“Whoever saves one life saves the world entire.”

                                          --The Talmud. 

I was thumbing through an old moldy Civil War reference book of mine reading about the big stars and icons of this terrible conflict. 

Quite frankly I was bored to death, for the more I reread familiar biographies of both North and South I came to the sad conclusion I had gone to this well once to often. 

I remembered what my father had told me about war, “It is like pregnancy, you can’t be a little bit.” 

“Did it ever bother you that men under your command did not make it?” 

“Of course, I wouldn’t be human if it didn’t bother me, but Marines went to great lengths to retrieve their own.” 

“You mean bodies?” 

“Yes, and the wounded too.” 

“I wish I could have been there.” 

“No son, you don’t.” 

Just then the family cat, and chased my Dad back to his bedroom where he could prepare himself for another night of dreams and nightmares about World War II. I had not done him any favors in bringing up old battles and sinking landing craft. 

“Harrison make sure you let the cat out later.” 

“No worries, Pop.” 

I returned to my boring article about some battle I thought long since explained by little old ladies and overweight military historians. 

I almost gave up, tempted to turn on the boob tube for some visual entertainment. 

But then something struck me about the page I was reading, maybe because of an old ink spot, yet as I scanned down the page of short biographies of K’s I came upon Sergeant Richard R. Kirkland, a fellow medic from Camden, South Carolina. 

The Battle of Fredericksburg was a nightmare for the Union Army.  

That infamous stone wall where Marse Robert held his troops on higher ground mowing down many of the Bluecoats in less than an hour.

This was the battle where Lee was quoted as saying, “It is sad that war is so horrible, less we grow too fond of it.” 

That first night after the carnage, the cries of the Union wounded were horrific, and if you listen to their cries and lamentations of the dying their heartaches rings true today. 

“Help me please, I need a drink of water!” 

“For God’s sake, I cannot find my leg, and I am bleeding to death, is there no compassion on the other side of that wall?” 

“Momma, Momma, where are you, my innards have been blown away. It is so dark and I am so cold, Momma…” 

“Jesus, my eyes, my eyes I cannot see, I’m blind. I’m just the cook, I didn’t mean to hurt anybody.” 

“You can come over to help Reb, under a white flag, all of our horses and surgeons are dead, I have men dying, and in need of care, we beg you come over the stone fence in the name of anything descent left in you, we beg you sir!” 

Sgt. Richard Kirkland could stand the screams of the mortally wounded no longer. He gathered up canteens and bandages, alone without help, asked his Commanding Officer, a small balding man from Roanoke, “Captain Kirby, can I cross into no man’s land to help the Yankees.” 

With a lisp and a skip, his CO replied in a high pitch voice, “I just don’t know Sgt., this is something outside my chain of command, I’ll need to get permission from General Lee’s tent.” 

“The heck with that Kirby, I’m leaving under a white flag this very moment.” 

“You cannot use a white flag, it is a violation of the rules of war, you will be court-martialed if you are not shot by either side.” 

“Stick it Captain, can’t you here those screams, don’t you have any conscious?” 

“You don’t understand, I need to check the manual on this Sgt, you have to wait to I get back from Roanoke, so please bear with me?” 

“Nope, my compliments to you and General Lee, but I don’t care what you do to me if and when I get back, but I am off. Give me regards to Jeff Davis.” 

For the next one hour and a half Kirkland left the safety of  the Sunken Road to treat the wounded and carry water to the suffering Yankees. 

“Momma, please, momma, come here and take pain from my heart!” An unknown voice from the far right of battle calls out in some weird pentameter. 

“I can’t feel my face, Jesus, please somebody help me!” Another call from the center, laments, as condescending stars offer an empty wink to the wounded. 

“My eyes, tell the surgeon to come up quick, my eyes are burning like mad” 

Soon the cries would die out, and all that would be left of this black and white battlefield were grotesque looking corpses, there were the home for maggots and a mother’s heart. 

But Kirkland would never stop. Maybe it wasn’t in his DNA, or perhaps he remembered what his parson preached at his country church, back home when children had not been tainted by adult reasoning. 

That was not a shot fired during the night, as Kirkland continued to call through a patch of field warmongers affectionately refer to as a no man’s land. 

“Hold on Lad, I’m coming, my heart is light but my canteens are full.” 

“Thank you, rebel angel, we will never forget you.” 

“Hey over here, we need something for the pain, my legs are missing, God help me!” 

Ten months later fell at Chickamauga saying to his men, “Go on boys, tell my Pa I died right.” 

In 1865, as Lee retreated from Five Forks to Appomattox, there was Rebel wounded left in the front yard of a Virginia farm house. 

An unknown Union Officer attached to Sheridan, laid a canteen next to every wounded man on the ground. 

His name is unknown to us to this day. 

Was he at Fredericksburg on that fateful night when Sgt. Kirkland came a calling with his holy water? 

We would like to think so for History my friends is not that easy, but it is most certainly heroism is as universal for according to records, for according to Robert Moskin’s history of the United States Marine Corps, “Five black Marines earned the Medal of Honor in Vietnam. All five were killed shielding fellow Marines from exploding enemy grenades.” 

Do the politicians know their names? 

Do the historians know of their last full measure? 

Will the cheerleaders pause in solemn remembrance? 

God bless them all! 
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