
 

 

Memorial Day-2014 

Memorial Day, an American holiday observed on the last Monday of May, honors men 
and women who died while serving in the U.S. military. Originally known as Decoration 
Day, it originated in the years following the Civil War and became an official federal 
holiday in 1971. Many Americans observe Memorial Day by visiting cemeteries or 
memorials, holding family gatherings and participating in parades. Unofficially, at least, 
it marks the beginning of summer.1 

Martin County can be proud of the many veterans that have served and defended our 
country dating back to Fort Fairmount.  The order was issued in 1862 to establish Fort 
Fairmount in response to fears of Dakota attacks in the area.  It was constructed of logs 
from the Woodland Avenue area and was entirely enclosed and located at the site of 
the present Martin County Courthouse.  Approximately eighty officers and men served 
the fort and were reportedly quite happy to be there as the duty, their quarters, location, 
and weather was considered to be very favorable.  Eventually, with the fear of Indian 
uprisings diminishing, the fort was abandoned and its remains used by settlers to build 
homes. 

The archives of the Pioneer Museum contain a letter written by Lorin Cray who was 
stationed at Fort Fairmount during 1862-1863.  He described Fairmont at that time as a 
sleepy, quiet location with a few little homes on the lakes essentially hidden by the 
trees.  The fort was constructed of logs; it stood about eight feet high, and measured 
about 150 square feet.  It enclosed the first courthouse in the southwest corner of the 
fort.  The soldiers’ duties consisted primarily of scouting expeditions on the prairies.  
During their off time, the soldiers enjoyed fishing, hunting, picnics, and celebrations with 
dances over holidays such as July 4th.  Fortunately for those soldiers stationed at Fort 
Fairmount, the duty was good and the danger was minimal.  For many others, that was 
not the case. 

A sharply contrasting experience involves an account given by Arthur Nelson regarding 
Martin County’s Company D during the Spanish-American War.  It was 1898 and Martin 
County’s National Guard Infantry, Co., D, had an intense interest in becoming involved 
in the Spanish-American War.  Company D was made up of about 100 local citizens 
and received their call to duty in April of 1898.  About 3,500 people bid them farewell at 
the railway station.  This number included the entire population of Fairmont as well as 
many from other communities in Martin County.  

Company D was sent to Camp Thomas at Chickamauga Park in Georgia.  It was 
considered a good training ground and had the largest mobilization of troops the United 
States had seen since the Civil War.  However, the conditions at the camp were 
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deplorable.  Supplies were limited and cleanliness was virtually impossible as a soldier 
could only wash his clothing when not wearing it.   

The training was intense and there were dress parades every evening.  The supply of 
tents was minimal; as a result, the men in Company D crowded seven to nine men in a 
tent measuring only seven feet by nine feet.  They had no floors, no cots or beds, and 
the men had only a single blanket each.  There were no regular cooks or well equipped 
kitchens, consequently, crude cooking was done over open fire and soldiers were left up 
to their own initiative to find and cook their meals.    

Sanitary conditions were also appalling as all refuse and waste was dumped in an open 
unenclosed pit that literally became a cesspool.  The cootie, known to the men as the 
“grayback,” became prevalent and was said to actually outnumber the flies.  Disease 
was prevalent, particularly typhoid fever, dysentery, and malaria.  Care and treatment 
was scarce and they had what was called an “incurable ward,” in which it was nearly 
impossible to distinguish the living from the dead. 

The war was won without any of the men of Company D seeing action.  A Soldiers 
Relief Society was formed in Fairmont demanding that the men be discharged or at 
least be moved to more sanitary conditions.  The men were discharged in September 
returning to a resounding welcome home that included a band and a large crowd of well 
wishers as well as a banquet at Daniels Hall.  The men came back with no money, jobs 
were scarce, and some needed time to convalesce from their illnesses. 

The preceding is but a brief history of some of what our Martin County veterans have 
done to guarantee our freedoms.  There are many examples of bravery and heroism 
that followed these accounts in both war time and peace time.  Let us never forget what 
our Martin County veterans have done to preserve the way of life that we far too often 
take for granted.    
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