising among others the stHt&®uth Carolina and Virginia,
Collateral Descendents of Richard Kirkland, andRiehard Rowland Kirkland

Memorial Foundation, erected a statue at Freddmalgsto the memory of Sergeant
Kirkland of the Second South Carolina Volunte€efsie inscription reads, “At the risk of
his life, this American soldier of sublime compassibrought water to his wounded foes
at Fredericksburg. The fighting men on both swfehe line called him ‘The Angel of
Marye’s Heights.”

The exact deed for which Kirkland received thiscdade was first and most extensively
described by J. B. Kershaw, commander of the bagadavhich Kirkland served, in a
letter to the Charlestddews and Courier dated January 2, 1880.

In brief (seeAppendix A for the entire lettirafter providing some background on
Kirkland’s family, Kershaw describes the scene mt@&mber 14 at his head quarters in
the Stevens’ house by the sunken road and stonettak foot of Marye’s Heights. The
previous day, a series of failed Union assaultsléfidhousands of casualties. As
Kershaw surveys the carnage he is interrupteddgygeant in his brigade, who asks
permission to carry water to the wounded Unionisodl whose cries have moved him
since the previous evening. Due to the danger &atay-long “murderous skirmish”
with Syke’s regulars, Kershaw only reluctantly apms the young man’s request. Even
then he refuses Kirkland permission to show a wikatgor handkerchief to lessen the
danger. Despite this, Kirkland goes over the wadl gives water to the nearest wounded
Yankee, pillows his head on his knapsack, spre@sdsvercoat over him, replaces his
empty canteen with a full one, and goes on to thé.nThe firing ceases as his purpose
becomes clear. Other wounded soldiers cry ouinhcaimd for “an hour and a half”
Kirkland continues “until he relieved all the wowattlon that part of the field.”

It is a moving account and well portrayed in thest. Yet contemporary references to
the act prove difficult to come by. A review of-bme periodical and book collections,



including the Official Recordsas well as an examination of Kershaw's origircaant,

all raise questions about the story behind the mmemi. For example, an examination of
the Cornell University “Making of America” websitehich provides a wide range of
books and periodicals published in the United Sthttween 1815 and 1926, uncovers
no versions of the story.

A search through Google Books produces a few adspuntluding the original Kershaw
letter, as well as an appearance of the same, latiehanged, in the works The Camp-
fires of General Leeéby Edward S. Ellis, published in 1886, and Chrighe Camp: Or,
Religion in Lee’s Armyby John William Jones, published in 1887. Theystdso

appears in The Army of Northern Virginia in 186¢ William Allen (p. 514), published

in 1892, in almost identical language, but with #ldelitional details that Kershaw refused
the white handkerchief lest it be interpreted #agof truce, that Kirkland collected
canteens from his comrades before going over tiie aval that a similar act was
performed by artillerymen of Jordan’s battery téxatning. But the author gives no
sources for these added facts.

An interesting variation on the story appears igéstus Dickert’s 1899 History of
Kershaw’s Brigade This work, written by a veteran company offioéthe Third South
Carolina, makes no mention of Kirkland’s act, gvinstead a first hand description of a
somewhat different scenario (p. 193):

The next day [December 14], as if by mutual conseas a day of rest.
The wounded were gathered in as far as we werd@lpéach them. The
enemy’s wounded lay within one hundred yards ofsto@e wall for two
days and nights, and their piteous calls for halh\eater were simply
heart-rending. Whenever one of our soldiers attethfu relieve the
enemy lying close under our wall, he would be fitgxdn by the pickets
and guards in the house tops.

Despite this, Dickert reports one soldier as takeigef work into his own hands (pp.
196-197):

In one of the first charges made during the dagdeFal had fallen, and to
protect himself as much as possible from the lmitéthis enemies, he had
by sheer force of will pulled his body along utitd had neared the wall.
Then he failed through pure exhaustion. From d¢dddood and the
exposure of the sun’s rays, he called loudly fotewa.. To go to his
rescue was to court certain death... But one braldgesdrom Georgia
dared all, and during the lull in the firing leaptbe walls, rushed to the
wounded soldier, and raising his head in his agage him a drink of
water, then made his way back and over the waltlaniail of bullets
knocking the dirt up all around him.



There is something compelling about this accowsgraact of individual initiative as
well as mercy, but it involves no ministering t@ timass of casualties, no cease-fire, and,
apparently, no Kirkland.

But another easily accessible source exists tlmatldlenable us to verify the story of
Sergeant Kirkland. His actions occurred at a kntme at a known place, within view

of trained observers required to file reports anititidents of the day. We can find these
reports in The War of the Rebelliotie official records of the Union and Confederate
Armies, published by the War Department betweerDI8&I 1891. Specifically Series I,
Volume 21 (published in 1881) presents accounthebattle of Fredericksburg prepared
by commanders in the field within days of the acti®hile we might expect the
charitable actions of one noncommissioned offioezdcape notice, a key portion of
Kershaw’s account — the 90 minutes during whiclone fires at Kirkland — must have
attracted the attention of one of the officers canding on the field.

