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Memorial Day has only 
been a federal holiday since 
1971, but solemn observanc-
es to honor war dead had 
been observed for decades in 
the nation.

The United States 150 
years ago first announced 
a day would set aside as a 
remembrance for fallen Civil 
War soldiers. A symposium 
in Mankato earlier this year 
marked the sesquicentennial 
of Decoration Day, the infor-
mal name for Memorial Day.

Monday many Americans 
will continue the practice 
of remembering deceased 
military veterans by placing 
flags and flowers near their 
headstones.

Among the graves to be 
decorated throughout the 
region are those of Civil War 
veterans. Minnesota lost 
about 2,500 soldiers during 
the war which began in April 
1861 and lasted well into 
1865.

Our state’s connection to 
the Civil War was unique, 
Minnesota State University 
history professor Kathleen 
Gorman said in an April 9, 
2015, Free Press article.

“It was Minnesota’s mo-
ment of glory. We sacrificed 
everything to save the Union. 
But there were two wars 
going on. There was the 
U.S.-Dakota War and what 
happened as a result,” Gor-
man said.

At the outbreak of  the 
Civil War in 1861, Minnesota 
with a population of about 
180,000 was the first state 
to volunteer troops in its 
defense. Minnesota would 
send 11 Infantry regiments, 
four cavalry regiments, three 
batteries of light artillery, one 

regiment of heavy artillery 
and two companies of sharp-
shooters.

The state contributed 
disproportionately to the war 
through the commitments 
of its residents and the valor 
of its soldiers. More than 
24,000 of its soldiers fought 
in the Civil War, including 
100 free black men, scores of 
American Indians and at least 
one woman.

A statue honoring Civil 
War veterans from Blue Earth 
County was unveiled in 
2015 in Mankato’s historic 
Lincoln Park. The Boy in 
Blue monument is a replica of 
a torn-down statue dedicated 
in 1893.

The graves of many people 
who lived in the region dur-
ing the 18th century, includ-
ing several veterans, are in 
Fort Ridgely State Cemetery. 
Standing tall among the 
headstones is an obelisk 
engraved with the names of 
about two dozen Civil War-
era soldiers.

The Capt. John S. Marsh 
State Monument honors sol-
diers who were killed in the 
first battle of the 1862 war 
between the U.S. military and 
the Dakota. The Redwood 
Ferry battle site is in rural 
Morton, about 10 miles from 
the cemetery.

Civil War historian Mat-
thew W. Hutchinson provided 
information about Marsh and 
his regiment for Minnesota 
Historical Society’s MNope-
dia site:

The Fifth Minnesota 
Volunteer Infantry Regi-
ment’s Civil War service 
included participation in 13 
campaigns, five sieges and 
34 battles, including duty on 
Minnesota’s frontier during 
the U.S.-Dakota War of 1862.

Mustering into service at 
Fort Snelling in spring 1862, 
seven of the 10 companies 
departed for the South in 

May.
Meanwhile, Companies 

B, C, and D had been kept in 
Minnesota and sent to vari-
ous posts nearby. Company B 
was stationed at Fort Ridgely. 
On Aug. 18 a 46-man detach-
ment under Capt. John S. 
Marsh departed the fort for 
the Lower Sioux Agency in 
response to the conflict there. 
They were ambushed at Red-
wood Ferry on the Minnesota 
River.

Marsh drowned in the con-
fusion of the retreat, and his 
detachment suffered 23 killed 
and five wounded. Those re-
maining made it back to Fort 
Ridgely and were soon joined 

by 50 men from Company C. 
This combined force, along 
with 50 Renville Rangers and 
a few cannon, defeated the 
Dakota attacks against the 
fort on Aug. 20 and 22.

Marsh was reburied by his 
family at a gravesite outside 
of Minnesota, said Curtis 
Dahlin, an author who writes 
about the 1862 war. The 
remains of most of the men 
who died with Marsh were 
exhumed and moved to an-
other soldiers memorial site.

The soldiers were serving 
at Fort Ridgely, a fron-
tier post with a history longer 
than its role in tragic events 
over six weeks in 1862. 

The fort was built in 1855, 
decommissioned in 1867 and 
officially abandoned in 1871. 
Several fort building founda-
tions are visible to tourists 
who stop at the site, which is 
now a state park.

Fort Ridgely State Park 
site manager Amber Bentler 

said the fort was in use for 
about 14 years.  “We were the 
western frontier back then,” 
she said.

During the Civil War, the 
fort’s primary purpose was 
to train young Union soldiers 
for battles against the Con-
federate Army.

By Edie Schmierbach
eschmierbach@mankatofreepress.com

Honoring war dead traced to Civil War times
Minnesotans 
were fighting 
two wars  
in 1862

WASHINGTON — Here’s 
how area members of Con-
gress voted on major issues 
in the week ending May 25.

