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There are two sides to every story. It is hard to tell the difference between what has been 

dramatized and what is the truth. The story of Richard Kirkland is one of those stories that is not 

black or white. It falls in the gray area, which means it is a great story to tell, but how much of it 

is actually true? Richard Kirkland’s story is one that anyone who visits the Fredericksburg 

Battlefield hears about and sees the moving monument dedicated to his brave actions at 

Fredericksburg. Kirkland is believed to have risked his life to give water to the wounded Union 

soldiers. However, it is also a story which has caused controversy since it was reported in 1880 

by Kirkland’s commanding officer General Kershaw. Every point in the Kirkland story can be 

argued by both sides.  This leads one to question: How is something that is so controversial with 

both sides of the story having a legitimate argument, such an integral part of the battle? Should 

we remember Kirkland personally as the one who helped the Union Soldiers, or all of the brave 

nameless men who are said to have climbed over the wall and risked the bullets to give water to 

the wounded? In order to decide this, one has to trace the story of Richard Kirkland from the 

beginning to see if we can figure out how he became memorialized in the first place, as there has 

been such a controversy over whether the story is true or not. Richard Kirkland was 

memorialized through history in the form of books, monuments, countless articles and most 

recently a movie, because people are captivated by heartfelt acts of mercy during warfare. 

 First, in order to understand the story, Richard Rowland Kirkland was born in August of 

1843 in the Kershaw district of South Carolina.
1
 Kirkland enlisted in the confederate army on 

April 9, 1861; he was in Co. E 2
nd

 South Carolina.
2
 Kirkland made it to the rank of Sergeant at 

                                                             
1 National Park Service Files on Richard Kirkland. 
2 Ibid. 
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his death on September 20, 1863 at the Battle of Chickamauga.
3
 Kirkland’s last words were 

“Save yourself and tell Pa I died right.”
4
 Kirkland is buried near his commanding officer General 

Joseph Kershaw.
5
 In many of the sources I found that it is interesting to note that even though 

Kirkland believed fully in the Confederate cause, during the battle he was able to put his views 

aside and help the Union soldiers. This shows how even though mercy and humanity are usually 

missing during war, there are times when people put the war aside and show mercy to the enemy.  

 The letters from the front of the Battle of Fredericksburg tell the raw feelings of the 

soldiers who were still stationed at the front when they were written. The letters are mostly from 

Union soldiers, who were not wounded. At no point do they mention Kirkland or anyone from 

the confederate line crossing over the wall to help the wounded. In one letter, however, they 

mention a Union solider who risked his life to save his comrade, when under the cover of night 

he went into the field to bring back a wounded soldier who had cried for help. These letters were 

the first records of the accounts of the battle and have no mention of Kirkland’s deed.  

 The first piece of evidence published with a possibility of being the first recorded record 

of Kirkland is from January 21, 1863 in an excerpt from Walt Whitman’s Prose Works 1892, 

Volume 1. In this passage he mentions talking to a solider from Pennsylvania who was wounded 

at the Battle of Fredericksburg and laid on the battle field for two days.
6
 Whitman mentions 

asking the solider if he was harassed by the confederates as he lay in the field. The solider 

responded by saying yes some were mean, but that at one point a “middle aged man…bound up 

                                                             
3 Ibid. The Battle of Chickamauga took place on September 18-20, 1863 in Georgia. Richard Kirkland died on the 
last day of the Battle, and it was a Confederate victory.  Heritage Preservation Services  

http://www.nps.gov/hps/abpp/battles/ga004.htm (accessed December 3, 2012). 
4 National Park Service Files on Richard Kirkland.  
5 Ibid.  
6 Walt Whitman, Prose Works 1892. Excerpt  

http://www.nps.gov/hps/abpp/battles/ga004.htm
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his wounds, cheered him, gave him…a drink of whiskey and water”
7
 This account was the first 

written account of a confederate soldier who gave help to the wounded. However, there is still a 

problem with this source. Kirkland was nowhere close to middle age by today’s standards at the 

time of the battle. Because the solider had been lying wounded in the field for a long time he 

could have assumed that Kirkland was in fact a middle aged man because of his facial hair. The 

soldier could have possibly been speaking of Kirkland. The last written piece of evidence in the 

1860s is Kirkland’s obituary which appeared in the newspaper on October 17, 1863. The 

obituary never even mentions that Kirkland was at the Battle of Fredericksburg. This is the last 

account written during the war that would help to indicate how the story even began, since none 

of these accounts even mention Kirkland helping the wounded. Although this did not stop the 

story from becoming the most important story of the battle during the 1880s.  

