What being a member of The Sons of Union Veterans of the Civil War means.

(This speech was given by Anna M. Ross Camp #1 Commander, Ken Gavin on Memorial Day 2008. If you ever wondered why we do what we do, then read on. There was not a dry eye in the group when he was done speaking.)

    We have now arrived at a portion of our weekend full of ceremonies that I have come to look forward to with great anticipation over the past few years. The last flag has been placed. The last volley has been fired. The last note of Taps has faded into a silence, full of respectful reflection for the final time this year. As in the past, I take this opportunity to express my heartfelt thanks and appreciation for all that you do. You all know why the work we do at this time of year is important. I need not explain the reasons to you who already understand it so well in your hearts and minds. 

    What we accomplish together at this time each year is truly astounding and it would not be possible without each and every one of you. From planning and administrative tasks, to picking up thousands of flags from the county Veterans Administration Offices, to cemetery clean ups, to flag placements, to participation in our memorial ceremonies, to providing fraternity and camaraderie for one another—all of you play significant roles as individuals. Alone, these individual efforts may be commendable, but viewed aside from the contribution of the whole their value decreases significantly. What we accomplish together is only significant because we accomplish it together. 

    We are all very different people. In our individual lives, we are young, middle aged, and old men. In our individual lives, we are mechanics, machinists, educators, historians, salesmen, and business people. In our individual lives, we represent a host of ethnic and religious backgrounds. Together we are Sons of Union Veterans of the Civil War. Together, we are family. Together, we are brothers bound by a common interest and a dedication to the sacred charge bestowed upon us by the noble men of the Grand Army of the Republic. When we come together on occasions such as this, the individual characteristics blend and meld together into a harmonious keynote. In these small hours we spend together, brotherhood is at its zenith. When I look each of you in the eyes, I do not see profession; I do not ethnicity; I do not see creed. I merely see my brothers in the truest sense of the word. 

    Just as our contributions, when viewed individually, are of little import it matters not where we have come from, who our parents were, or what we do for a living. We are all equally important here. No one man can ever stand above the whole. Our aims, objectives, and shared accomplishments transcend all else and serve to strengthen the bonds that hold us together. In that vein, no one man has more value than another in this camp or in this order because he is a hereditary as opposed to an associate member. Despite the manner in which some have chosen to interpret the regulations of this order, I urge you to adopt my policy of colorblindness when it comes to ribbons on membership badges. Whether or not the blood flowing through your veins comes from the line of a Union veteran, you are and always will be a true “Son” in my eyes. By virtue of your place in the ranks of this prestigious brotherhood and your place in the ranks here today you have a very real and very tangible connection to all Union Veterans. You and I, my dear brothers, are their legal successors, and heirs to the sacred trust to keep green their memory and the memory of all veterans. Your value does not lie in the badges on your chests, but in what is in your minds and on your hearts. You have earned the right to the title Son of a Union Veteran of the Civil War. Be forever proud of that special privilege and of the responsibility that you have chosen to accept. Know that you are fulfilling that responsibility right now,

and that I shall be forever proud of you. 

    I cannot promise you that history will remember us as individuals or as a group for what we do here today. If it does, we shall likely be relegated to the dusty pages on an esoteric volume written by a brother of the order mainly for the benefit of other brothers wishing to learn more about what we have done. Then again, it never is, never was and never will be about that. It’s not about us, but about the men who sacrificed so much on behalf of ourselves and for generations yet unborn. Although seemingly invisible, the mark we leave is surely indelible. Ours is a legacy of leadership by example. We remember because too many forget. We remember because we are heart drawn to do so. We remember and teach others to do the same to ensure that the legacy of this day will go on as long as life persists on this mortal coil. We are the keepers of the trust, and, in the end, we are the keepers of each other. Be true to yourself. Be true to one another. Be true to your oath. If you do so, you will fully reap the benefits of this order—the greatest of which are intangible and held deep within the recesses of our hearts.  

    Just as our floral tributes will wither and the flags we placed will one day fray and fade, we too shall wither and fade from this ethereal realm to guide our successors—unseen and unheard, but ever present for duty. I can say with certainty, that in my final backward glance I will remember days such as this with fraternal affection in my heart knowing that I am moving toward a place where, just as we walk together today, we shall walk together forever. 

    There is only one thing left to do now. There is time for one last soldierly act, time for one last soldierly gesture, time for one final show of respect. That is for me to thank you in the best way I know. In recognition of the fact that it is never about the man, but about the whole, I salute you and kindly ask that you refrain from returning the gesture. 

Semper Filii Veteranorum! Gratia Dei Servatus!

Most fraternally and respectfully,
Kenneth A. Gavin
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