HOUSE

$717 billion for 
military in 2019

Voting 351 for and 66 
against, the House on May 
24 authorized a $717 billion 
military budget (HR 5515) 
for fiscal 2019, including 
$69 billion for war-fighting 
in Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria 
and other theaters and $57 
billion for active-duty and 
retiree health care. The bill 
sets a 2.6 percent pay raise 
for uniformed personnel; 
adds a 12th aircraft car-
rier to the Navy fleet; bars 
detainee transfers from the 
Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, 
military prison; funds a 
military parade in Washing-
ton requested by President 
Trump; bans the purchase or 
use of technology made by 
the Chinese telecom giant 
ZTE, which violated U.S. 
sanctions on North Korea 
and Iran; prohibits base 
closures but allows smaller 
installations to be shuttered 
if the state’s governor ap-
proves; funds programs for 
military victims of sexual 
assault and approves tens 
of billions for conventional 
and nuclear weapons while 
lifting a ban on the develop-
ment of low-yield nuclear 
weapons.

A yes vote was to pass 
the bill.

Minnesota
Voting yes: Jason Lewis, 

R-2; Erik Paulsen, R-3; Tom 
Emmer, R-6; Collin Peter-
son, D-7

Voting no: Betty McCol-
lum, D-4; Keith Ellison, D-5; 
Rick Nolan, D-8

Not voting: Tim Walz, 
D-1

Developing low-yield 
nuclear weapons

Voting 188 for and 226 

against, the House on May 
23 refused to restrict fund-
ing in HR 5515 (above) for 
a low-yield nuclear weapon 
— the W76-2 warhead — to 
be mounted on submarine-
launched Trident ballistic 
missiles. Military planners 
say low-yield, or tactical, 
warheads are for use in 
limited conflicts, in contrast 
to strategic nuclear weap-
ons, which are designed to 
obliterate targets far from 
the immediate battlefield. 
Supporters of developing 
tactical nuclear weapons say 
the United States needs to 
counter Russia’s extensive 
low-yield arsenal. Critics say 
the weapons heighten the 
risk of Armageddon because 
it is folly to think nuclear 
war can be waged on a 
limited basis. The amend-
ment would have withheld 
half the money authorized 
for the program pending fur-
ther studies of its strategic 
implications.

A yes vote was to restrict 
funding in the 2019 military 
budget for developing low-
yield nuclear weapons.

Minnesota
Voting yes: McCollum, 

Ellison, Peterson, Nolan
Voting no: Lewis, 

Paulsen, Emmer
Not voting: Walz

Background  
checks on gun sales

Voting 224 for and 191 
against, the House on May 
24 blocked a Democratic 
attempt to amend HR 5515 
(above) to expand back-
ground checks on com-
mercial gun transactions, 
requiring checks on sales 
over the Internet and be-
tween private parties at gun 
shows. The measure would 
plug loopholes that allow 
an estimated 40 percent of 
gun sales to avoid manda-
tory checks via the FBI’s 
National Instant Criminal 

Background Check System. 
This was the first congres-
sional vote on gun issues 
since the May 18 shootings 
at a Santa Fe, Texas, high 
school that killed 10 people 
and wounded 10 others.

A yes vote was in opposi-
tion to adding language on 
background checks to the 
2019 military budget.

Minnesota
Voting yes: Lewis, 

Paulsen, Peterson
Voting no: McCollum, 

Ellison, Emmer, Nolan
Not voting: Walz

Changes to federal 
penal system

Voting 360 for and 59 
against, the House on May 
22 passed a bipartisan bill 
(HR 5682) intended to 
reduce overcrowding in 
the 180,000-inmate fed-
eral penal system, improve 
rehabilitation, and reduce 
recidivism. In part, the bill 
would establish individually 
tailored programs to im-
prove work and educational 
skills and encourage inmates 
to earn credits toward early 
release to halfway houses. 
Among other provisions, the 
bill would require inmates 
to be held within 500 miles 
of their families and revise 
standards of care — includ-
ing a ban on shackling 
— for incarcerated pregnant 
women. But opponents com-
plained that the measure 
would not address statu-
tory rules on mandatory-
minimum sentencing, which 
critics say are responsible 
for swelling populations 
and dysfunction in federal 
prisons.

A yes vote was to send 

the bill to the Senate.

Minnesota
Voting yes: Lewis, 

Paulsen, McCollum, Ellison, 
Emmer, Peterson, Nolan

Voting no: None
Not voting: Walz

Relaxation of  
banking safeguards

Voting 258 for and 159 
against, the House on May 
22 passed a bipartisan bill 
(S 2155) that would largely 
exempt community banks 
and credit unions from the 
2010 Dodd-Frank financial-
oversight law. The measure 
would also scale back 
restrictions the law placed 
on about 15 of the largest 
banks and 25 medium-sized 
regional banks, while leav-
ing intact the authority of 
the Consumer Financial Pro-
tection Bureau to operate 
as an independent agency 
largely free of congressional 
oversight.