 On January 23, 1880 a newspaper article was published in The Charleston News and 

Courier, entitled “The Nameless Confederate Private who Lost his Life Giving Water to 

Wounded Federals.”
8
 This is believed, according to the National Park Service, to be the 

newspaper article that helped launch Richard Kirkland into the spotlight. The article describes 

the story of a nameless solider in Kershaw’s brigade, who gave water to the wounded at the 

Battle of Fredericksburg. The article describes how Kirkland went to ask permission as well as 

describing his actions in the field. However the account has many details that are not in any other 

account. For example, this article details how the soldier was injured by the union sharpshooters 

as he was giving water to the wounded. As well, the article states that the soldier was in fact 

killed at the Battle of the Wilderness performing a similar act. Kirkland was actually killed at the 

                                                             
7 Ibid. 
8 C. MCk, “The Nameless Confederate Private who Lost his Life Giving Water to Wounded Federals,” The 

Charleston News and Courier, January 23, 1880. 
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Battle of Chickamauga. While this is the first documented account of someone from Kershaw’s 

brigade giving water to the wounded, it still did not name Kirkland specifically. It is the response 

to this article that fully launches Kirkland into history.  

 The response to the article, written by General J.B. Kershaw, Kirkland’s commanding 

officer during the Battle of Fredericksburg, is the first to name Kirkland. The response was 

written on January 29, 1880, exactly one week after the previous piece of evidence was written. 

Kershaw describes how Kirkland came to see him to ask permission to give water to the 

wounded. While it is stated in the previous article that it was a soldier from Kershaw’s brigade, it 

would leave one to wonder why his account is even questioned. While he would seem to be the 

one to know the most detailed account of the story, it is the lack of reporting afterwards that has 

left scholars wondering, how reliable is it to use this to memorialize the Kirkland story. First the 

description of Kirkland coming down the stairs “with a bright smile on his handsome 

countenance,” Kershaw would never have been able to see Kirkland’s face as he retreated down 

the stairs.
9
  Even with giving Kirkland permission and being moved by his mercy, Kershaw 

failed to mention it in his after action reports, as well as lack of fighting that occurred during the 

ninety minutes that Kirkland was giving water to the wounded. Still, after this seemingly 

firsthand account and a name to the nameless soldier, it was a while before there was a 

monument dedicated to his name so the path to being memorialized continued.  

 In 1896, a veteran wrote an account in the The Sunny South in Atlanta, Georgia 

recounting the act of Kirkland. The veteran was present at the Battle of Fredericksburg and 

witnessed Kirkland giving water to the wounded. The article is a memorial to the “brave deeds 

                                                             
9 General J.B. Kershaw, “Richard Kirkland, The Humane Hero Of Fredericksburg,” News and Courier, January 29,      

1880.  
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and brave men” but is a citation of who he believes to be the bravest soldier.
10

 The writer, 

although never mentioned by name, shared blankets with Kirkland sometimes. This account 

reinforces Kershaw’s account and helps to give a personal touch to Kirkland’s story, because it 

was someone who fought and lived alongside, him whereas Kershaw would never have been 

fighting alongside Kirkland.,  

 The problem with using a personal account as a source is because the story of Kirkland 

would have been widespread by 1896; this account could have been an old friend creating a 

memory of his friend. This is seen in the William D. Trantham account, who is credited with 

seeing his friend die as well as seeing him giving water to the wounded; however, his service 

record indicates he was discharged on November 11, 1861, for being underage (13).
11

 Given 

these conclusions, Trantham would have been long at home before the Battle of Fredericksburg 

even began. This way the personal sources, such as the veteran, cannot always be relied on fully 

in order to memorialize the story.  

A history of Kershaw’s brigade was published in 1899, and mentions the fact that the 

Union soldiers were given water.  However, this account states that it was a solider from Georgia 

that went over the wall. Leaving the National Park Service to note that the story of Kirkland 

would have been well known by this time, so it is strange that a full account of the history of 

Kershaw’s brigade does not give credit to Kirkland when it was in fact Kershaw who named 

Kirkland as the one who performed the act. While the sources provide reasons for Kirkland to be 

memorialized, the story is still being argued by both sides. It was during the next century that the 

Kirkland story became a permanent part of the Fredericksburg battlefield.  

