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Eyes Right 
Portsmouth, VA - One of the perks of being able to travel throughout the world in recent years is the joy of discovering interesting places and people.  Although I have been blessed to experience the wonder of such man-made structures as India’s Taj Mahal and Peru’s Machu Picchu and the natural grandeur of Aluru (Ayers Rock) in Australia and the Godafoss waterfall in Iceland, I am equally impressed by many lesser known attractions closer to home.  
In this case my wife and I were walking our daughter’s dog, Tillie, during a Thanksgiving visit here in Portsmouth.  Although I had many times passed by an old cemetery just south of the downtown area, I had never ventured inside.  Until recently, it had an interesting wall decorated with murals of Civil War battles on the south side of the cemetery.  When I noticed that much of the wall had been recently demolished, I was not certain if this had been done officially, or by locals reacting to ongoing efforts in other areas of the U.S. to remove all vestige of Civil War monuments.  Nonetheless, we decided to climb over the remaining rocks into the cemetery to take a look.
We soon found signage telling us that the Town of Portsmouth established the cemetery in 1852 and that it is now listed on the National Register of Historic Places.  There are burial sites here for at least 10 veterans of the Revolutionary War, 47 veterans of the War of 1812, and numerous soldiers who were killed during the Civil War or who died afterwards of wounds suffered in various battles of that war.  There are also hundreds of other graves of those who served during the Civil War, but who passed away in subsequent years.
One of the first things I noticed when reading signs explaining who was buried in a given location was that the term “Civil War” is used nowhere in the cemetery.  Here this war is the “WBTS,” a.k.a., the War Between The States.  One of the prominent areas of Cedar Grove is an enclosed section containing a tall stone monument with the inscription:

TO OUR CONFEDERATE DEAD
1861-1865
One side of the monument has an engraved Confederate flag (ironically, perhaps purposely, facing north).  Approximately 20 small individual grave markers close to the ground indicate the burial site of named soldiers who perished in that war.  Each also has a one foot tall black metal cross patteè which I later learned was the Southern Iron Cross of Honor.   The center of one side of the cross had the Confederate battle flag surrounded by a wreath.  Each of the four arms of the crosses had inscriptions that were too worn to be read.  These crosses are designed in the same shape as the actual Southern Cross of Honor which was given postwar to all veterans who had provided “loyal, honorable service to the South.”  The first cross was presented in 1898 by a group called “The United Daughters of the Confederacy” (UDC) which, over the following century, awarded nearly 79,000 of these.  Each cross has a serial number, and the list of recipients is still maintained by the UDC.  Although the last surviving Civil War veteran died nearly 70 years ago, the Commonwealth of Virginia still has a law on the books making it a legal offense punishable by a fine to wear any Southern Cross of Honor when not entitled to do so.  Apparently war memories die slowly here.
Perhaps five yards behind the “Confederate Dead” monument there is a smaller, more recent stone monument with the inscription

IN MEMORY OF THE MEN
who built and manned 
CSS VIRGINIA 1861-1862
The VIRGINIA was a steam powered ironclad which was constructed from the burnt hull of USS MERRIMACK in a dry dock near here in the early stages of the WBTS.  It was the CSS VIRGINIA, not the MERRIMACK, which engaged the Union ironclad USS MONITOR in nearby Hampton Roads on March 9, 1862.  This was the first battle of ironclads in history.  The fight was essentially a draw.  Although there were greater casualties on MONITOR, VIRGINIA had sufficient hull damage to force it to withdraw here to Portsmouth.  Interestingly, neither the VIRGINIA nor the MONITOR survived 1862; VIRGINIA was destroyed by its crew in May when Union forces captured Norfolk, and MONITOR was lost at sea with all hands off Cape Hatteras in a storm on December 31.
There are numerous other interesting Civil War veterans buried here in Cedar Grove such as Colonel William White, IV.  He attended Yale, became a physician, was sympathetic to the north and actually voted in the Virginia State convention to oppose war. However, he chose to accept the majority decision to secede and was commissioned in the Confederate Army.  As he rose through the ranks he found himself at Gettysburg, where as a Colonel he led a regiment and a brigade in Pickett’s famous charge.  He was wounded three times, including a serious neck wound which ultimately led to his death post-war.  I sense that few come here now to pay respect to Colonel White’s bravery.
The centerpiece of the “Confederate section” of Cedar Grove is a 20 feet high flagpole with the Confederate flag blowing in the breeze.  In view of the recent trend to remove all monuments associated with Confederate participants in the WBTS, I do not know how much longer all of this will be allowed to stand.  A large majority of the current residents of Portsmouth (including the vice-mayor and a majority of the City Council) are African American, so I would not bet on the status of this section of Cedar Grove Cemetery remaining in its current form.  Its removal would be a sad loss for those who believe that the history of our nation, warts and all, should be available for future Americans to contemplate.
I thought you might like to know.
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