The bill weakens  
anti-discrimination rules 
under which banks report 
data on lending to minori-
ties, raising from 50 to  
500 the number of home 
loans a bank can issue 
before becoming subject to 
the Dodd-Frank reporting 
requirement. Other provi-
sions would require credit 
reporting companies to 
allow consumers to freeze 
their credit reports free of 
charge and protect student 
loan borrowers when a 
cosigner dies or enters 
bankruptcy.

A yes vote was to send 
the bill to President Trump.

Minnesota
Voting yes: Lewis, 

Paulsen, Emmer, Peterson, 
Nolan

Voting no: McCollum, 
Ellison

Not voting: Walz

Drugs for the 
terminally ill

The House on May  
22 passed, 250 for and  
169 against, a bill (S 204) 
that would give the ter-
minally ill broad access to 
experimental drugs that 
have not received Food and 
Drug Administration ap-
proval. The bill would grant 
legal protection to doctors, 
hospitals and drug firms 
promoting these unproven 
treatments, which, to qualify 
under the bill, must have 
passed one clinical trial and 
have a pending application 
at the FDA. Supporters 
said dying persons deserve 
access to high-risk interven-
tions as a matter of personal 
freedom, while opponents 
said the bill would give 
false hope to desperate 
individuals and weaken 
long-established FDA safety 
procedures.

A yes vote was to pass 
the bill.

Minnesota
Voting yes: Lewis, 

Paulsen, Emmer, Peterson
Voting no: McCollum, 

Ellison, Nolan
Not voting: Walz

SENATE

Veterans’ access to 
nearby health care

Voting 92 for and five 
against, the Senate on  
May 23 passed a bill (S 
2372) that would upgrade 
a four-year-old “community 
care” program in which 
veterans who live far  
from Veterans Health  
Administration facilities  
or face lengthy waits for 
treatment can promptly 
receive publicly funded 
care from close-to-home 
providers in the private 
sector. The bill also would 
start a process to realign, 

consolidate or close some of 
the Department of Veterans 
Affairs’ 1,200-plus medi-
cal centers and outpatient 
clinics. In addition, the 
bill would raise Medicare 
reimbursement rates for vet-
erans at rural hospitals and 
expand financial support 
to immediate and extended 
family members who care 
for veterans.

A yes vote was to send 
the bill to President Trump.

Minnesota
Voting yes: Tina Smith, 

D; Amy Klobuchar, D
Voting no: None
Not voting: None

Dana Baiocco, 
consumer  
products regulator

Voting 50 for and 45 
against, the Senate on  
May 22 confirmed Dana 
Baiocco, an attorney in 
private practice, for a  
seat on the five-member  
U.S. Consumer Product 
Safety Commission.  
An independent agency 
armed with recall authority, 
the commission regulates 
the manufacture and  
safety of thousands of  
everyday products, with  
a focus on mechanical,  
fire, electrical or chemical 
hazards. Backers said  
Baiocco’s experience as a 
product-safety litigator at 
the Jones Day law firm in 
Washington qualifies her for 
the commission. But critics 
said she has made a career 
out of defending corpora-
tions including Mattel and 
Yamaha that have been 
the subject of enforcement 
actions by the commission. 
She declined to provide the 
Senate with a full list of 
firms she has represented, 
citing attorney-client privi-
lege.

A yes vote was to confirm 
the nominee.

Minnesota
Voting yes: None
Voting no: Smith, Klobu-

char

Voterama in Congress

HOW THEY VOTED

Key votes ahead
Congress is in Memorial Day 
recess in the week of May 28.

Rep. Collin 
Peterson, D-7

Rep. Tim  
Walz, D-1

Sen. Amy 
Klobuchar, D

Sen. Tina  
Smith, D

Memorial Day 
services throughout 
the nation will take 
place Monday near 
soldiers’ graves 
and memorials. 
Sculptor Alan 
Gibson talks with 
monument-maker 
Tom Miller in 2015 
after the unveiling 
of the recreated 
Boy in Blue statue 
depicting a young 
private. 

File photo

Photo courtesy of the Blue Earth County Historical Society
Memorials honoring war dead may be found in city parks throughout the country. This photo of the original Boy in Blue fountain shows water
flowing down from the pedestal and shooting into the air. 

Glimpse  
of the Past

“It was Minnesota’s moment of glory.  
We sacrificed everything to save the  
Union. But there were two wars going  
on. There was the U.S.-Dakota War  

and what happened as a result.”

KATHLEEN GORMAN,  
MINNESOTA STATE UNIVERSITY HISTORY PROFESSOR