Brigadier General George Sykes commanded the Sdgwrgion of the Fifth Corps
opposite Kershaw’s Brigade on Decembef, e day after the charge, on the afternoon
of which Kershaw has Kirkland tending the woundédacording to General Sykes (p.
415):

At 11 p.m. [night of the 19 these troops [First and Second Regular
brigades] relieved the troops in advance (Geneoavaid’'s), and held
their ground until the same hour the following riigiithe position
assigned these troops was one of extreme periaa open field, within
100 yards of the enemy, who was securely shelteebdthd stone walls
and rifle-pits. They remained under constantfimetwelve hours, and
could offer in resistance only the moral effecttwdt hardihood and
bravery which would not yield one foot of the litteey were required to
protect.

Possibly Sykes did not see actual conditions orinkee One level down the chain of
command, Lt. Col. Robert C. Buchanan commandind-trst Brigade reports (p. 418):

At daylight firing commenced between the pickets] & was soon found
that my position was completely commanded, soitfaat individual
showed his head above the crest of the hill hepick®d off by the
enemy’s sharpshooters immediately...

Buchanan ordered his men not to return the shotg)dies no general cessation of
Confederate fire. In fact (p. 419):

The enemy shot my men after they were woundedaksadthe hospital
attendants as they were conveying the woundedheffjtound, in
violation of every law of civilized warfare.



Captain John Wilkins, commanding the Fifth Infamotes (p. 420), “At daybreak |
found the pickets entirely unprotected, and expoasedmurderous fire from the enemy’s
rifle-pits...” Captain Hiram Dryer, commanding theufth Infantry, stated that daylight
found his men within 100 yards of the Confederatgitpn, and under continuous fire
until they occupied a brick tannery, from whichyttfsucceeded in keeping the enemy’s
fire under until midnight, when we were relieved. (3. 422).

Captain Matthew Blunt, commanding the Twelith Infgnmeports his men taking

position within 200 feet of the enemy and receiviagontinued fire” (p. 423) until
relieved Sunday night. Captain John O’Connell,ffeenth U. S. Infantry, reports
holding a position that Sunday about 150 yards filsenenemy “under almost continuous
fire of musketry from the enemy’s rifle-pits, witltcasional shots from heavy guns
during the daylight...” (p. 424).

The Second Brigade had it no easier. Its commandigor George Andrews, reported
of that Sunday (p. 426):

Our line was now about 80 yards in front of a staadl, behind which the
enemy was posted in great numbers... To move evesuvado draw the
fire of the enemy’s sharpshooters, who were pastéte adjacent houses
and in tree-tops, and whose fire we were unabtetton. Thus the troops
remained for twelve long hours, unable to eat,kjmar attend to the calls
of nature, for so relentless were the enemy theaewen a wounded man
or our stretcher-carriers were exempted from their

Captain Salem Marsh, commanding a battalion ofil& and Second U. S., reports the
fire on the 14' as “terrific” and “passing not more than a fooebthe ground.” He also
notes that “The firing of the enemy ceased at d#pk.427) Captain Henry Maynadier,
commanding a battalion of the Tenth Infantry, rép6a continuous fire” (p. 428);
Captain Charles Russell of the Eleventh Infantnyilsirly states that the enemy
“continued the fire all day” (p. 429).

In summary, the relevant Union after action repodsonly fail to confirm Kershaw’s
story, but describe conditions that make it uniikel

Confederate reports provide another perspective.

Colonel Kennedy of the Second South Carolina (lnkl's regiment) mentions fifteen
officers and two orderlies by name for meritori@esiduct, but Kirkland is not among
them (p. 593). Colonel James Nance of the ThigtlsGarolina similarly ends his
account on the 3 when he was wounded. Captain John Nance takeeugiory,
having taken command after two more senior offieezse struck down, but tells only of
the relief of the regiment on the evening of th® 48d notes nothing further until the
regiment returned to camp on thé"{p. 596).



Lieutenant Colonel Elbert Bland of the Seventh Sdtdrolina describes the battle, and
then tells of his regiment relieving Philips’ Legion the stone wall: “We held this
position with the wings doubled, occasionally exaiag shots with the enemy, until
Tuesday morning (16th)...” (p. 597). Captain Stacld®of the Eighth South Carolina
states, “On the 14th, we confined our fire to dgbecties of the enemy” (p. 598), but
makes no note of a general cease fire, or of Kidkla

Colonel De Saussure of the Fifteenth South Careéparts that his regiment moved on
the evening of the 3to support the Second South Carolina at the Viaaikl there
remained until the evacuation of the city...” (p. R9%¥e makes no mention of Kirkland,
but does commend his surgeon, assistant surgedchaplain for their attention to the
wounded. Colonel Robert McMillan of the Twenty-fduGeorgia took over the
command of Cobb’s brigade when General Cobb redeaveortal wound during the
Union assaults of the 13th. Of the 14th he reptWe rested on our arms that night, and
throughout the next day {Sunday, the 14th} a cld®avy, and continuous skirmish fire
was kept up.”

As for Kershaw himself, his own after action rep@resented entire in Appendix B)
spends but one short paragraph on Sunday tfe 14

At daylight in the morning the enemy was in posititying behind the

first declivity in front, but the operations on hatides were confined to
skirmishing of sharpshooters. We lost but 1 mannduthe day, but it is
reported that we inflicted a loss upon the enenykéS' division) of 150.