                                                             
10 “A Brave Solider and a Brave Deed,” The Sunny South, August 22, 1896. 
11 Mac Wyckoff, April 24, 1989.  
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 During the 1900’s many major events occurred to help move the story of Richard 

Kirkland into a memorialized story, one that now has a permanent place in History. Several 

members of his brigade wrote articles about Richard Kirkland. The second and probably the 

most influential event were the removal and reburying of Richard Kirkland’s remains. Kirkland 

was originally buried in his family’s cemetery but because of the remote location and lack of 

care, many believed the hero deserved to be buried in a more prominent place in Camden. 

Kirkland’s final resting place is about 25 paces from Kershaw himself.
12

 Trantham published his 

account of his good friend in 1908. During this time other accounts were published not denying 

the possibility that Kirkland had performed the deed, but that maybe more than one person 

should be recognized.  

The centennial anniversary of the Civil War during the 1960’s brought a surplus of 

accounts of the Kirkland story to light. It is during this time that the most progress to truly 

memorialize the Richard Kirkland account takes place. This is because people were now looking 

back and beginning to research the stories and the battles because they were now removed from 

the war.  Richard Kirkland displays began to appear in museums. In fact, the most notable 

memorial made to Kirkland was the statue that was placed at the foot of Brompton. The 

memorial was created by Dr. Richard Nunn Lanier, who was the director of the Fredericksburg 

Centennial Commission.
13

 Lanier also wrote a book on Kirkland and the Battle of 

Fredericksburg. Lanier was also from South Carolina, and went personally to the South Carolina 

legislature to give money towards the honoring of one of their own. The Virginia legislature also 

provided funding and in addition contributed the extra money when funding ran short. 
14

 Funds 

                                                             
12 National Park Service Files on Richard Kirkland.  
13 Donald C. Pfanz, “History Through Eyes of Stone,” February 1983.  
14 Ibid. 
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were also raised locally by Lanier himself. The monument was sculpted by Felix de Weldon, 

whose works also include the famous scene of the Marines raising the flag at Iwo Jima.
15

 The 

Statue was dedicated on September 29, 1965.
16

 The story of Richard Kirkland touched the hearts 

of all those who were willing to sit and listen. It is for this reason that Richard Kirkland’s story 

was able to be memorialized. 

 Every story has two sides; while the Richard Kirkland story will never be able to be 

erased from history, it can still be questioned. As Michael Schaffner has pointed out in his article 

“Is the Richard Kirkland Story True,” every point of the account can be taken and reversed to 

make it seem false.
17

 From the lack of reporting in the after action reports to the fact that none of 

the field commanders mentioned the lack of fighting during the time that Kirkland was in the 

field. Schaffner makes good points; however, it is not going to change how people remember 

Kirkland. His memory is forever placed upon the Battle of Fredericksburg. Frank O’Riley has 

the right idea; it should not matter whose name is actually on the statute or whether or not it 

actually occurred. People should remember the act and the fact that even though our country was 

fighting each other, the soldiers were still brothers.  

 Richard Kirkland’s story became memorialized from being passed from generation to 

generation. The soldiers who witnessed the heroic act seemingly passed it along until it was 

published and then became a national story of bravery and heroism for the Confederate army. 

The story of Richard Kirkland, whether it is true or not, has become a part of the Fredericksburg 

battlefield that no one could erase, even if it was proven false because of the meaning behind the 

story. In war all is fair, and the stories are often gruesome, so when a story comes along showing 

                                                             
15 National Park Service Files on Richard Kirkland.  
16  Ibid.  
17 Michael Schaffner, “Is the Richard Kirkland Story True?,” Civil War Memory Blog, posted  December 22,2009          

http://cwmemory.com/2009/12/22/is-the-richard-kirkland-story-true/ 

http://cwmemory.com/2009/12/22/is-the-richard-kirkland-story-true/
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mercy it is retold until no one really knows how it was started. Whether Richard Kirkland was 

the only one to cross the wall or if there were hundreds, he deserves to be remembered and 

memorialized as he has been and meant to be by Kershaw. Kirkland was able to become 

memorialized as he was because the story was compelling and moving. The act of mercy and 

bravery should be remembered and memorialized to show that even in war people can put aside 

their differences in order to help one another. It is stories like this that history often lacks.  

  

 