He mentions eight officers as having distinguistieimselves, as well as Captain
Cuthbert’s company and Captain Read’s batteryrakes no mention of Kirkland.

In short, Kershaw’s 1880 letter to the editor reesino support from contemporary after
action reports, including Kershaw’s own.

Kershaw had another opportunity to insert Kirklamao the official record, or something
like it, when he wrote the editors of the Centurgdézinefor their “Battles and Leaders
of the Civil War” series, on December 6th, 1887t Bere he confined himself to
technical corrections of General Ransom’s letteiceoning Fredericksburg, and fails to
note anything of interest occurring on Decembeh14t

A story in the Richmond Daily Dispataf January 12, 1863, provides another
contemporary view, titled “The Carnage at Fredesiickg — Graphic Account From a
Yankee Soldier.” In this an unnamed Union soldetes to a friend in Baltimore,
describing the battle and aftermath. He notesttigatain attack “was fought on a
remarkable small space of ground,” that each waa® wirtually annihilated, that a slight
rise within 150 yards of the stone wall gave sohwdter, that a “criminally negligent”
ambulance corps did not carry off the woundedaftiér midnight, and that the troops laid
out all the next day expecting the attack to bewerd. But he did not see Kirkland.




At this point it seems worth noting that the Kinkéhstory also does not appear in some
of the better known histories of the war. Doud@laaithall Freeman makes no mention of
the Sergeant, and of the scene on December 14#svWRobert E. Leé/ol. Il, Chapter
31, p. 469):

Union troops were burying the dead within theieSrand were carrying
off such of the wounded as they could reach. Noavagain the
skirmishers engaged in angry exchanges, and ther&ldshtteries fired a
few half-hearted rounds. That was all.

His picture of the following day provides a markshtrast with the acts of mercy
ascribed to Kirkland (p. 470):

On the morning of the 15th, with his own line stiltther strengthened,
Lee observed that the enemy had dug rifle pitsteatithrown up
fortifications on the outskirts of the town, asafrepel attacks. He saw a
ghastly sight besides: The Federal dead thatetihined between the
lines had changed color. They no longer were tiduenaked and
discolored. During the night, they had been stripps shivering
Confederates, many of whom now boasted overcoatdspand jackets
for which the people of the North had paid. It wasulish business,
reprobated by the enemy but excused by the beaeésj who asked
whether it was better for them to freeze or to telkéhing the former
owners would not miss.

Shelby Foote, who might fairly be said to have mewet an anecdote he didn't like,
similarly omits Kirkland, repeating Freeman’s acebaf southern soldiers treating the
Federal casualties as a source of winter clothidge popular historian who does
mention Kirkland legend is Francis O’Rellly, buteevhe in the end hedges a bit (The
Fredericksburg CampaigB006, p. 439):

Whether Kirkland acted alone, or pioneered a hbshoounters and
somehow became a composite for all of the workea@ty, is hard to
determine....

Not all recollections of Fredericksburg leave dw& Sergeant. T. Rembert of Company
E, a comrade of Kirkland’s, left a tribute to himthe form of a letter to The Confederate
Veteran in 1903. However, his story repeats the highfigift Kershaw’s 1880 letter,

with no details that would distinguish his as aigioal account. Given the paucity of
corroboration, it seems appropriate to reexamirestbry as Kershaw told it, and see
how key elements accord with other accounts ob#tde, and the logic of the situation.
We start with the setting itself:

The ground between the lines was bridged with tbended, dead, and
dying Federals, victims of the many desperate afldrg assaults...



A field carpeted with wounded provides the essénétting for the tale of Kirkland’s
charity, but where were the wounded, and how maeng\still there?

General McLaws, commanding the Confederate diviaiong the wall, stated that “The
body of one man, believed to be an officer, wasidbwithin about 30 yards of the stone
wall, and other single bodies were scattered atased distances until the main mass of
the dead lay thickly strewn over the ground at dbing over 100 yards off...” (OR
Series |, Volume 21, p. 581).

That is, the mass of Federal casualties lay witthat would soon become, according to
the after action reports, the picket lines of Sylkegulars. Though their officers
withdrew these men to less exposed positions dih@glay, such wounded as remained
would still lie much closer to the Federal than eadlerate lines.

But in any case the Federals did not simply abandose wounded in the assaults of the
13", Private William McCarter (My Life in the IrishrBjade pp. 190-194) describes
small parties of soldiers, backed up by ambularsear,ching for wounded between the
lines on that night, as well as his own effortsltag himself back. Brigadier-General
Humphreys, commanding the third division of thel~Eorps, which made the final
charge against the wall, reported on his own eff(@R Series |, Volume 21, p. 433),
stating “The wounded were nearly all brought indbefdaylight, and some of the dead,
but many of the latter were left upon the field’he unnamed Union private quoted in
the Daily Dispatclexpresses bitterness at the ambulance corps f@onang till after
midnight, but they came.

Altogether, between the efforts of the walking wdea and ambulance parties, and
considering the effect of lying through a wintemight and day in the field, there seems
considerable reason to doubt that many woundedinech&o “bridge” the space between
Sykes’ and Kershaw's lines on the 14th.

...the General sat in the north room, up stairs ...nuKiekland came up

Kirkland, a sergeant in a company in one of sevegiiments under the command of
General Kershaw, passes by or through his compamyander, his regimental
commander, and the general’s staff, to make a petsppeal to relieve the Federal
wounded, while his unit is engaged with the enemgweaiting an attack. It seems
equally difficult to see him leaving the ranks waith their knowledge or to imagine him
going through each link in his chain of commandeash refers him to the next until
finally the general himself tells the young serdggargo ahead and risk his life.

“General, can | show a white handkerchief?” ... “Makland...”

This exchange has the effect of accentuating thgetaKirkland encounters — apparently
Kershaw sees himself as having no authority tofeak truce, however limited. Yet he



has already allowed an enlisted man to undertaleet@on forbidden to the rest of the
army.

Unharmed, he reached the nearest sufferer...

Fortunately for Kirkland, Sykes’ division has bemered not to fire, though Dryer’'s
men in the tannery may have come into action kgytthie.

This done, he laid him tenderly down, placed hisgsack under his
head...

Most accounts of the Federal assault on the waikime the dropping of knapsacks
before going into action. McCarter left his on tiker side of the Rappahannock, others
removed them in town. Humphrey's division everpdissed with their haversacks and
blankets before making the attack.

...Spread his overcoat over him...

The wounded Federal had either cast his overcadd,a® Kirkland must have wrestled
it off him. In any event, based on Freeman’s aototiwill soon find its way to the
Confederate lines.

...replaced his empty canteen with a full one, amdetd to another
sufferer...

Kershaw doesn't tell us that Kirkland takes sevegaiteens, but he must have either
done that or traveled repeatedly back to his onaslifor more water, or both. It is only
at this point, however, that the danger from thenepnhas passed:

By this time his purpose was well understood oinIstdes, and all danger
was over. From all parts of the field arose freisés of “Water, water...”

For an hour and a half did this ministering angebkpe his labor of
mercy...

At this point the story goes beyond merely raisarfgw questions to presenting several
seeming improbabilities.

A general cease-fire has broken out, involving potor a hundred yards or more in each
direction — otherwise “all danger” would not yetvbgassed. As remarkable as this
seems, it would be even more remarkable had troopignued to shoot each other while
leaving Kirkland to go about his labors unmolestesb remarkable that, by this point,
we could expect Kershaw to mention it.

Even more remarkably, although the wounded cry fadiraver the field, only Kirkland
attends them, and only with water. For the nexéty minutes no medical personnel on



either side — not the Confederate surgeons andathgpaised by De Sausseur, nor the
Union hospital attendants that Buchanan reportgeamg been fired upon — take
advantage of the lull to perform their duties. Moes the Georgia soldier reported by
Dickert; nor does any other soldier. Everyoneigwseems paralyzed by Kirkland’s
act. They neither remove nor treat any of the aliss “bridging” the positions; the best
the wounded can hope for is a drink of water.

Not only do the observers fail equally to fire arassist Kirkland, but within days, when
writing up their after action reports or letterditends in Baltimore, or years later,
composing their memoirs, they make no mention efiticident. This despite the fact
that the deed occurs on an afternoon when the gusety according to McCarter, at
4:30, so that the halt in the firing and the puhblit of mercy occupies a significant
portion of the day, on an open field in view oftisands on both sides.

Interestingly, all of this makes Dickert’s storytbe nameless Georgian that much more
compelling. Here a single soldier, seeing a sirftefoe who has been fortunate enough
to drag himself near the wall, on his own initiatieaps over, gives the man a drink, and
leaps back under fire. It has a ring of truthd @&moes not in any way contradict the
after action reports or other accounts of the dattl

It also raises the possibility that this might be teal Kirkland story. When it went into
action at the wall, Dickert’s regiment took pogition the left of the Twenty-fourth
Georgia, Cobb’s Legion. Colonel Kennedy of theddecSouth Carolina notes that
when his regiment took its position, “three comparand a half’ fell in “in rear of the
Twenty-fourth Georgia Regiment.” (OR, Series 1|\XXI, p. 592) With the
Confederate troops formed in four ranks behindih® a soldier of the Second South
Carolina crossing over the wall to aid a woundedefal might very easily be assumed to
be a “Georgian” by the troops to their left in fheird South Carolina. This does not
substantiate the legend, but it at least provideseshint of a likely origin.

With all this, several questions remain — what$katgeant Kirkland actually do at
Fredericksburg? If he didn’'t do precisely what $teaw said he did, why would Kershaw
say that? And what can it matter now?

We cannot answer the first question. Unless Kinitlevas Dickert's “Georgian” the
record that fails to corroborate Kershaw’s stogodhils to replace it. Kirkland himself
was killed in action at Chickamauga less than a laear, reportedly as a Lieutenant.
But we do not even know that Kirkland held thatksaor even that of Sergeant —
Dickert’s history, which includes a muster rol§t him only as “Kirkland, R. R.” among
the privates of companies E and G, and notes Hyz oy the records make it impossible
to reflect every change in the ranks.

It seems reasonable to assume that Kirkland wadlangyoung man — he gave his life in
the war, and attracted the admiration of his Gdnd?arhaps Kershaw never really meant
us to take his story literally, but rather intendec¢onvey a deeper meaning.



It seems notable that Kershaw not only left Kirklavut of the after action report, but

also left him out of the “Battles and Leaders” agaoof Fredericksburg written eight
years after his letter to the editor. Kershaw imaye seen a difference between a human
interest story told to a local paper at a time wpapers published lyric poetry and lurid
scandals and everything between, and the actualics record.

There is a certain logic in reserving for the lathe literal truth while offering to the
former the sort of tale that perhaps ought to Hmeen true — the kind of civic parable that
Plato in_The Republicecommends that the elite tell to commoners, the &f story
incorporated in inspirational messages in sermamshat context, the literal truth would
matter less than the spiritual truth of the noldatis who confronts the brutality of the
battlefield with an act of Christian charity anteladies heroically for his country.

Several elements in the telling of Kershaw’s stogke this a more plausible than
speculative interpretation. The idea that he wagparable rather than a history shows up
in the literary flourishes in the letter, includitfte passage in which Kirkland, having
received permission to proceed, “ran down [thestarith a bright smile on his

handsome countenance.” Literally, of course, Kanstvould have no way of seeing
Kirkland’s bright smile as the sergeant ran downgtairs away from him, but it adds to
the tone of the tale. Similarly the conclusiorila# letter hints at a purpose other than a
strict historical account: “he has bequeathedhéoAmerican youth — yea, to the world
— an example which dignifies our common humanitit.tvas not an example noted at
the time, but the letter published 17 years laed the statue erected in 1965, have made
up for it.

The final question remains. Does it matter whekenshaw’s account of Sergeant
Kirkland’s deed is literally true?

From one perspective, we can say that it does\Wet.do not need a real action to praise
the virtue of aiding a wounded foe. Yet anothemwmight hold that when we
memorialize an act of such singularity and uncerpaovenance to the exclusion of a
greater reality, we lose the concrete to the faihciHundreds of American soldiers died
defending the wall at Fredericksburg, holding tlgeound though it seemed that the
whole enemy army was coming their way. More thémoaisand other American
soldiers died before that wall in an attack thatkjy became equally famous for futility
and heroism. The men in the first Federal assgat saw a situation that seemed, but
had not yet proven to be, hopeless. The ensuiagkatwere certainly so, and yet men
went forward anyway, into the fire.

Kirkland himself fell to the fire less than a ydatrer. In celebrating an action that may
not actually have occurred (and that Kershaw hiheggdarently never tried to place in
the historical record), the statue fictionalizes oman’s courage even as it overshadows
that of thousands of others. In effect, the reddisrs — including Kirkland himself —
have no statue. In its place stands a monumentigth.



Tim Abbott December 22, 2009 at 2:54 pm
Compellingly and perceptively written.
Kevin Levin December 22, 2009 at 3:11 pm

| couldn't agree more. It should be written updae of the Civil War magazines. It
would make for an excellent article.

jfe December 22, 2009 at 3:20 pm

It would make a fine article, | agree, but therauldldoe many who would not like seeing
another myth punctured.

Mac Wyckoff December 22, 2009 at 11:17 pm

While the author of this article did a very good onsulting sources aviable on-line, he
missed much information about Kirkland and thedeait that is not on line. | have
studied this incident for twenty-five years. It @gps that the author of this article did not
consult my book on the 2nd South Carolina whiclaitkethe Kirkland innocent and there
will be even more detail in my upcoming greatlyieesed and expanded second edition.
Nor did the author of this article consult the hifigeeon Kirkland at the Fredericksburg
Battlefield Visitor Center. It would seem to mettlhayone serious about this incident
would have started at the battlefield where themoccured instead of relying on-line
sources. The file at the Fredericksburg Battlefiéiklitor Center contains my research
into why Kershaw wrote the newspaper article. He agked in a newspaper article
about the incident a week before to provide motaildeand the name of the soldier who
performed the humanitarian act. That was his mottis important to note that as the
story grew in popularity, no one disputed Kershastosy or that Kirkland was the one
who did it. In fact, after Kershaw's wrote his aget) several members of the 2nd South
Carolina came forward confirming Kershaw's accaumt naming Kirkland as the
humanitarian. If the author had checked the Comlervice Record of Richard
Kirkland or consulted the roster of my book he vabiihd that Kirkland was a sergeant at
the time of the incident and the time of his death.

Incidents like this were usually not mentionedha Official Records so the author's
arguments that since they don't mention the intidezans it did not happen don't hold
up. It also could be that humanitarian incdierks this were not that common and so not
worth mentioning at the time. With the passagemnét an incident like this may have
grown in importance and eventually took on a life¢é®own. While there is no
contemporary evidence that Kirkland perfromed #uis there is not evidence that he did
not. There are eye witnesses who wrote later oiintident and no eye witnesses
challenged Kersahw's story or that Kirkland perfednit.



Anyone wishing to learn more about the Kirklandidenit should consult the extensive f
ile at the Fredericksburg Battlefield Visitor Cemte
Mac Wyckoff

Kevin Levin December 22, 2009 at 11:34 pm
Mac,

Thanks so much for taking the time to respond. d@iabsolutely correct in pointing out
that anyone interested in the Kirkland will havedke a trip to FSNMP to consult the
files. | published the account with full understamgthat it covered only sources
available Online and that it does a pretty goodgbbritiquing those sources, your
concerns nothwithstanding.

Perhaps you can clarify something for me aboutaige file on Kirkland that is located
at the FSNMP. | assume | am reading their biblipgms incorrectly, but where in their
books do Rable and O'Reilly cite a Kirkland colies® So, | assume that the file
includes wartime accounts of Kirkland's actionsdf than why did neither of these
authors cite those accounts? Thanks again forgdkm time to write. It's a fascinating
story that seems to bridge the divide between hisiod collective memory.

Michael Schaffner December 23, 2009 at 3:09 pm

“While there is no contemporary evidence that Kirld performed this act, there is not
evidence that he did not.”

| think that kind of sums up the actual historicase for Kirkland, except that | also think
that the after-action reports of the commandeiSysks' regulars and Kershaw's brigade
provide compelling documentation that the story toy Kershaw could not have
happened. After-action reports often vary in dsfahd can lend a kind of Rashomon-
like quality to the story of a battle — in the cadd-redericksburg, for example, the
reports | cited vary in the intensity of firing a@etbed, with those receiving generally
reporting more than those giving. But they all &girethe absence of the hour and a half
long cease-fire claimed by Kershaw in his lateaat (though not in his AAR), as well
as in the absence of angels. Moreover, McLawséstaht about the distance of Federal
bodies from the wall supports Humphrey’s accourihefremoval of his wounded, which
receives further support from McCarter and othsuatiies who survived. So
contemporaries not only fail to mention Kirklandieed, but they describe a situation in
which it simply could not occur as Kershaw tells it

A reading of Dickert's history of Kershaw’s briga@eitten by an officer in that brigade
who served at Fredericksburg) tells me that some aitin't object to Kershaw's story
about Kirkland had simply never heard it. Indeédiikland was widely known as the
“Angel of Marye’s Heights” at any time in the 35ays following the war, we would
expect a comrade of his, writing for other comranlielsis in the same brigade, to have
showcased the story in a book published in 1899.



Mr. Wyckoff seems dismissive of “on-line sourcesit bwant to point out to those
readers who might not have seen them that thei@lffRecords first appeared on paper in
the years 1880 through 1901. The ORs include justitaevery report and piece of
correspondence that the War Department could ky biands on and are even more
valuable to us now that they can be searched eldcally. Those interested can take a
look at them heréattp://cdl.library.cornell.edu/moa/moa_browse.html

Some of the sources | consulted were available @mlgaper at the time | first wrote the
article (2007), but have since found their way imie;| typically through Google Books. |
don’t think they lost historical value in the scargprocess.

I'd like to turn this question about the ORs aroand ask, if twenty-five years of
research have failed to uncover “contemporary exdehat Kirkland performed this
act,” why hasn’'t Mr. Wyckoff turned to contemporagurces such as the Official
Records and Dickert’s history for possible alteneexplanations? To say “Incidents
like this were usually not mentioned in the OffldRecords” sells that source pretty
short. I've found everything in the Official Recarifom battlefield correspondence to
studies of knapsack weight, ammunition productiatigics, inventories of captured
materiel, and reports on the durability of sewedpegiged brogans. The only incidents
consistently not mentioned in the Official Recoads incidents that did not occur.

But my search didn’t start with the computer; d di fact begin on the battlefield. | have
gone to Fredericksburg many times, both as a toamd as a reenactor. | have several
times marched along the route traveled by the Bisgade in living histories narrated by
Mr. Wyckoff's NPS colleague Frank O’Reilly. It was the end of one of those, facing
the statue of Kirkland before the fateful wall, tthay questions about the sergeant began.
| wanted to know more about the story from the mvéo had seen it happen. | first
looked for leads in my personal library, particlydfoote and McCarter’s books. | was
surprised that Shelby Foote didn’t cover Kirklasmhce he so obviously loved a good
story. Once | got to the Official Records and otbeginal sources, | found an
explanation for the omission — no one can recorthéestory as Kershaw told it with the
contemporary accounts of the battle by the men fehght it.

| should also mention that | found some of Mr. Wyftls writings on-line, but while
dramatic and well-written they did not refer toganial sources that independently
verified the story. When | first drafted my Kirkldrmrticle | sent copies both to Mr.
O'Reilly (who worked at the Park with Mr. Wyckof#nd to the e-mail address of the
Kirkland museum, in each case asking the recipiétitey had any information that
contradicted my findings, or indeed anything aliidkland’s alleged act written earlier
than Kershaw’s account. | never heard back. Thetexce of a “huge file” at the Park
was thus something | did not know about, but aad mterested in contemporary
accounts corroborating the story — material thad¢peding to Mr. Wyckoff's statement
above, does not exist — | am not sure what any®eapposed to find there.



| am glad to receive Mr. Wyckoff's clarification &firkland’s rank — that he was a
sergeant at Fredericksburg and died a sergeartieka®nauga. Kershaw’s original letter
states that the young man was promoted to lieuteafsr Gettysburg, but this now
seems the least of the general’'s exaggerationsrafakd’'s behalf.

Craig December 24, 2009 at 8:48 pm

The real gist of your case seems to be the lirntedber of first hand accounts from
witnesses to Kirkland's actions. While | would agrié we were to present this to a court
of law, the weight should be upon eyewitness actsouBut | would ask if Kirkland's
actions, or alleged actions if you wish, were sdnngf which the officers might normally
include in reports. We often cite the ORs as iEthevere some magic documents
encompassing all that occurred on the battlefigtdif the writers were required to
provide detailed essays of their perceptions, simsa and impressions. Not at all. These
were simply military after action reports detailitige actions of the units as recalled by
the commanders. | would argue then Kirkland's &cvercy, if it occurred or not, was
not something normally included in a battalion,imegntal, brigade, or division report.
That Kershaw never “debunked,” and in fact addethéoKirkland story post war is
actually far more telling than his lack of inclusiwithin reports written at the time of the
event, all things considered.

As as second point, | would also wonder how uniguextraordinary Kirkland's actions
were. At the very heart of the somewhat contradychotion of civilized warfare lodged
in the Western mindset. Not just soldiers, but tigittout society, is ingrained the respect
for white flags, dignified treatment of prisonecgye for wounded, and indeed the
concept of “non-combatant.” Taking such moral atidcal cornerstones as a base, there
should have been dozens if not hundreds of “Kirtt&imendering assistance through the
course of the war. Maybe there was more than om&ld0d” with canteen in hand on
Marye's Heights (the evidence presented in your ipdgates at least one existed). And
who is going to stop and record names for posteritysituation as played out at
Fredericksburg? More to my first point above, &eré any mention of Kirkland-like acts
from any official reports from other battles (I ddmk of blue-to-blue or gray-to-gray
acts of mercy, but not many gray-blue exchanges)®ede such acts commonplace
enough to go without mention?

As for fictionalizing one man's courage while overdowing others, well that's the
normal state of affairs in this world (think abdle Iwo Jima memorial for instance).
Some of the bravest men and women I've ever mehewker get a statue on even the
smallest town square. Some won't even gain redogrii the form of noted awards.
Guess | can provide many more appropriate exanfideswhich to make the stand
against the inequities of these public displaysthedaulty collective memory. |
seriously doubt anyone is rolling over in theirgrat the attention given Richard
Rowland Kirkland. And if the premise is Kirklandt'emorial somehow slights other
more deserving individuals, then I'll start on raptrabout the Dante Alighieri statue in
Meridian Hill Park, Washington, D.C. while Willia®hakespeare goes unrecognized.



Michael Schaffner December 25, 2009 at 4:58 am

The real import of the after action reports is thaty not only fail to mention Kirkland,
but that they contradict — without any ulterior metor reference to the legend to
follow — the circumstances underlying Kershaw'soact, especially the truce and the
ground carpeted with wounded within easy canteetiigadistance of the Confederate
lines.

Of course the other critical fact about the afterom reports is that they exist, and that
they were written a short time after the battle whemories were fresh, and that both
sides agree on the essentials. To discount thpsetse— Union and Confederate alike
— while priviledging a letter to the editor writteearly twenty years after the fact,
seems a bit unbalanced to me. It seems bizarfactinlf we didn't so much want the
story to be true, we would never stretch so fdawor of one much later source against a
dozen written at the time.

But don't stop at trying to discount the after-actieports. | would like to hear the
explanation for why we have no mention of the ieaidin any of the newspaper reports
of the battle (tell me that editors at Harpersher Brooklyn Eagle or the Richmond Daily
Dispatch wouldn't have given their right arms fatary like this!), nor any of the letters
from the soldiers on either side at the time (wasrén one of Kirkland's beneficiaries
grateful enough to write home about it?), nor amytemporary journal entries —it's not
just absent from the AARs, but apparently fronodier records.

But even those aren't the only problems | have thighaccount, now that I've taken the
time to check it out and consider it. Not only dties Kirkland legend stretch the normal
standards of historical research, it seems to meskarettifying and trivializing the very
real horror of the actual battle. By focusing oe t&€hrist-like” Kirkland — moving
among the grateful wounded while the two great esrsit, jaws-agape, in admiration —
we pass by the Regulars lying under fire unabl@atiend to the calls of nature” (or,
more likely, attending to them in their clothes wehéhey lay); we praise the figure who
is not shot at while poor Lt. Col. Buchanan's woethdre wounded again and even the
stretcher bearers attempting to reach them are Ishotediting the legend of Kirkland,
we credit Kershaw's 1880 letter while ignoring ¢wen report after the battle, in which he
proudly reports inflicting 150 further casualities his enemy and hasn't a word for his
charitable sergeant.

And not only do we praise the water-bearer abosestifering foemen, but by
fetishizing Kirkland's alleged act of kindness \gaare the reality of the Confederate
position on that day. The Confederate soldiersénranks didn't know whether or not
they would get hit again, and they didn't know wieetor not they might be ordered to
counterattack — to cross the same ground that éex the ruin of many Federal attacks
the day before. The Kirkland story obscures boghréal suffering and the real heroism
of both sides on that battlefield.



And, so attractive has the story of the soldieingjwvater to the wounded enemy
become, that we don't even begin to think about when that simple act might really
have meant. The story is so much about what weiddi believe that it seduces us away
from any critical reading at all. But if you thigbout it, and have read anything about
military medicine at the time, the worst thing yoan do for a gut-shot soldier (not an
unlikely condition for someone disabled and linggron the battlefield) is to give him
water. For others, exsanguination causes such thasa few drops or swallows would
be another kind of torture — McCarter emptied twwoteens when he finally reached a
party of his comrades from the Irish brigade. ket féhe kindest thing to do for the
wounded is what the armies actually did: try tothetm back to the professional medical
staffs, even if in a few cases that means waitim@lger day for the cease fire. The story
not only trivializes the situation of the armiestbe day it supposedly occurred, it
trivializes the condition of the wounded who wenposedly helped.

| don't want you to stop believing this story ihiakes you feel better about humanity
and warfare. But the more | consider the legendcamipare it to the reality of the battle
as reported by participants at the time, the manenk that Kirkland himself would be
rolling over in his grave to hear it.

Cynic February 15, 2010 at 6:04 pm
A wonderful piece of scholarship.

I'd like to add, if | may, to your discussion ofrishaw's motives in embellishing or
inventing the story in 1880. By the time he wroilbtter, the Civil War was being
reimagined amid a national focus on reunion. NiittkeStermed it the Culture of
Conciliation, which is as good a label as any. da&iight has focused on the particular
subject of soldiers' accounts of their wartime eigp®es. And other scholarship
abounds. It all points in the in the same directBythe 1880s, a new tone was
ascendant in accounts of the war. It became impiotdaAmericans to reconstruct the
war as a defining and shared national experieneterans groups — blue and gray —
began meeting together. National groups, partisufeaternal orders, made a point of
spanning the Mason-Dixon line. Among the most paptrbpes of the era was the notion
that all veterans were members of a common fraterAnd stories like that of Kirkland
were seized upon as evidence, popularized toriitesthe way they wished the war had
been fought. The key feature of the story is thaktl&nd's sympathy for the wounded
trumped even his concern with his own life — arat this act won the admiration of both
sides, to the point that they ceased firing. Ancdidtue fraternal love, in other words,
was powerful enough to silence the guns.

Small acts of mercy were common amidst the horfevas. But bilateral, spontaneous,
sustained cease-fires were not. The former mighithese been omitted from official
accounts; the latter would almost certainly havenbeflected in some form. So why did
Kershaw need to exaggerate the drama of the monéetRey to the power of the story,



particularly to his audience at the time, was Hut that all the participants on both sides
were prepared to set aside their differences.rKl&nd had moved about the battlefield
under sporadic fire for ninety minutes, for examjglevould have heightened his own
heroism, but diminished the intended import. Sinylaf the surgeons and ambulances
were portrayed as following Kirkland's example ytiuld merely have been fulfilling
their duties. It was Kirkland's willingness to astan individual that is key to the tale.

And, in fact, Kershaw confirms this himself, corailig his account by writing that
Kirkland stands as “an example which dignifies cemmon humanity.” That's a very
interesting phrase. Not a confirmation of Christa@rcy. Not a heroic figure,
distinguished precisely because of his divergerm@ the norm. Not even a tribute to
Southern manhood, or to the nobility of the Lost§&a No, Kirkland “dignifies our
common humanity.” He acted because he saw no eliféer, amid the suffering, between
gray and blue. And both armies, moved by his exangaased their fire.

It's a powerful fable. And, in some ways, it makes glad that the statue was erected. It's
a concrete embodiment of something very importahie—<collective Gilded Age desire to
reassert our commonality. So long as we don't kesiiafor history, it conveys an

equally important lesson.

Michael Schaffner February 17, 2010 at 3:10 am

Thanks very much for the compliment. Really — tHsole thing's been a bit awkward
for me.

I'm still not sure about the motive behind the wtétossibly it had a complex of
purposes. Beyond the reassertion of common humamgycan also see the assertion of
a ripping good yarn and the deliberate changeeftiedericksburg narrative from
gallant-Irish-assault-against-all-odds to Chrigtlikonfederate-compassion-even-against-
dastardly-yankees. Either way of course it woultlgers. And that in itself could have
been the point. | recently discovered that the {estwn News and Courier published
whole books of this sort of thing in the 1880sydi like Kirkland you can also read, for
example, Our Women in the War —
http://books.google.com/books?id=GsoksxMSO58C&¢-.a whole compendium of
tales about gallant southern belles and the hgydstiithe southland. It seems enough of
a genre that | begin to wonder whether Kershaw ewere that letter himself or simply
allowed his name to be attached to something glatien for the edification of the
masses.

It's not as if much of our popular view of the vir't more or less legend anyway.
Kirkland has plenty of company in the miracle budé Raymond, the heroics of
vivandiere Annie Etheridge, the Confederate contjposof Taps, legions of “Black
Confederates,” and other myths.



And even the conventional history of the battlé-tgdericksburg seems a little mythic
when you delve into the official records and fpstson accounts like McCarter's and
Armstrong's. Each wave of the gallant attack fedra pretty much within yards of the
real jump off point, and Burnside's supposed sitipidoks more or less understandable
given the communications of the day and the word/ag receiving from the front.

And yet that's all more or less besides the polmwit comes to the Kirkland Memorial.
| think 1 would mind it less if it had nearby itsva historical marker — one explaining
why it had much more to do with 1965 than 1862.Haitt such an explanation | can't
help but see it as less uplifting than septic.



